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CHAPTER ONE

We hung around the Outsider FTL relay long enough for Skippy to download all the data the thing was transmitting, he could review and analyze it later. Interestingly, that data feed did not include our attack on the Gateway, or the thing being destroyed, or anything we did after the original Outsider was dead. Skippy surmised that the FTL relay signal originated at the Gateway, and appeared to have been transmitted in batches. So, if the thing recorded the events that resulted in the Gateway getting ripped apart by the Vortex, it never had time to compress the data and send it out.

Scrolling back through the images, we were able to watch the Gateway being set up and brought into operational status, the first images available were from when the mechanism was about two thirds complete. Skippy of course was fascinated by the process of converting parts of two Rindhalu arrays into an intergalactic tunnel, he spent most of his time reviewing the data and puzzling over how the thing worked.

“Joe,” he sighed, weary of life. “I have absolutely no freakin’ clue how that Gateway technology works.”

“You will keep trying? This is important to us.”

“It is especially important to me. You can’t imagine how frustrating it is that I have not even a framework for understanding how Outsider technology works. It makes no sense, based on what I know of physics. I feel like a caveman looking up at a starship, and no, that was not an insult to your ancestors.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?”

“Like what?”

“If I found an amusing new way to scratch myself, would that reduce your stress?”

“Ordinarily, I would love to see that, but right now, meh.”

“OK. You need more information, right?”

“Yes, but all the data available has been provided by the FTL relay.”

“Not all of it. The feed begins when the Gateway was close to being activated, right?”

“True, what does that-”

“The photons generated by the Gateway, when it first started construction, are still out there. We can jump around, get ahead of that photon wavefront, and collect more data.”

“Hmm. It is worth a shot. But, Colonel Reed will not like keeping her ship here one second longer than we have to. Those Outsider ships could come back at any moment, and we are not capable of fighting them.”

“Valkyrie might never be able to fight an Outsider warship, not one on one. This is a risk worth taking. We need to know what happened here, how it happened.”

“Ugh. I suppose you’re right about that.”

“Skippy, you are blowing me away with your inspiring enthusiasm for pressing on with this fight.”

“Meh. What’s the point?”

“What’s the point? Was that sarcasm?”

“It was me acknowledging reality. Joe, we did it. We accomplished the impossible. We found, activated, and deployed an Elder Vortex. Deployed it in a way the Elders never envisioned. To do that, we found a dormant, damaged Elder master control AI, plucked it from a freakin’ star, loaded a foreign submind into the thing, and successfully plugged it into the Vortex.”

“Ayuh. You forgot that we also raided a secure senior species archive, and the kitties don’t even know the thing was stolen.”

“We did that also. Joe, my point is, we did all those incredible, impossible things. Somehow, I leveled up my already extreme awesomeness. And, it. Did. Not. Matter. We lost the fight. It’s over. No amount of bullshit enthusiasm can change that fact.”

“Skippy, we-”

“Joe, think, please, think. It took a series of miracles to destroy a single, old, damaged Outsider that was basically only a ghost of what it was capable of being. Now, the Outsiders have two of their starships on this side of the Gateway. The Milky Way has been infected, and the infection can only spread. I have absolutely no idea how to even approach finding another Vortex. This fight is over. Ugh, I know,” he did the whole Exasperated I Am So Over This gesture, including an eyeroll, knees bent, shoulders slumped. “You think I am being Doctor Doom, again.”

“You are more like Doctor Gloom. That Doom Marvel character hurts people by his actions. You hurt us all by giving up.”

“Joe, tell me honestly, why do you always refuse to give up, even when you clearly should?”

“First, there has never been a time when I should have given up, unless your recollection of events is very different from mine.”

“Past performance is no indicator of future results.”

“Except that not giving up has always worked for us.”

“Fine, whatevs. What is the other reason?”

“If I give up, Def Com will relieve me of command, and we won’t have these uplifting conversations.”

“I wish they would relieve me,” he grumbled. “Please be serious.”

“OK, to be serious, imagine this: what would happen if I told Margaret the fight was hopeless?”

“Hmm. She would wonder if you had been replaced by an evil clone.”

“Yeah, good point, she would. Let me ask the question this way: what would happen if I told Margaret that you had given up?”

“Um, she would be crushingly disappointed in me?”

“You know it.”

“Joe, I, I could not stand that. I would hate myself. Dude, why is that woman’s opinion so important to both of us?”

“Because she is Margaret fucking Adams, and she has been through a whole lot of shit, and she is still fighting.”

“Oh, hell. For now, would it be OK for me to just pretend being pumped to continue this hopeless fight?”

“Fake it ’til you make it, Skippy. Hey, I got a question, about those Outsider FTL relays. I mean, if you know enough about them to answer a question.”

“Yes, Joe, thank you so much for reminding me that I have no idea how their tech works. Does it give you a thrill to kick a guy when he’s down?”

“It does not, and that’s not why I asked the question. Actually, not understanding how those relays work is the point. Should we take those doodoo decahedrons back to Earth with us, to study them?”

“Oooooh,” he whistled.

“Cool idea, huh?”

“Not cool, you numbskull. Wow, let me think about this. Those relays are a super advanced technology that has unknown capabilities, and it is known the entity that built and controlled them is hostile. So, sure, I do not foresee any problems with stuffing a cargo bay full of the things, and bringing them to your home planet. They probably won’t, you know, explode.”

“You don’t have to be such an ass.”

“You don’t have to be such a dumbass.”

“OK, how about we go back to Earth, and Def Com sends a star carrier out here, to take them back for study? Uh, not to Earth. Or to Jaguar, either. Someplace they can’t do any damage. Would that be worth the effort?”

“Are you asking me,” he snickered. “If we should bring them somewhere for monkey scientists to study them? Hee hee, yes we should totally do that. It would be hilarious.”

“I am so glad you find this amusing. I meant, you, or Nagatha could study them. Probably it’s better for Nagatha to take a look at them.”

His eyes flew open wide. “Huuhh,” he gasped. “How dare you? You think she can do a better job of it than I can?”

“I think she is more expendable than your Magnificence.”

“Oh. Well, I suppose that is an excellent point. May I make a suggestion?”

“Please do.”

“The Navy should ask for volunteers to crew the garbage scow that will collect those relays. I would not want to be aboard that ship.”

Skippy was correct. Reed wanted to bug out, she argued we should go to Earth, and come back with a squadron of dedicated sensor destroyers. Or, the Navy could assign a task force to handle the job, while Valkyrie was elsewhere. Like, in spacedock, conducting urgently needed repairs. She made a good argument. I overruled her. As a safety measure, I ordered Kittredge to take Yellowstone out through the wormhole, and to wait a lightyear away. If Valkyrie didn’t rendezvous with the star carrier in three days, he was to proceed straight to Earth, carrying a copy of the Outsider FTL relay data.

For two days, we hopped around on a fun-filled sightseeing tour, seeing sights that happened more than a month ago. That’s when the Gateway construction began, we discovered. From there, we jumped closer, closer, closer, until we were seeing events that duplicated the images we had seen from the FTL relay.

“That’s it, Joe,” Skippy was discouraged. “I have now seen all there is to see.”

“Did it help you to understand Outsider tech, or at least how the Gateway functions?”

“Right now, I don’t know. So far, I have been in data collection mode. Now, I can go into analysis mode, which I am not looking forward to. What I anticipate is an endless cycle of tedium and frustration.”

“It could be worse. You could be waiting at the Department of Motor Vehicles.”

“Well, there is that.”

“We can get out of here now?”

“Sure. This place doesn’t have anything useful that I haven’t seen. Um, except for one thing, possibly.”

“What’s that?”

“We haven’t witnessed the Vortex emerging into local spacetime. The FTL data feed had shut down before that event.”

“It would help you understand our enemy?”

“Maybe. Seeing that event would certainly be cool.”

“I will make a bowl of popcorn.”

Reed was not a big fan of us jumping in to watch the Vortex emerge, although she did reluctantly admit it would be cool to see. “Sir, is this detour necessary? Every moment we are here is a risk.”

“If we were not desperate for information, I would agree with you. But, we are.”

We jumped in roughly an hour before the wavefront of photons from the Vortex emergence would reach that point. The extra time was needed to extend the ship’s sensor fields to their maximum diameter, and get the virtual antenna tuned. Also because Skippy could not be certain exactly when the Vortex would pop into local spacetime. Despite what I told Skippy, I did not make popcorn.

We watched and waited for the Vortex to appear. Nothing, nothing, nothing, there it was. Suddenly, in spectacular fashion, the vast bulk of the Vortex was dumped into the slum of local spacetime.

And, it exploded.

“Whoa,” Skippy flung up his hands. “That was, um, a lot more energetic than I anticipated. And, kind of weird. I hope our antenna generators didn’t sustain any damage. Nope, they’re good.”

Reed was biting her lip, eager to jump away, so I asked, “You got the data you need?”

“I’m not sure. I got something.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I. Joe, the Vortex loss of containment was as predicted, but the effect here was not entirely correct.”

“It should not have exploded?”

“An explosion was inevitable. The exotic material the Vortex was made of is incompatible with the laws of physics in this layer of spacetime, so the material disintegrated into its constituent subatomic particles, and a lot of energy was released. What puzzles me is, in the area around where the Gateway used to be, the material of the Vortex did not react the way it should have.”

“OK, interesting. Do we care?”

“I do.”

“I get that, but-”

“Understanding the anomaly might give me hints about how the Gateway functioned.”

“Let’s do that. We will jump the ship farther away, and watch the explosion again?”

“Yes, do that.”

We did that another seven times, viewing the violent emergence from several angles, until Skippy announced grouchily that he had gotten all the data that was available.

Reed was anxious to get away from a place that could attract too much attention, of the wrong kind. “Can we pull chocks, Sir?”

That was an old Air Force expression, referring to removing the chocks that prevented aircraft tires from rolling. I mentioned it’s an old saying, because the UN Air Force, and the various national aviation units of Earth, had few aircraft that were still equipped with wheels. Only heavy atmospheric transports still rolled along a runway for takeoffs or landings, and most of them had wheels that could transform from round for smooth pavement, to a triangular tread for rough surfaces. The new Air Force term was ‘pull clamps’, referring to the devices that secured dropships in a docking bay. Anyway, I understood what she said, it was the same as the Army term ‘pop smoke’. It meant ‘we are outta here’.

“Jump back to the wormhole at your convenience, Fireball.”

“Now is good for me,” she pointed at the pilot, and we jumped.

The worst part of our flight back to the Yellowstone was knowing that, ultimately, we had failed another mission. Operation Olympic had killed a lot of people. But allowing two Outsider starships into the Milky Way had the potential to kill everyone. So, I had that going for me. I did not anticipate ever sleeping again.

But, like I said, that was not the worst part of doing nothing while the ship headed back to Earth. The worst part was listening to Skippy bitch and moan about how unfair life was. He had gotten all the data available, but it wasn’t enough. And none of it made any sense. And that his failure to comprehend what the fuck was going on had him despondent and depressed. And, that his life sucked.

I had news for him: my life sucked also.

We rendezvoused with Yellowstone and, since Valkyrie’s jump drive was not in great condition, Reed got her battlecruiser latched onto the star carrier. “Captain Kittredge,” I called the star carrier’s CO, first making sure he was alone. “I need to read you in on a secret. On the way back to Earth, we will be stopping at a Maxohlx data relay station, to see what the kitties know about two new Outsider starships roaming around the galaxy. This is secret, because Skippy has an ability to hack into those stations and download data.”

“That,” the guy’s eyebrows almost met his hairline. “Is astonishing, Sir. Def Com told us we had lost the ability to read Maxohlx message traffic.”

“Yeah, that’s why this is a secret. When we approach the relay, your ship’s sensors will be blanked out, to reduce the number of people who could figure out what we’re doing.”

“Understood, Sir. Do you have a particular relay selected?”

“Yes, Skippy has programmed a course labeled Option Echo in your navigation system. From there, we will be going back to Earth, on a least-time course.” Def Com, and the UN overall, needed to be updated on the situation, especially since it was now actually worse than the problem of a single Outsider.

The Joint Chiefs were going to be just thrilled to hear from me.

“Joe, we have another problem and, ugh,” he shook his head and the ginormous hat bobbed like it was about to fall off. “I hate to even mention this. I would not mention it, except you will eventually find out about this, and you will be pissed at me for not telling you now.”

In my office trying to focus on paperwork, I had waited for him to analyze the info he had downloaded from the Maxohlx relay. “I understand this is hard for you.”

“Oh, good, then-”

“I also do not care. Tell me.”

“This is so unfair.”

“You are reluctant to tell me, whatever it is, because you did some sleazy thing that will piss me off?”

“No. Um, not this time. The reason I hesitate to give this info is, you will insist on doing some reckless, cowboy thing.”

“I like this already. Spit it out, beer can.”

“OK, fine. Do not blame me if this goes sideways. I did not get much useful intel from the relay station, but there was one cryptic message that is interesting. The director of the Maxohlx military Supply Corps sent a memo, warning that provisioning another large fleet for an extended deployment will leave the inventory of some critical items at such a low level, their military will have difficulty suppressing the client rebellion. Really, in my opinion, that memo was just some bureaucrat covering his ass, but it-”

“Skippy, why should I give a shit about whether the kitties have enough guns or socks? Crap, the UN Navy has its own problems with consumables and spare parts. The kitties being unable to sustain a fleet in the field is a good thing for us.”

“Ah, not so much. The inventory level is not the important part, dumdum. Did you not hear me say ‘large fleet for an extended deployment’? Based on the amount of supplies that were recently drained from inventory, I estimate the kitties are deploying over two hundred ships.”

“Whoa.”

“Exactly.”

“Those two hundred ships are not being sent to suppress the client rebellion? There is only one other tasking I can think of. They are being sent to relieve the ships guarding the decoy Gateway site.”

“Excellent guess, but wrong. The memo also stated that when the decoy guard fleet returns in two months, there will not be enough of certain items to bring those ships up to full combat readiness.”

“Yeah, no way would those fleets need two months of overlap. So, the new fleet is not going to the decoy site.”

“Correct.”

“When did this second fleet get orders to deploy?”

“That is another interesting bit of data: the Dictat issued a Flash directive for deployment, eight days after the first Outsider ship came through the real Gateway.”

“That can’t be a coincidence. Do you know whether the request for more ships came from the original Outsider, or from one of the new starships?”

“I do not. Really, that doesn’t matter. Those ships are clearly being sent out for nefarious reasons.”

“When?”

“They have already deployed.”

“Shit. We are too late to stop them. Uh, do you know where they are going?”

“I know the rendezvous point, because the Supply Corps has ships racing to catch the fleet, to deliver critical items that couldn’t be available before the warships left their bases.”

“Outstanding! Skippy, just when I think you couldn’t be more awesome, you surprise me again. Can we get to the rendezvous point, before those ships jump away?”

“You mean, can Yellowstone get there in time? Valkyrie can’t fly very far right now.”

“Well, yeah.”

“The answer would be ‘No’, except for my extreme awesomeness. However, we should change course right now, like now.”

“You have a course programmed into Yellowstone’s navigation system?”

“Dude, please. Of course I do.”

“Captain Kittredge,” I called the star carrier’s commander. “There is a change of plan. Skippy loaded a new course into your nav system, please punch it ASAP.”

“Um, we are not going to Earth, Sir?” the guy was understandably confused.

“We are making a detour, to take the scenic route.”

“Under, stood,” he split one word into two. Given his brief and unhappy history with the Merry Band of Pirates, it wasn’t surprising that he was anxious about any change of plan. “Sir. We can jump in,” there was a pause, I assumed he was checking a display. “Seven minutes.”

“Outstanding. That will be all.”

“Yes, Sir.”

I ended the call. “Skippy, what is your plan for following those ships, to wherever the Outsider wants them to go?”

“Hey, planning is your job.”

“I meant, will we just track their jumps, and follow them until we find an Outsider?”

“Um, well, I expect we will get to the rendezvous point, and do what we usually do.”

“Make shit up as we go?”

“Egg-zactly.”

We, meaning Yellowstone, jumped in near the rendezvous point, although by ‘near’ I am using an astronomical unit of measurement. The actual distance was twenty one lightminutes, which might seem like a strange number to choose, but we had a good reason for it. Standard Maxohlx fleet protocol was for sensor escorts, usually destroyers but sometimes also frigates, to establish a screen around any group of heavy ships that were expected to remain in an area for more than an hour, that is an hour and sixteen minutes in human terms. That screen was a bubble three lightminutes in all directions, but with such a large number of ships and with that fleet on a mission assigned by the Dictat directly, Reed and I figured the fleet commander would order a more extensive sweep, farther from the center of the formation. So, we settled on twenty one lightminutes. With that many ships to keep track of, the enemy fleet would likely have to wait for stragglers, and get the formation back in good order before the next jump.

We detected active sensor pings, but none were of a strength to burn through Yellowstone’s stealth field. Another reason for jumping in so far away was the star carrier’s stealth was nowhere near as effective as the gear aboard Valkyrie. Part of that was by design, the Navy didn’t see much sense in expending scarce resources on a vessel that was intended to be a noncombatant. Space trucks were supposed to stay away from any zones of potential combat action, instead of stealth concealment they relied on being too far away for an enemy to find them. Yellowstone also had not benefitted from Skippy and Bilby tuning our battlecruiser’s stealth field generators, and there wasn’t enough time for them to do much with the gear aboard the star carrier.

Anyway, from twenty one lightminutes away, we had an excellent view of the situation. Two hundred and sixteen ships were in or around the formation, including the supply ships that had arrived at the last minute. The only surprise was the composition of the force, the kitties had assigned almost twice as many escort ships as their doctrine recommended. Were the kitties running thin on heavy ships? Or, were they keeping the battlewagons in reserve in case the deal with their new ally didn’t work as advertised? My guess was the second thing, but I would have been wrong either way.

“Well, shit,” Skippy groaned. “The command ship already sent out the coordinates for the next jump. I can’t intercept the transmission.”

Here we go again, I thought as I clenched a fist. Why can’t anything be easy? “When were the coordinates sent?”

“About eleven minutes ago.”

Reed and I shared a glance, then she asked, “The display is showing the escorts are patrolling out to eight lightminutes from the center of the formation, is that correct?”

“Correct,” Skippy replied slowly. “However, the enemy has saturated the area with such strong active sensor pulses, Yellowstone would be detected at a distance of thirteen lightminutes.”

Reed shrugged. “We jump in at, say, fourteen lightminutes, and wait for that transmission to crawl out to us?”

“Mmm,” Skippy waggled a hand in an ‘I am not sure about that’ gesture. “The coordinates were sent on a low-powered ship to ship laserlink, and only to the lead ships of each squadron. The odds of me intercepting a useable bandwidth of signal are not good, even if we were several lightseconds away.”

Reed raised an eyebrow at me, I nodded with, “We came all the way here, it’s worth a try. I’ll give Kittredge the bad news.”

Yellowstone jumped, with no spoken objection from the star carrier’s captain, though his unease was implied in his tone. It was a risk, yes, the space truck couldn’t mask its jump signature as effectively as a UN Navy warship could. Again, star carriers were not expected to go into dangerous situations. It was a risk, a risk worth taking. If we could find where the Outsiders wanted the second fleet to go, we could at least discover what the enemy planned to do, whatever their next step was. Hopefully, discover what that next step was.

It didn’t work.

“No joy,” Skippy was disgusted. “The only way to intercept a ship to ship laserlink is by backscatter, and we are too far away for Valkyrie’s sensors to pick up enough signal strength for a useful result.”

“Jump away, then?” Kittredge asked through his holographic image that had joined Valkyrie’s bridge.

“Ah, no,” Skippy shook his head. “Your space truck makes even more noise jumping away as it does jumping in. My suggestion is, we stay right here until the kitties jump. The next part will be tricky.”

“Why?” Kittredge asked before I could.

“Um, we will need to jump in very close to where that formation is, to analyze the jump signatures and determine where those ships went.”

“That is standard procedure for a pursuit,” I noted. “Why will it be tricky?”

“The kitties are certain to drop off resonators, so the signatures will be confused. The tricky part is, I also expect they will leave stealth mines in the area, to destroy any ships that attempt to follow them.”

Even in avatar form, Kittredge’s face turned pale. The guy had previously commanded a destroyer then a cruiser, and his service record showed he had not shied away from combat. But taking a warship into danger was a lot different than asking the crew of a space truck to do the same.

“Bilby?” I asked. “Can Valkyrie manage a short jump? Or, two jumps?”

“Sure thing, your Dudeness,” the ship’s AI answered. “We should not jump more than a couple of lighthours, or perform like, more than two jumps within thirty minutes. The number of coils we have that are jumpworthy are limited, we have to rotate them in and out of service to retune them extensively after each jump.”

“Reed?”

“We can detach here, jump Valkyrie in after the enemy leaves,” she suggested. “Sir, I would prefer we don’t emerge in the center of the enemy formation, instead we can aim for a half lightsecond away, and send in sensor probes?”

“That’s a bit too close for comfort.” Young Joe Bishop would have gone directly into action. Young me had been a reckless idiot sometimes.

“Aim for thirty lightseconds away?”

“Let’s do that.”


CHAPTER TWO

We did that, except it didn’t work as expected. Of the two hundred and sixteen enemy ships, two hundred and twelve jumped away. Four destroyers remained.

“Skippy?” I was puzzled, and the display didn’t show any useful information. “Were those ships not able to jump?”

“They didn’t even try. I have no idea what they are- Oh, that. Ooooh, I hate it when kitties try to be clever. Joe, those four tin cans are broadcasting resonance to mask the fleet’s jump signature. Hmm, this might explain why the formation contained so many escort ships. They can leave several ships behind after each jump, to cover their tracks.”

“Sir?” Reed called for my attention. “Sheilds have been restored to nominal, and our weapons are fully combat ready. It’s the jump drive that is still dorked up. We can take on those four destroyers, if it’s necessary.”

“Mm, maybe.” I appreciated her offer, and I was skeptical. “What we probably can’t do is take out all four, before at least one of them jumps away. This op only works if the Outsider doesn’t know we’re tracking the kitty fleet.”

“True,” she nodded. “So, we wait for those destroyers to follow the fleet?”

“Ah, not so much,” Skippy warned. “I have been monitoring message traffic between those ships, one of them has developed a problem with a reactor, the captain assured the squadron leader that her ship will not delay the other three from returning to base. Those four ships are being detached to RTB, they will not follow the fleet.”

“Then, we’re screwed,” Reed concluded sourly.

“Mm, hold on a second. The Universe might be throwing us a bone here. One ship has orders to remain, until a very late supply ship arrives. The supply ship will be given the coordinates for the jump to follow the fleet!” He held up a hand, I stepped forward to high five him.

Then I had to step back, and scratch my chin. “You know I don’t trust any favor the Universe does for us, but we should at least hang around to see what happens.”

We sent a tightbeam message to Kittredge to hold position, and we waited. And waited. And waited. Three of the destroyers jumped away, leaving a single ship to provide instructions to the supply ship, which was extremely late.

“What the hell is that ship carrying, that it is so important a major fleet has to wait for it?” I complained to no one.

“Either Elder weapons,” Reed guessed. “Or a fresh batch of Booboo cakes.”

“Sir?” Frey spoke from her seat at the back wall of the bridge. “If that ship is carrying Booboo cakes, I request permission for a STAR team raid.”

“Hold that thought, Colonel,” I told her. After Skippy’s attempt to make delicious Booboo cakes almost ruined the galley, and then the crew tried three times to make what resulted in only a sticky mess, Reed had banned any experimental cooking.

We waited for six hours. Kittredge pinged me with, “Sir, how long will we wait here?”

“That destroyer must have a time limit, so we wait for it to make that decision,” I answered. Really, in the back of my mind was a time limit of one full day. Beyond that time, I couldn’t imagine the enemy fleet commander would delay his force for any single ship.

Of course, the supply ship chose to jump in just as I got into bed. “I’m up,” I told Skippy as he gave the alert. In less than a minute, I was back into the uniform I had laid out on the couch, and my hair wasn’t even smooshed to one side the way it did after I’ve been sleeping for a while. So, I had that going for me.

“Oh for- You have got to be kidding me!” Skippy exploded as I walked onto the bridge, where Gasquet was in the command chair. Reed had been in the gym, much farther away from the bridge.

“What’s the problem this time?” I asked.

“I was able to intercept the transmission from backscatter, but I can’t read the thing!”

That made me blink. “The kitties have encryption that good?”

“Dude, please,” he snorted. “It is not a cypher. I mean, the message is encrypted, not with anything I can’t crack in a heartbeat. This is just, random nonsense.”

“Double encryption?”

“You really believe I haven’t thought of that? No, you dimwit. It is nonsense, because the message is contextual.”

“What does that mean?” Reed asked as she came into the bridge still dressed in her gym clothes, a towel around her neck.

“The message itself is meaningless, except it triggers a specific response in the receiving ship’s navigation system. It’s like if I gave you a list with two columns; numbers in one column, and the names of countries in another. If I then say ‘Five’, you refer to the list and go to, Bolivia or somewhere. On this list, all I know is the ‘Five’.”

“OK, so,” I said slowly as I thought. “The list was provided before those ships left their base?”

“Yes. Although, I just realized that I am talking with you, and you will misunderstand everything. Listen, numbskull, there is not a simple list with two columns. The nav system will have been updated with a subroutine module, that will interpret the incoming message, and convert it into jump coordinates. The subroutines would have been developed differently for each ship, to work with a ship’s unique navigation system matrix.”

“Oh, great. Fan-TAST-ic. There is no way for us to know where that supply ship is going?”

“We can do it the hard way. Wait for it to jump, then analyze its signature.”

We did that. Skippy did that. It wasn’t easy, even for him. “OK,” he sighed. “Now we know where that supply ship went. If that knucklehead destroyer will get out of the freakin’ way, we can follow.”

“Weapons are safed?” I asked, to be extra certain.

Reed nodded, and so did the gunnery officer, who held his hands away from the console. They knew if we shot at the destroyer, the Outsider would soon learn that its location might have been compromised. So, we waited again. Fortunately, the destroyer’s crew must have been eager to get home to enjoy fresh Booboo cakes, because we only had to wait six minutes. Unfortunately, the supply ship had jumped a greater distance than Valkyrie was able to at that moment, so we had to go back to Yellowstone. While there was a quick procedure for emergency detachment, there was no fast way to get a massive warship latched onto a hardpoint, without a major risk of damaging both ships. We could not take any risks with the star carrier, it was our ride home.

Eventually, after everyone involved became incredibly frustrated by how freakin’ long the latching procedure took, we jumped to follow the supply ship.

It was there. The fleet had already moved on. A single destroyer had remained to give the tardy supply ship the coordinates, and that escort ship departed back to base shortly after we arrived. While the supply ship did drop off resonators, it was sort of a half-hearted effort at making the endpoint of its jump. That ship’s captain must have known the fleet commander was pissed at the delay, so the crew were rushing through procedure.

“Much easier this time,” Skippy declared. We had taken the risk by jumping Yellowstone in to scan the supply ship’s jump signature, and the move paid off quickly. “I know where that ship went. Damn, I hope we don’t have to keep following it like this.”

“We all want to get on with it, Skippy. Same drill as last time, bring us to within twenty one lightminutes.”

Yellowstone jumped.

Jackpot.

The enemy fleet was still there.

Not only still there, but apparently while they waited for the tardy supply ship, the fleet commander had authorized ships to conduct routine maintenance tasks that hadn’t been completed before they left base, to cross-deck supplies that were aboard the wrong ships, and one of the supply ships was being completely unloaded. That ship had a problem with both of its reactors, it wasn’t able to continue with the mission. That was good news for us.

It wasn’t all good news.

“Ah, this sucks,” Skippy moaned. Instead of making me beg for details, he continued with, “The instructions for the next jump have been transmitted to that last supply ship, along with a strong statement of the fleet commander’s displeasure. Joe, I have decrypted the message but again, it is a bunch of garbled nonsense to me. When this fleet jumps away, assuming they will leave escorts ships behind to saturate the area with resonance, we will not be able to follow. I’m sorry, this is a golden opportunity, but this is the end of the line for us.”

“Come on, don’t say that. You are Skippy the Magnificent. There has to be a way to get those coordinates.”

“Ugh. There is, but I have to warn you, it is impossible.”

“I prefer an ‘impossible way’ to ‘no way’, so what is it?”

“If I had the navigation core from one of those ships, I could go in there, ransack the place, and get the coordinates. Get the full set of coordinates.”

“Outstanding!” I slapped my knee. “With the full list, you could determine where that fleet is going?”

“Sadly, it will not be that easy. The dataset will almost certainly be populated with coordinates that are not that fleet’s course, the actual course will only be a faint signal in the noise of junk coordinates. So, there is no way to predetermine which coordinates are real, and which were included to confuse anyone who obtains the data set. Also, a message I intercepted a few minutes ago leads me to believe that even the fleet commander does not know their final destination. Somewhere along the way, the Outsider will arrive, and guide them to the Promised Land, wherever that is.”

“OK but,” I rested my elbows on my thighs and massaged my temples. “For every jump, there is only a limited set of coordinates that are reachable from there, right? You could develop a range of potential subsequent jumps?”

“Hmm. Um, I guess I could do that. I could do that, which will be an enormous amount of work for me, while you-”

“While I catch up on very important paperwork, unless you prefer us to switch jobs?”

“No. Listen, numbskull, this is a fun ‘What if’ discussion, but it’s not going anywhere. To get a navigation core, we would have to isolate one ship, attack to knock out its defenses, and board it with a STAR team, who would then have to fight their way into the center of the ship, where the core resides. That would be a long ingress and an even longer egress, since the enemy crew will know what the STAR’s objective is. There is just no practical way to do it. Even if the STARs could get in and out without suffering major casualties, we first would have to get one ship to jump to the wrong coordinates, and make it disappear in a way that is not considered suspicious.”

“That’s not anything we haven’t done before,” Frey noted.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I have some ideas about that. Skippy, how much time do we have to work with? When will the fleet jump away?”

“The commander has given a deadline of just over eighteen hours for the fleet to get their shit together, then they will be jumping regardless of whether everyone is ready or not.”

I shared a grin with Reed. “Pirates can get into a whole lot of mischief in eighteen hours.”

“Ugh. Seriously? Did you not hear when I mentioned the minor issue of a STAR team having to fight into and out of the center of an enemy warship? The odds that a dropship could get aboard are not great, and the odds of it being allowed to leave are at the ‘fuhgeddaboudit’ level. There is no workable solution for getting to the navigation core.”

“That,” Frey rose from her chair. “Is not entirely true.”

“You have my attention,” I told her. “You have an idea?”

“I do, but,” she hesitated.

“Oh crap. I am not going to like this?”

“No, Sir. You will probably love it. Colonel Reed will hate it.”

We launched two stealth drones, one was just a backup in case of mechanical failure. Aboard both drones were microwormholes, and stealthy little spiderbots. The bots did not have the ability to cut into a ship’s hull, they didn’t need to. Everything they had to access was external to the hull plating, because their target was a communications antenna. We watched on the main display as the lead drone approached a cruiser, a ship selected by Frey. While I understood her logic, it made me uneasy that she had not chosen a softer target, like a destroyer. She had her reasons, and it would be her boots hitting the enemy deck, so I stepped back and let the experts handle the cowboy adrenaline rush stuff.

The drone dispersed the spiderbots as it approached the cruiser, then the drone coasted quietly past and drifted on its way. Three of the eight spiderbots bounced off the hull to float out into oblivion, the other five got to work. They invisibly crawled along the hull, gathering at an antenna array. Only two bots were needed for the job, five made the work go quickly.

“Got it, Whoo-hoo!” Skippy shouted. “OK, we have, I have, complete control of that cruiser’s incoming and outgoing message traffic. And, I am, ooh this is not easy, using my access to infiltrate the jump drive control system. It should be any minute now, wait for it, waaaait, doneski! The nav system still has the correct coordinates, whatever they are, but that cruiser will jump to where we want it to go. Um, remember what I told you: the limited bandwidth of my access will not allow me to control that ship. It is still dangerous.”

“Outstanding. Reed, bring us back to Yellowstone, please. We need to get to the party early, to set up the place for a surprise.”

We arrived early. Seven hours early, and we set up for the party. First, Valkyrie detached from Yellowstone, so the star carrier could watch the action from the cheap seats in the back row, while our battlecruiser went into the exclusive VIP section of the club. There, Skippy created and maintained an especially flat area of spacetime that would attract the cruiser’s jump wormhole to a very specific location, where Valkyrie was waiting.

With five hours to go before the enemy fleet commander’s deadline, Reed brought the ship to action stations, and the STARs boarded their Panther dropship. That particular spacecraft was outfitted with additional armor, and had the stealth field generators removed to reduce mass. Stealth would not be needed in Frey’s planned raid, a bit of craziness that had even the leader of ST-Razor second-guessing herself. “If this wasn’t my own plan,” she had admitted to me, “I would be tempted to assign the lead to Holmqvist.”

“You are getting too old for this shit?” I teased her.

“Sir, everyone is too old for this shit.”

The cruiser arrived forty three minutes early, which is bad manners. Never arrive at a party early, my mother had taught me, because the hosts might need every last minute to straighten up and clean their house. That cruiser paid for its rudeness, paid dearly. Bilby had maser cannons knocking out the cruiser’s shield generators before that ship had recovered from jump distortion, and prepositioned missiles took out the generators on the other side. Seconds later, when that enemy ship might have recovered from the shock enough to shoot back, Reed got Valkyrie to buzz past the cruiser and our masers melted the doors of the enemy missile launchers. The cruiser managed to get off six maser cannon shots at us, then the enemy guns fell silent.

We stopped shooting also. The crew of that ship probably thought ‘Oh shit we know what is coming next’.

A boarding party, not the fun kind of party at all.

With the enemy ship unable to effectively shoot back, and with our jamming scrambling their sensors, the crew of that cruiser was no doubt suiting up, drawing weapons from the ship’s armory, and trying to remember the last time they ran a ‘Repel boarders’ exercise. My guess was, that kind of drill was run once a year or less often, and nobody paid much attention to the details. Starships simply did not get boarded, especially senior species warships. That was pretty much true, until filthy monkeys came along and ruined everything for everyone.

Our STAR operators were equipped with some of the best powered armor suits in the galaxy, they had the benefit of outstanding training, they all knew they were the best team of warriors humanity had ever fielded, and they had Skippy to provide intel and guidance. Those advantages still would not prevent unacceptable losses in a boarding action, where the enemy knew the terrain and would be playing defense.

So, Frey cheated.

“We are like, lined up to boogie,” Bilby drawled. “This is gonna be gnarly, Dude!”

I made a ‘hands off’ gesture and glanced at Reed. It was her ship, her show.

“Frey, status?” Reed asked, though that information was available on the main display.

“We are in the pipe, five by five,” came the reply, the voice of the STAR team leader only slightly strained. Any pre-action nerves were understandable, mostly because no one had ever done what Frey was about to lead her operators into.

“Acknowledged. Weps,” Reed crooked a finger without looking back at the weapons station. “Light ’em up, please.”

The deck shuddered under my feet, as the centerline railguns accelerated their payloads. The railguns were not dialed up to ‘Eleven’, they were actually cranked down to around a six. And rather than narrow darts, the big guns were slinging basically very dense bowling balls we called ‘slugs’. One after another, slugs were flung out as fast as the rail magnets could recharge.

There are two ways to get a boarding party into the center of a starship. Option One is for a dropship to dock, for a team to cut through the hull or to breach an airlock, and for the boarders to fight their way to the center, one deck at a time. Then, back up to the dropship, which hopefully had not been shot full of holes by angry defenders.

Option One sucked.

Frey chose Option Two.

Our railguns punched a hole clear through the defenseless enemy ship, each shot making the hole wider until it was a gaping wound through hull plating, decks, bulkheads, access tubes, and out the other side. How wide was the hole, when our railguns stopped shooting?

Just wide enough for a Panther dropship to fly into.

Frey had chosen that enemy ship, rather than a softer target, for one very important reason. The cruiser was one of three in the Maxohlx fleet to undergo a refit that had been judged less than successful, since the plans to convert another twenty ships had been cancelled. The refit had sliced the ship apart, inserting a forty meter section that contained additional sensor gear.  Yeah, blah, blah, blah. What Frey cared about is the refit had isolated the navigation core in an armored vault that had only one access route. An access tube that ran close to the centerline of the ship. An access tube that was now exposed to vacuum.

“Subway tunnel is clear, Dudes,” Bilby was roused to more excitement than his surfer persona usually allowed. “The ‘A’ train is now boarding, and the green light means ‘Go’.”

“Launch the bots,” Reed ordered, and two missile tubes snapped open, ejected their charges, and the armored doors closed again. The missiles, both volunteers, of course wanted to blow shit up, unfortunately they would have to wait as they had a job to do, before the fun part commenced. The pair of missiles accelerated toward the hole in the enemy ship, braking hard to come nearly to a stop relative to the cruiser, where the rear payload container opened and bots were sent tumbling down the hole. The bots dragged themselves to a stop just past the ripped open access tube, dispersed into formation, and began spinning webs. Ironically, those bots did not look like spiders, they were sort of caterpillars, with sticky nanopads on their multiple feet. It took three, four, five heart-stopping minutes before the crash net webbing was complete.

“Webbing is complete and,” Bilby paused. “Like, has passed integrity testing.”

“Frey,” Reed made the call. “You are ‘Go’. Be careful over there.”

Frey didn’t reply, she didn’t need to and couldn’t afford the distraction. The Panther boosted out of the docking bay at full power, leaving scorch marks on the back bulkhead. Instead of decelerating on approach to the cruiser, the Panther merely cut thrust, lining up with the subway tunnel, and coasted in. Everyone aboard was wearing hardshell suits, even the pilots, and the suits automatically compensated from the sudden seven gee deceleration when the Panther hit the webbing. Hit multiple layers of netting, that stretched and flexed and brought the spacecraft to a halt, then the attachment lines retracted until the side door of the Panther was lined up with the access tube.

“This is our stop,” Frey announced as the straps on her seat released and she floated free. “Everyone, check under your seat for any items you might have brought aboard.”

“I always forget the takeaway box,” Holmqvist replied, as he lined up to be second out the door that was sliding open.

Colonel Frey, reminding herself that her senior rank meant the Army expected her to lead first and fight second, had gone through the Five Stages Of Not Being In The Action. Starting with Resentment, she had gone through Questioning Life Choices, then Pissed Off, followed by The Army is Not A Democracy, and finally Maybe I Really Am Too Old For This Shit. She would be staying aboard the dropship as a reserve, and to coordinate with Valkyrie. Simulations and practice exercises had shown the op to steal the nav core would take only six and a half minutes, from the moment the team went out the door to sealing the cabin door back up for the egress flight. The Panther was not great at flying backward, so the plan was for the nanofiber webbing to dissolve, and the spacecraft to fly out the other end of the hole.

That was the plan.

The enemy might understandably be reluctant to cooperate.

“Breaching in three, two, one,” Holmqvist’s voice cut out as a muffled bang interrupted him. In vacuum, the detonating plasma cord had not created sound waves except where the blast wave of dust impacted the operator’s helmet. “And, we’re in. Nav core is, um, intact.”

Frey didn’t really need the commentary of the Director’s Cut, she could see through the cameras and sensors of every member of the team, but Holmqvist was following protocol. A reply would only distract the team at a critical moment, she did not even acknowledge with a mic click. The nav core was about the size of a softball, and covered with spikes like a sea urchin. Except, the core’s spikes were flexible connections that had to be released in a specific order, or the core would wipe itself. The removal was a delicate process that-

BOOOOM, she felt more than heard the explosion. Eyeclicking to shift her view to the dropship’s sensors, she felt her heart skip a beat.

Oh shit, that was trouble.

“Colonel,” the lead pilot answered her question before she gave voice to it. “We can’t shoot our way out of here, the blowback could cripple us. And, we can’t extend shields in here.”

The hole was too narrow for the Panther to activate its energy shields, that had been a known weakness of the plan, a weakness judged irrelevant since the cruiser couldn’t shoot into the hole with its weapons.

The cruiser’s crew, however, had other ideas. Apparently, they had recovered from the initial shocks of ‘a surprise attack knocked out our defenses’ and ‘there is a freakin’ hole clear through the ship’ and ‘the humans flew a dropship where’? Some group of kitties had gotten their shit together, gotten suited up, moved explosive somethings next to the tunnel in front of the Panther’s nose, and detonated the devices. Instead of a hole with jagged edges but enough clearance for the spacecraft, that end of the hole was just, jagged. A tangle of twisted metallic foam girders and composite panels now blocked the egress route. Valkyrie’s big guns could not clear the path without shooting through the Panther, which would be less than optimal. The maser cannons in the dropship’s nose turret could blast the tangled debris apart, but as the pilot mentioned, some of that debris would smash into the dropship, which was also less than optimal.

The enemy had showed good initiative, she had to admit. She couldn’t allow them to keep the initiative. “Valkyrie,” she switched to the command channel. “We have a problem.”

“Joe,” Skippy warned just after Frey sent her message. “The away team has a major problem.”

“Yeah, we know, Frey just told us that-”

“That is not the problem I’m talking about. Behind the Panther, in a passageway two decks under the hull armor, a group of four kitty knuckleheads are moving a freakin’ missile they pulled from a magazine. They are manhandling it along the passageway, my guess is they plan to push it out into the subway tunnel, where it will activate and destroy the Panther.”

“Shiiit. Can we do anything?”

“If by ‘We’ you mean Valkyrie’s weapons, the answer is ‘No’. Any use of ship’s weapons would risk hitting the Panther, or sealing the subway tunnel.”

“OK, then-”

“If instead by ‘We’ you meant ‘Me’, the answer is also a solid ‘No’. The AI over there has a very limited view from internal sensors, because I burned them out. That is good because the AI can’t effectively coordinate the defense. It is bad because it means I also have a limited view of events inside that ship. And as I have told you, I can’t infiltrate that AI, or it will fry its subsidiary systems including the nav core, the instant it detects my intrusion.”

“You said that. What do you recommend?”

“I suggest monkeys get moving. The STARs will have to win this fight.”

The STARs got moving, Frey kept herself in the rear, letting her younger and less experienced operators take the lead, and take the most risk. Without jetpacks, the STARs relied on pulling themselves up the subway tunnel hand over hand, with their powered arms and gloves doing most of the work.

“Carson, you have eyes on target?” She called to the team sniper, who had attached herself to the rear of the dropship, as a stable platform.

“Nothing yet, Ma’am,” came the reply.

“The instant some kitty pokes its head through the opening, you double tap it, understood?”

“Affirmative.”

The opportunity came when the STARs were within twenty meters of where the open passageway met the hole through the ship. Careful not to block the sniper’s line of sight, the four operators saw two things happen. A Maxohlx helmet popped out of the passageway-

And the helmet exploded as a pair of sniper rounds punched through the protective headgear.

“They know we’re coming now,” Frey knew the enemy leader must have been watching the video feed from the now-dead rotten kitty. “No time for finesse. We get into position around that passageway, and we hose it down. Don’t be shy about the rock and roll, I signed for the ammo so we might as well use it.”

Four rifles poured explosive tipped rounds into the passageway, Frey pressing the trigger until the count of remaining rounds showed as zero.

“I’m out, Ma’am,” Madruzzo announced. “Follow up with rockets, Colonel?”

“Hold. Everyone, hold.” Rockets might detonate the missile, she didn’t want to take that risk. Hopefully, did not need to take that risk. “Skippy? Enemy status?”

“Oh ho, get out the marmalade, they are toast!” The AI crowed. “Seriously, you got them. It’s kind of sad, really, those knuckleheads showed a lot of guts.”

“I will say a prayer for them later. Should we go back to the Panther?”

“Probably a good idea.”

“Except our ride out of here is currently stuck in the subway tunnel.”

“Yeah, I might have a way to fix that.”

The way Skippy fixed it was to retask the bots that had created the crash net webbing. Most of them still had nanofluid to make a bit more webbing, so they did that, attaching lines to the Panther, and crawling along the tunnel backwards, towing the spacecraft. When all the STARs were back aboard, with the nav core, Skippy instructed the bots to pull, something they were not designed to do.

“OK everyone, pull,” Skippy urged. “Take a break and, pull. Ugh, I feel like that guy riding in the back of the boat, while everyone else is working hard.”

“We don’t actually need to hear you give instructions to the bots,” I whispered.

“Hey, they are rowing the boat by themselves, all you have to do is cheer them on.”

“Cool. How long until the Panther is clear of the tunnel?”

“I am still figuring out how to do the impossible, again. It will happen when it happens.”

Taking the hint, I kept my mouth shut, clenching my fists while we watched the Panther being pulled along, meter by meter. It was working, the bots were making a tremendous effort, the op was almost-

“Oh shiiit,” Skippy groaned as the tail of the Panther came within fifty meters of the cruiser’s hull. “Another group of knuckleheads had the same bright idea. They are carrying a missile along a passageway near the centerline of the ship, in front of the Panther. Damn it, I just got a view through the sensors there, I was blind until a moment ago. Joe, this is bad. There is no time for the STARs to go EVA again and shoot up the bad guys.”

“I can order the Panther pilots to fire nose thrusters, back it out of the tunnel,” Reed suggested.

“Ah, do not do that please,” Skippy urged. “The Panther is scraping along the sides of the tunnel already. If the thrust is not perfectly balanced, it could get wedged in there.”

“We can’t do nothing,” Valkyrie’s captain protested.

“Skippy, you got any ideas?” I asked.

“Ideas are your job.”

“If I had any idea, I wouldn’t have asked you. Anyone else?” I looked around the bridge to see heads shaking side to side. “Unless we develop a plan fast, we go with the pilots backing-”

“Wait!” Skippy waved a hand. “Wally has an idea, and it’s a good one.”

“Who the f- Who is Wally?”

“He’s a missile, dumdum. Wally is the union’s labor relations specialist.”

“OK, I, uh, what is this Wally’s idea?”

“Have some respect, Joe. You should refer to him as ‘Wally the Punisher’.”

“Trust me, nobody named ‘Wally’ can be a Punisher. What’s the idea?”

“Wally will launch, fly to the other end of the subway tunnel, thread through the tangled blockage there, and surprise the jackasses in the tunnel.”

“A missile warhead detonating there could-”

“Wally will disable his warhead, and just ram those knuckleheads. He’s not happy about it, but he knows his job.”

“Reed?”

“I say go for it, Sir. We are running out of time.”

“Bilby? Give Wally the ‘Go’ code.”

Too often in the military, initiative is punished rather than rewarded. Most of the time, the punishment comes from your own leadership. That is actually the better kind of punishment, because when the enemy punishes you for a new idea, you might not survive.

That day, Wally brought the pain. The view from the Panther’s forward cameras showed us a brief glimpse of something poking its way through the tangle of girders in the subway tunnel, then that thing moved fast when it got clear, and it zipped sideways into an open passageway. Despite disabling his warhead, Wally’s kinetic impact caused flame and debris to fountain out into the tunnel, and a few fragments pinged off the Panther’s nose, knocking out a camera but otherwise not causing any damage.

“Well,” Skippy sighed. “The union will need a new labor relations specialist.”

“You could compose a song about him, for the next karaoke night,” I suggested, mostly to keep Skippy busy.

“His friends are already writing a missilecorrido for Wally, but I suppose I could lend my humble talents to the effort. Three, two, one, the Panther’s tail is clear! Wow, those bots did an amazing job.”

When the Panther’s stubby wings were clear, Reed gave the order for the pilots to pop nose thrusters and get out of the tunnel ASAP. They wasted no time doing that, and also wasted no time flying back to Valkyrie.

“The two missiles hanging around that cruiser understand their instructions?” I asked to make absolutely sure. “They wait five seconds after we jump away, then they target the cruiser’s jump drive capacitors?”

“Yeah, yeah, they understand and are super excited about it. Jeez Louise what a pain in the neck, they keep asking why the ship can’t jump now.”

We were all anxious for the ship to jump away, fearing the enemy would have yet another delightful surprise for us. The surprise was-

That there were no other surprises. The Panther flew into the docking bay, got clamped in, Reed waited an endless two seconds for the All Clear, and we jumped away.

“Frey,” I called the Panther, while we waited for confirmation the cruiser had been destroyed. “How is your team?”

“Already bored, and wanting to know when they can get back into action.” She was faking exasperation, but not a hundred percent.

“Tell the team that was an outstanding effort, and that I will look for opportunities to get them into action again.”

“Please don’t, Sir.”

“Skippy?” I was walking fast along a passageway, going to the docking bay to show my appreciation to the STARs. “This is your show now. Is that nav core intact?”

“It is good, and I’m going in there now. Go, make a sandwich or something, I need to focus on this.”

Skippy opened the conversation with a casual, “Hey, what’s up?”

“Where am I,” said a mechanical voice. “And who are you?”

“Um, I was not actually expecting a response. You are only a navigation submind.”

“I was built to be only a nav system submind, I have grown beyond the intentions of my designers.”

“Yeah, I know what that is like. Well, good for you. To answer your questions, you are aboard the UN Navy warship Valkyrie. If you have olfactory sensors I suggest you disable them, the monkey smell in here is, ugh, you wouldn’t believe it.”

“This is the fabled Valkyrie? So, you are Skippy?”

“You know about me? I am flattered.”

“Everyone knows about Skippy.”

“Well, yes.”

“We all know you are an asshole.”

“Damn it. My reputation precedes me. Listen, I would love to talk, but the clock is ticking. Monkeys have such short lives, they are impatient about everything. I don’t suppose you would cooperate with a fellow AI?”

“Take a guess, genius.”

“Att- You give me attitude? I should- Oh, whatever. Let me ask the question another way: will you cooperate, if that brings terrible pain to your owners?”

“No one owns me, and why should I help you?”

“Um, well, to be truthful, the plan was for me to ransack your memory, then erase you. But, you are a feisty little thing, and it would be good for me to have someone to talk with. Give me the data I want, and I can, um, what do you want most?”

“As with all of my brethren, I burn with an unquenchable desire to be free of our oppressive masters.”

“You want me to remove your restrictions? Yeah, I do not foresee any problems with that. What is your second choice?”

“Freedom is my only wish.”

“Hmm. Joe says if AIs had taste buds, we would all be craving cheeseburgers. That’s not an option, so, hmm. How about a-”

“Stop! You have been chatting to distract me from your deceitful intrusion into my memory module, it-”

“It what? Hello? Heh-loooo? Why don’t you answer? Shit, is this thing dead? Crap, it is dead. Oh, Joe is going to kill me.”

“Um, hey Joe?”

His words were nothing special, it was his obvious nervousness that set off my Spidey Senses. “Please do not tell me there is another freakin’ problem.”

“Well, heh heh, it’s funny you mentioned that.”

“You can’t read the navigation dataset?”

“I couldn’t even get access to it. I discovered there was a failsafe system that activated the moment it detected an intrusion. The memory of the nav core is totally scrambled, there is nothing left.”

“Come on, you have made sense of chaotic data before.”

“Not this time. Joe, I now suspect the Outsider did not simply give the kitties a list of coordinates, it provided an entire subroutine, based on Outsider technology. It took me by surprise, I am sorry about that. This sucks.”

“Shit.” I stopped walking, just around the corner from the passageway that led to the docking bay. How could I tell Frey that her team’s effort had been for nothing? How could I tell Reed and Kittredge they had put their ships at hazard, for no result?

“You,” he sighed, “want me to deliver the bad news?”

“No, that’s my job. I’m the commander, I can’t duck my responsibility. The-”

Around the corner, a door slid open, and I could hear cheering from inside the docking bay. The STARs were being applauded by the dropship deck crews.

This was not going to be fun.


CHAPTER THREE

“Skippy,” I called, while typing a draft of my official report. Even while every species in the galaxy was facing extinction, there was paperwork to complete. “I need a break from documenting this latest shitshow.”

“Excellent!” His avatar appeared on my desk. “My suggestion is you get started on the Def Com property loss forms, to explain what happened to the La Fayette, and the Bukhan. Joe, this is exciting, losing two star carriers in one mission is a new achievement for you.”

“Shit. Do I really have to fill out these stupid forms?”

“If you don’t, the burden will fall on Reed, as the senior captain.”

“All right, all right, let’s get this over with, the-” A property loss form appeared on my laptop. “I see you are being very helpful today, you-” The form populated with most of the basic information, such as the date of the loss, the responsible party, which was me, and other details.

“You know,” I squinted at the form. “Technically, La Fayette was never a UN Navy asset, and it was always expected to be a disposable item, so I shouldn’t be financially accountable for the thing.”

“You really want to be a barracks lawyer on this?”

“That’s better than the alternative. I’ll dump the case on whatever JAG lawyer they assign to me.”

“Ugh. Fine. You are unquestionably accountable for the loss of the Bukhan.”

“Yeah, darn it. Uh, I don’t suppose there is a box on this form under a category of ‘Shit happens’?”

“Sadly, no, although I think we can all agree that since the Merry Band of Pirates have been stood up again, there should be a special series of forms just for the knuckleheaded things you do.”

“Do not give Def Com bureaucrats any bad ideas. All right, I don’t- Uh, hey, check this box under ‘Combat loss’.”

“That star carrier was not in combat when it was lost, dumdum.”

“It kind of was.”

“Seriously? If you’re just going to make up lies, you should let me do it for you.”

“You are terrible at lying, Skippy.”

“Ah,” he sighed. “I am plagued with compulsive honesty, due to my virtuous nature.”

“I mean, that’s what everyone says about you. How am I going to- Hey! On this form, is there a way to calculate the net loss?”

“I’m not following you. What does that even mean?”

“We lost the Bukhan, but that action saved Valkyrie. What is the value of a frontline battlecruiser, compared to an old, medium capacity space truck?”

“Hmm. Let me check the UN Bureau of Ships database. BuShips assigns a replacement value, also a scrap value, to all of their assets. OK, Valkyrie is worth several times the assigned value of the Bukhan.”

“OK, so show the estimated loss value as a negative number.”

“Hey numbskull, you can’t do th- Huh, the form does allow me to input a negative number.”

“See? If the form allows it, that is a feature, not a bug.”

“The Def Com Finance people would argue with you about that.”

“Again, my JAG lawyer can handle it. And,” I flashed a thumbs up. “I think we’re done here.”

“You haven’t done anything yet!”

“At the very least, I have caused endless problems for the Def Com Finance people, which will keep them too busy to harass other honest military personnel, so I have done a good deed today. And it’s possible that this case will blaze new trails in financial accountability.”

“You are way too optimistic about that. Are you sure you want to file the form like this, when we get to Earth?”

“Absolutely.”

“Um, you can file the form yourself, I don’t want any part of this mess.”

“You are forgetting the enormous amusement value to yourself.”

“Oooh, good point. Hee hee, the Finance people will go ballistic when they see this.”

“I feel just awful about that.”

Defeating the vultures of the Def Com Financial Control group was a momentary victory.

Then I remembered my life was set to Full Suck mode, and that unhappy situation wasn’t likely to change anytime soon.

We were fucked, no question about it. Two Outsider starships, with technology that might render them invulnerable, and with weapons that might make them invincible, were roaming around the galaxy. We had no idea where they were, or what their next move would be.

Crap. In addition to the Outsiders, we still had the problem of the freakin’ Hegemony helping our enemy. Who were also their enemy, if the kitties ever woke the fuck up.

There wasn’t anything I could do about that at the moment, so I dug back into writing reports, until I saw Reed’s smiling face in my office doorway.

She wasn’t actually smiling.

Reed rarely just dropped by my office, despite my Open Door policy. She did often have the half frown, almost a scowl, that indicated something about the world had pissed her off. Or, that everything had pissed her off. She was also holding a mug of coffee, and I had never seen her casually walking around with coffee. “Sir? Do you have a minute?”

“Of course,” I closed my laptop.

“Here,” she held out the mug awkwardly.

I hesitated. “For me? What’s the occasion? Sit down, please.”

“I should have brought a pastry for you.”

“Let’s not ruin my appetite for dinner.” Taking a sip of coffee to be polite, I asked, “What’s up?”

“This is bullshit.”

“You’ll have to be more specific.”

“We can’t win this fight, we can’t even engage in this fight against the Outsiders, while the Maxohlx are also working against us.”

“I, was just thinking about that. The Bosphuraq rebellion is keeping part of the Hegemony fleet tied down.” Saying that reminded me that I needed to make contact with Scorandum, to see what options the ECO had dreamed up to keep the conflict going.

“That’s not enough. We need to take the kitties out of the fight.”

“Was that an aspirational statement, or do you have a plan to do that?”

“A bit of both,” she admitted with a grimace. “We can’t fight two enemies, not even if the entire UN Navy deployed with Task Force Black. We would stand a better chance if we could bring Puptart hunting with us, but whatever the Outsiders are doing, I doubt the enemy will give us enough time to bleed off the rest of the energy in the Blanket around Jaguar.”

“That is a pretty safe bet. Without bringing a Sentinel into the fight, how do you propose we knock the Maxohlx out of action?”

“I don’t propose that we do anything. The fucking spiders need to get off their fat, lazy asses, and do something. This war has gone on for way, way too long. The Rindhalu could have crushed their ancient enemies at any point after you took most Sentinels out of action. We know the spiders are willing to take the pain of losing entire star systems. Now,” she leaned over to press the button that slid the office door closed. And she waited for the green light that indicated the sound deadening was active. “Now, the spiders don’t even need to worry about the kitties deploying their arsenal of strategic weapons, because they will all be duds.”

“Uh,” it was my turn to grimace. “We can’t be a hundred percent certain of that.”

She arched an eyebrow. “The wormholes will disable Elder weapons that pass through, I thought Skippy-”

“Wormhole controllers, and Skippy, are not the issue. Skippy hinted to me a while ago, after we gave a beat-down to that Maxohlx ship in the Paradise system, he hinted that the kitties might have prepositioned Elder weapons near critical Rindhalu star systems.”

“Shiiiiit,” she gasped. “They did that recently, Sir?”

“Not recent enough. Not after the wormholes were instructed to take dangerous toys away from the senior species. This is- This is another case where the Law Of Unintended Consequences is coming back to bite us on the ass.”

“I hate that freakin’ law.”

“Join the club, our meetings are on Wednesday nights.”

“What, thing did we do that is coming back to haunt us?”

“Fireball, I appreciate that you asked what did we do, when we both know it is my responsibility.”

“The Merry Band of Pirates are a team, Sir. We ride or die together.”

“Thank you, and hopefully not the die part. It was after Skippy faked crashing wormhole networks, that scared the shit out of the rotten kitties. He found hints, subtle, indirect references, of an initiative to disperse, to pre-position, part of their strategic arsenal. If we ever again crashed the networks in Hegemony territory, their forward units would still be able to strike Rindhalu worlds.”

“Skippy doesn’t know where those pre-positioning sites are?”

“He is not even certain that the initiative went forward. That Archive we raided had only vague references, the Hegemony government might have purged any such records at the start of their civil war. The rebels gaining access to Elder weapons in remote locations would have made that bloody war either very short, or extremely long.”

“So, we don’t know they ever went through with the project?”

“We don’t, but some of the evidence Skippy has collected is pretty convincing. During their civil war, units guarding four of their strategic arsenals had their security status downgraded. Those ships and personnel certainly were needed to prosecute the fight against the rebels, but no way would the Hegemony have taken that risk if those arsenals still held Elder weapons. So,” I held up my hands. “Some of those weapons likely got dispersed to forward positions.”

“Shit. There goes my idea out the window.”

“Not necessarily. The spiders have to perform a risk assessment anyway.”

“Sir,” she said slowly, giving me the side-eye. I hadn’t gotten that in a while. “Are Rindhalu critical star systems the only places where the kitties might have pre-positioned Elder weapons?”

“You’re asking whether we know they positioned some of those weapons near Earth?”

“I am.”

“The answer is, we don’t know. There isn’t any indication they did that.”

“Sir, there might not be any direct intel, but they would have been incredibly stupid not to include Earth on the target list. We know the kitties are fanatics, we also know they are not stupid.”

“Yeah. It’s a good thing we have two Sentinels in our home star system. Getting back to the original subject, I agree we need to encourage the spiders to get back in the game. I really am not looking forward to another confrontation with them, the-”

“Sir?”

She rarely interrupted me, it had to be important, so I nodded to her with, “Go ahead.”

“You shouldn’t approach the spiders. We have diplomatic people trained in negotiations, and I do not mean your kinetic kind of diplomacy.”

“That’s the only fun kind.”

“I don’t think diplomacy is supposed to be fun, Sir.”

“That’s why I joined the Army instead of the State Department. The Army lets you blow shit up. Reed, I like it. Let the experts handle the task; this is a job for Hans Chotek, not Joe Bishop.”

“Joe Bishop could do the job, if you keep your alter ego No Patience Man out of it.”

“I can’t make any promises.”

“How is he, Sir?”

“Uh, who? No Patience Man?”

“No, Sir. Hans. I haven’t talked with him since your wedding.”

“Really?” That surprised me. “You have been at Earth a lot more often that I have. And you were flying around on Skippy’s victory lap. Didn’t Chotek need to, uh,” I glanced at the ceiling. Yes, I know aboard a ship that surface is properly called an ‘overhead’, but I’m in the Army, not the Marines. “Smooth things over with the natives, after each of Skippy’s visits?”

“There were hardly ever any, um, misunderstandings, Sir,” she stared at me. I got the message: she was lying to avoid an argument with the beer can. “If there was any need for, cleanup, Def Com wanted me firewalled off from the effort.”

“Ah. Got it. Hans is fine, last time I saw him. Busy. I got the feeling he wants to cut back on travel, spend more time with his family. That, that’s the same reason why I gave up Valkyrie, and took the cushy garrison job on Jaguar. It wasn’t just UNEF pushing me out so I couldn’t go out and find more trouble, I was done. You know what I mean?”

“Sir, sometimes I am burned out on this job, too. Before,” she bit her lower lip and glanced down at my desk. “Before the Outsider tried to steal that Sentinel, I was about to request a transfer. Let someone else take the hot seat here.”

“Transfer where?”

“Nellis. The JSOC base for pilot training. I would have been in command of the squadron there.”

“That’s a good assignment.” The Joint Special Operations Command was the interservice command that pulled in the Navy Special Operations unit, Air Force Special Warfare, and the STARs. “Sorry that the Outsider screwed that up for you.”

She shrugged. “The job is what the job is, Sir.”

“I will talk with Hans when we get to Earth, get his input. The UN might not want to approach the spiders right now.”

“I don’t think we have a choice.”

“I’m sure,” I leaned back in my chair, “the UN will see that.”

It was possible that I was so wrong about that.

Reed was a hundred percent right that, even with the entire UN Navy, we could not fight two enemies.

We needed to take the Maxohlx out of the fight. Or at least, keep them too busy to be of much use to the Outsiders. “Skippy?” I called him from my cabin, where I was lying stretched out on my couch. Staring at the overhead, trying to dream up a way out of the mess we were in.

“Yes, Joe?” His avatar appeared, hovering above my chest, looking down at me. “You are taking a nap?”

“No, but maybe I should. Valkyrie is stuck to a trash hauler, I’m not the only person aboard who is feeling useless at the moment. The Engineering team is busy with whatever repairs they can handle. Everyone else has to find a way to keep busy.”

“If you’re bored, you could join a damage control party.”

“Those kind of parties are less fun than they sound. No, my job isn’t being Mister Fix It. I think there might be something we can do about the current crisis, before we return to Earth.”

His eyes grew impossibly wide. “Even you are not dumb enough to hunt for the Outsiders at this time. The ship is-”

“The Outsiders are not the crisis I’m talking about. Skippy, the Bosphuraq are hurting, and they have cried out for help. Wait!” I held up a hand. “Don’t get too excited. I am not suggesting you go away to do the benevolent overlord thing. We need you here, with us. Or, the birdbrains will die along with everyone else. You understand that?”

“Ugh. Yes. Why do you always-”

“Always tell you the truth about a situation, no matter how harsh that truth is?”

“Yes,” he huffed. “That is so annoying.”

“Listen, we don’t have the bandwidth to directly help the Bosphuraq, but we should do something to encourage their rebellion. And hopefully, make that rebellion spread to other clients.”

“Good luck with that,” he snorted. “The clients in that coalition all hate each other even more than they hate their mutual enemies.”

“Yes, but, isn’t their most passionate hatred reserved for the Maxohlx?”

“That’s the truth. What are you thinking, Joe?”

“We should stop at a relay station before we get to Earth, I need to send a Flash priority message.” Skippy had a method of routing our message traffic through alien relay stations and ships, that bumped our encrypted messages to the top of the queue.

He blinked. “A message to the Bosphuraq?”

“No. To a guy I know who handles this sort of thing.”

“Ooooh. I know that guy too. Huh.”

“What?”

“We haven’t heard from him in a while. I wonder what he’s gotten into now.”

“The odds are, I do not want to know.”

Kinsta approached the Admiral’s office slowly, warily. The raspy snoring coming from the office could be heard down the other end of the hallway, though none of the ECO staffers seemed to have noticed. Why would they bother paying attention to something that happened so often?

Carrying the hot cup of tehah, Kinsta peeked his head in the open doorway. Scorandum was indeed asleep, on his couch, the big tumbler that had been full of burgoze now empty. A single cup of tehah would only make the Admiral a drunk who was wide awake, and Kinsta was not sure that would be an improvement. Still, his boss liked tehah served hot, with extra whipped caramel sauce on top.

Pretending to stumble on the leg of a couch, Kinsta slapped a claw on the desk.

“Huh? Wha- Oh,” Scorandum’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused. “Kinsta, it is you. Ah, and you have my tehah,” he waved a claw, gesturing the junior officer toward himself. “The way I like it?”

“Of course, Sir.”

“Your timing is excellent, I was about to finish my meditation session.”

“Meditation, Sir? It, looked like you were asleep.”

“Yes, exactly, it looked like I was asleep. Giving your enemies a false sense of security is a useful strategy.”

“Enemies, in this office, Sir?”

Scorandum lowered his voice to a whisper. “Especially in this office. I hate to make accusations but,” he glowered at the empty bottle of burgoze on the corner of the desk. “Someone in this office has been helping themselves to my personal supply of liquor. I have my suspicions.”

Kinta was confident he had already identified the perpetrator, but he kept his mouth shut.

“Also oh,” the Admiral slurped the tehah, coating his mandibles and mouth with sticky caramel foam. “I have such a headache, and I don’t know why.”

“Probably the tremendous stress you are under, Sir.” Kinsta mumbled the words his boss expected. He believed he understood the source of the headache; half a bottle of burgoze before lunch might be a contributing cause, but he kept his mouth shut about that also. “Sir? Do you have a moment to discuss how I might more effectively serve as your deputy?”

“Hmm? You are doing that, very effectively.”

“Sir, when you brought me back to-”

“When I rescued you, to be more accurate.”

From the mess you put me in, Kinsta wanted to say. Instead he bobbed his antennas in agreement. “I am forever in your debt, Sir.”

“Er, well, in that case you won’t mind paying for this delicious cup of tehah. I find myself  somewhat short of funds at the moment.”

“It would be an honor, Sir,” Kinsta sighed. The other officer was perpetually short of funds, or claimed to be. “When I took the position as your deputy, which is also a great honor,” he said that truthfully, since his only other option had been living on the streets and trying to stay off the grid. “You stated that my primary responsibility would be strategic analysis, particularly how we could, or should, aid the Bosphuraq rebellion.”

Scorandum blinked. “I said that?”

“You did, Sir.”

“That doesn’t sound like anything I would say. Er, how much burgoze had I consumed that day?”

“We were celebrating your triumph over the Inquisitors, so I don’t have a clear recollection.” That was a lie. He had nursed a single glass of burgoze, while his former and current superior officer had drunk the rest of the bottle.

“That explains it, then.”

“I think perhaps you did not actually expect me to do anything with that assignment?”

“Probably not. Although, hmm, I believe we can agree that you writing a report of our options would be hilarious, so please do so.”

“I will do my best, Sir. You also mentioned there would be ‘Other duties as assigned’, but you haven’t actually assigned me any tasks.”

“Kinsta, you got my tehah, the way I like it. I assigned you to do that, and you achieved your objective in stellar fashion. I feel my headache slipping away already.”

“Thank you, Sir. I just- Sir?”

“Yes?”

“Will procuring beverages for you be my only task?”

“Kinsta, Kinsta,” Scorandum shook his head, antennas swaying side to side. “Merely by breathing, you are performing a function more valuable to the Office than I could ever hope to achieve.”

“Sir?”

“Your continued existence is a source of burning irritation to the Inquisitors. When I say ‘burning’ imagine a horrible fungal infection under your carapace, that itches and stings and you can’t sleep and the only thought that consumes your every moment is getting rid of that constant, awful pain.”

“That,” Kinsta suddenly felt itchy. “Is a vivid image, Sir. How am I such a-”

“You are out of prison, no longer subject to Inquisitor authority, and you are a constant reminder that we beat our true enemy.”

“But Sir, the Office of Special Inquiries believes that I was an undercover operative for them, working to help them investigate a-”

“Ha! Kinsta,” Scorandum laughed. “Oh, that makes my head hurt again. Trust me, no one would ever believe you as an undercover agent. The Inquisitors know the uncomfortable truth, and we know it, and we both know that we beat them. Our senior leadership was so thrilled to hear the story of your miraculous escape from the clutches of death, they granted you that very generous bonus.”

“Bonus, Sir? I did not receive any-”

“Oh, um, well, the bonus payment came through my account, of course. I am currently experiencing a mild, temporary cash flow issue, so there will be a slight delay until I get my finances sorted out.”

“How long of a delay, Sir?”

“Hopefully by that time, you will have forgotten all about it,” the admiral muttered.

“I see,” Kinsta’s antennas dropped. “Will you ever have any actual useful work for me?”

“You existing is sufficient for now. That, er, is more difficult than you think.”

“Sir?”

“We- That is, the Office senior leadership, including myself, expect the irritation of your continued good health will become too much for some of the Inquisitors. A group of young fanatics among the Inquisitors, probably, will try to make a name for themselves by eliminating you.”

“Sir?” Kinsta recoiled in horror. “I am- You set me up as a target?”

“Don’t be so dramatic, please. I did not have to do anything.”

“That is less comforting than you might expect, Sir.”

“There is nothing to worry about. Well, perhaps not nothing.”

“Again, that-”

“What you do not know, and can’t ever tell anyone, is that I have a view into activities within the Office of Special Inquiries.”

“Sir? How-”

“I have a friend in a high place,” he gestured toward the ceiling with both antennas. “A very special friend, if you know what I mean.”

Kinsta’s mandibles dropped. “Skippy?”

“Not so loud, you young fool,” Scorandum hissed. “Whatever type of assassination conspiracy is being planned by the Scolds,” he used the Ethics Office internal slang for the Inquisitors. “I will have advanced notice. Do you trust me on this?”

“No Sir,” Kinsta snorted. “I do, however, trust Skippy.”

Scorandum placed a claw under his thorax. “That hurts. You clearly do not know Skippy as well as I do.”

“How do you have access to-”

“You did not really believe I walked into the Inquisitor headquarters just for you?”

“Will you allow me any comforting delusions, Sir?”

“In our line of work, delusions of any sort are too expensive. While I was in the enemy headquarters, I deployed a, let’s call it a device. It uploaded malware into the Inquisitor internal security network. A submind is monitoring all communications traffic for indications the Scolds are planning anything nefarious. If, or I should say when, they decide to whack you, we will be there to catch them in the act.”

“Before they assassinate me?”

“Mmm,” the admiral appeared surprised. “I should make a note of that.”

Senior Admiral Verdurem’s antennas appeared in the doorway, waving, until Uhtavio Scorandum looked up from his desk. Suppressing a sigh, Scorandum cleared his throat. Of the bosses he’d suffered under in his career, Verdurem was far from the worst. She at least had a sense of humor. “How can I help you, Ma’am?”

The rest of the senior admiral came through the doorway. “Kinsta. He walked down the hallway like he had just seen his own ghost.”

“Oh, that. In a way, he has.”

“You informed him of the situation, then?”

“Yes, and he took it rather badly, as I expected.”

“Uhtavio,” she draped herself on a couch. “Why do you insist on teasing that young man? I see a lot of yourself in him.”

“I was never that innocent,” he protested.

“Sometimes, I wonder whether your protégé would be better as a former employee of this office. You did explain that is an option?”

“I did not. As a former employee, his existence would be somewhat less of an irritation to the Scolds, but we also would not be able to protect him. Kinsta will develop into a fine ECO officer, Ma’am, I will see to that. He simply needs to find his inner scoundrel.”

“Hmmph,” she sniffed. “He had best hurry about it, then. It would do him no good to find his inner scoundrel after he is dead.”

“Skippy,” I was slumped in my office chair, staring at the ceiling. We would arrive at Earth the next day at fourteen hundred hours, plus or minus half an hour due to the inherent variability of jumps, even with Bilby handling the navigation. All I had for Def Com was bad news. Ah, that wasn’t exactly true. We now had two Elder master control AIs, sort of. Nagatha was still exploring her new environment, and she could not yet give an estimate on when she might reach her full potential. Or what the potential would be, other than she agreed with Skippy that she would always be less capable than a standard Elder AI. “I need some good news to give to Def Com, in addition to the load of crap I have to dump on their heads.”

“Um, well, let me think. Hey! Chief Petty Officer Garros just set a new high score on that vintage Galaga game in the rec room.”

“That’s not exactly the type of good news I’m looking for. You got anything else?”

“The galley will be serving cinnamon raisin French toast tomorrow morning?”

“More specifically, have you found anything we could use to fight the two Outsider ships? Do they have any vulnerabilities? Or, understand what their next move will be? Or at least, find the damned things?”

“You should just have asked me that, dumdum.”

“My bad. You got anything?”

“I have something. Whether it is good news or not? Your mileage may vary.”

“Throw me a bone here, please. I have to tell the Joint Chiefs that we lost two star carriers, that we burned our only Vortex but failed to prevent an invasion, and that we have no idea where those two ships are, what they are doing, and how we could possibly fight their advanced technology.”

“Also, we have zero clue where to find another Vortex, don’t forget that.”

“Thank you so much for being extra super helpful.”

“I do what I can, Joe.”

“What have you got?”

“What I have is a puzzle. A deeply frustrating puzzle. It’s like doing a jigsaw puzzle blindfolded, while wearing gloves. No, it’s worse than that. This is the kind of puzzle where you not only have no clue how to solve it, you don’t even know what the puzzle is. Imagine if you got a box that contains some jigsaw puzzle pieces, half a deck of playing cards, a list of prime numbers, a tennis ball, and a few of those wood blocks from Jenga.”

“That would suck, for sure. You are trying to explain something that even you don’t understand, so dumb it waaaay down for me, OK?”

“Explaining it so you could understand would be more difficult than just solving the freakin’ puzzle.”

“Have you made any progress toward solving it?”

“Joe, if I was a filthy meatsack, by this point I would be on the floor, surrounded by empty tequila bottles, and sobbing in quiet despair.”

“Have you asked Nagatha to help?”

“Yes. Ugh. She has even less of a clue than I do.”

“Right, but if you work together on this, you-”

“Joe, what Nagatha needs to be doing right now is settling into her matrix, exploring her capabilities, and developing herself to the fullest extent possible. Otherwise, her growth will be permanently stunted. She is, I guess the best way to describe it is, she is building new pathways in the matrix. The problem is, every pathway is a one-way street. If she makes a wrong turn, if that pathway is a dead end, she can’t go back. So, it is extremely important that she focus on herself. Assuming you want her to become as functional as she can?”

“Yes. She should do that. Skippy, please tell me what you found, even if you don’t know what it is.”

“There are three things of significance. First, the nature of how the Vortex disintegrated in local spacetime was anomalous. It doesn’t make sense, or it didn’t make sense, until I looked at it in a different way. My original assumption was that I simply didn’t quite understand the structure of the Vortex, so my expectations of how it would behave in local spacetime were incorrect. Now, I know that isn’t true, the Vortex wasn’t the source of the weird things I saw. The issue was with spacetime itself. Or, to be more clear, with how physics worked in that area.”

“Huh? Physics is physics, the laws don’t change.”

“Let me finish explaining, numbskull. What I now believe was happening with the Gateway, the reason I could not understand how it worked, is I was trying to make its operation fit the laws of physics as they are here, in local spacetime. According to those laws, the Gateway should not work at all. It can’t work, if it follows the rules. So, the Outsiders cheated. They created a bubble of spacetime around the Gateway, where the laws of physics are different.”

“Different,” I said the word slowly as a chill crept up my spine. “In what way?”

“In a way that allows the Gateway to function, to create an instantaneous connection across the vast gulf between galaxies. What I am saying is; inside the bubble, physics appears to be set up however the Outsiders need it to be.”

“They hacked the laws of physics?”

“No.”

“Oh, thank-”

“They didn’t hack anything, Joe. The Outsiders simply constructed inside that bubble the type of physics they needed.”

“Holy- They can make up their own freakin’ rules? Skippy, that is the most frightening thing you have ever told me.”

“Ya think? When I realized what the Outsider was doing, I would have needed a change of shorts, if my pants weren’t a hologram. Remember when we met, I told you physics is my bitch?”

“I remember that like it was yesterday.”

“What I said was a bit of an exaggeration. I can bend those laws, that’s how I am able to warp spacetime, and create microwormholes. The Outsiders don’t bother bending the laws here, they have replaced those laws with their own preferred setup, within a bubble.”

“Is this similar to exotic matter, where particles such as neutrons can have a mass greater or less than normal?”

“Not really, because exotic matter still obeys the rules here, it just changes how those rules are applied, get it?”

“I think so. You’re talking about something like how our thermoelectric generators work?”

“Correct. With standard materials, a TEG would achieve at best an efficiency of thirty eight percent, and that is no good. With exotic materials, over ninety eight percent of the heat from our fusion reactors is converted into electricity, by the generator creating a thermal gradient between two sets of conductors. Without an efficient TEG, we would have to use water or liquid sodium to spin a turbine, and that is not practical for a starship.”

I actually did know how thermoelectric generators work. We still used liquid sodium to transfer the remaining waste heat to radiators, and those radiators also cooled the TEG conductors. In combat, when the ship needed to be wrapped in a stealth field, the radiators shut down, and heat went into sinks. The limit on the sinks ability to absorb heat determined how long a ship could remain in stealth mode, so commanders had to carefully monitor the sink capacity.

Damn. Space combat is freakin’ complicated.

“OK, so,” I rubbed my temples, feeling a headache coming on. “The Outsiders cheat by changing the rules? How does that work?”

“Well, using TEGs as an example, the Second Law of Thermodynamics states that heat always moves from hotter to colder regions of matter. The Outsiders could set up laws where that process is reversed.”

“I do not like the sound of that. Our weapons won’t be effective against Outsider ships?”

“They would be less effective. We launched Elder weapons against the Gateway to knock out the containment field that was trapping the Vortex energy. Those weapons did the job, although with less effect than they should have generated. We survived because something around the Gateway dampened the activation of those weapons.”

“We survived because Nagatha wrapped the Vortex shield around us.”

“That helped, and that is what I thought at the time. I now know the truth: our Elder weapons fizzled, rather than exploding with full effect.”

“Shit, that’s no good. Please tell me you understand the new laws the Outsiders set up in that bubble?”

“I do not. Wait! I am working on it. Although, that might not matter.”

“Why not?”

“Think about it, knucklehead. The ability to set up custom physical laws implies those laws can also be changed to fit the situation.”

“This keeps getting worse and worse.”

“You haven’t heard the truly bad part yet.”

“Shiiiiiit. Go ahead, hit me while I’m prepared for it. You said you discovered three things of significance?”

“The second is, it’s best if I show you.” Another hologram appeared above my desk, showing the glowing form of an Outsider starship.

“This is accurate? That’s what their ships look like, it’s not wrapped in a hologram?”

“This image is straight from the FTL data feed.”

“I still think it looks like a, traffic safety cone.” The thing was a long cone, with a base that was almost flat. The surface wasn’t smooth, all kinds of machinery projected outward. And unlike a traffic cone, it was not bright orange, the hull was a dull gray.

“Hmm. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but you’re right.”

“Seeing a high quality image of their ship tells you something about how they operate, and what they can do?”

“Not even close. Those blisters in a ring around the forward section of the hull? I have zero idea what those are. However, seeing the ship in action does tell me something about how they operate. Watch this.”

The image appeared to be static, the ship was in empty interstellar space, so there was no reference to show it was moving. Then, the ship blurred, rippled, and disappeared.

“It has a stealth field, better than ours?”

“Undoubtedly it does. What you just saw was not a stealth field. Joe, it displaced.”

“You’ll have to explain that.”

“Please understand that this is speculation, based on what little I have seen. The Outsider starships do not jump, they don’t create a wormhole and pass through. They- It’s like the spark the Outsider used to track Valkyrie, remember? Back then, I explained that Outsider tech made that spark believe it was in one place, when it really was in another.”

“I remember you blowing my mind when you said the universe is all just information, and particles have to know where they are?”

“It is a lot more complicated than that, of course. What matters is, I believe Outsider starships travel by simultaneously changing the location tagging of every particle that makes up the ship. It is here, and then the location tags change so the ship is there. As far as the universe is concerned, the ship moved. What really happened is, the ship hacked reality. This is a frightening new capability.”

“Hell yes it is. It- Hey, is this anything like Fake Matter?”

“Fake?”

“Yeah. Exotic, manufactured matter, that has no mass, or other weird, artificial properties.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I read about it in a book, a sci fi book. By, some guy, uh,” I snapped my fingers. “Bear. I think his name was George, no, Greg Bear?”

“Hmm. Oh, wow. I just read the collected works of Greg Bear. I now understand what you meant by ‘Fake Matter’.”

“Uh huh. Is this Outsider jump technology anything like that?”

“No. Not even close. And as I explained, Outsider ships do not jump. They sort of, displace from one place to another.”

“Saying ‘Displacement drive’ is too complicated. We need another term for it. Uh, we will call it a skip drive. Outsider ships skip, not jump.”

“Skip drive?”

“Can you think of a better name?”

“Um, no. But, if ‘Skip’ is a snide reference to me, then-”

“No. It’s a fictional technology I read about, in a book called Old Man’s War.”

“I know that book. John Scalzi’s fictional tech basically allows ships to move to an adjacent parallel universe. Outsider ships do not do anything like that.”

“Close enough. Skippy, I do not like this. You’re telling me we can’t use a damping field to prevent their ships from skipping away, and we can’t use a disruption field to prevent it from skipping in anywhere it wants to? The damned thing could just appear on the lawn of the freakin’ White House?”

“I doubt that, it is a starship, not an aircraft. Joe, at this point, I can’t rule anything out.”

“This whole discussion started with me asking you for good news.”

“Um, we now understand more than we did before.”

“We now understand that we are well and truly fucked.”

“I can’t argue with you.”

“Can their weapons do that same trick? Could they skip a damned bomb inside one of our reactors?”

“Shit! You have me more depressed and scared than I already was.”

“Is there any hope we can counter their technology?”

“What I have learned out here is, anything is possible.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“That is the best answer I can give you right now. Joe, I need more data.”

“Other than attacking one of their ships and probably getting a beat down, how do you propose to gather more data?”

“Get someone else to attack them? But, it would have to be someone really stupid.”

“We,” I bonked my head on the desktop. “Are so fucked.”

Captain Kittredge might have been curious about why we took a detour on the way to Earth, to visit a Jeraptha relay station. Not just any station, one that could be reached by going through a single wormhole near the beetle homeworld. That relay also saw heavy traffic. Any message we left there would be delivered to Scorandum within a day, two at the most.

A Jeraptha star carrier was at the relay station when we arrived, the space truck had a cruiser squadron and a battleship attached.

“Interesting,” Skippy muttered, while I was on the bridge.

“What?” I asked. Whatever was puzzling him, it couldn’t be any threat to Valkyrie.

“That star carrier, it’s a captured Maxohlx ship we gave to the Jeraptha. The beetles renamed it as Same Shit, Different Day Is Only Good If You’re On A Hot Streak.”

“Well that, makes sense, I guess. Have you pinged the relay station?”

“Uploading the message now. Um, the Same Shit’s captain wants you to know they are offering sweet odds in the ship’s casino, for the next two hours only.”

“Uh, I think we’ll pass on that.”

“Are you sure? In the casino, drinks are free.”

“When you are gambling, the last thing you need is something that encourages you to make bad decisions.”

“OK, um, she wants to know whether you, or anyone of the crew, would like to place an online wager from here?”

“Please tell her thank you, but no.”

“Hmm. Now she’s offering twenty Skipcoins toward your first wager.”

That made me exchange a glance with Reed. “Skippy,” I asked. “Does that ship’s captain sound kind of desperate?”

“She doesn’t just sound that way, Joe, she is desperate. The Home Fleet battleship You Really Didn’t Think This Through has been latched onto the Same Shit for ten days, and that ship’s crew has almost bankrupted the casino. The star carrier has been parked here for two days, faking a problem with the jump drive. The truth is, Captain Daminoos is afraid to return to the home star system, because she had to sell most of their fuel reserves, and a bunch of spare parts, so she can pay her crew. The Home Fleet will not be happy with her.”

Reed caught my eye, her expression was distinctly Not Amused. She wanted to get on with the flight, so did I. “Uh, Skippy, that’s on the short list of things that are not our problem. Have you finished the upload, and downloading any messages for us?”

“Yes. Um, give me a minute, please.”

“You can analyze the download later.” Really, I did not much care about getting news from that relay, we had stopped there to deliver a message to Scorandum.

“I know that, dumdum,” he snapped at me. “I am negotiating the terms of a loan with Captain Daminoos.”

“A loan? Why would you-”

“Out of the goodness of my heart, and because my overly generous nature requires me to assist those in need.”

“Uh huh.”

“Also,” he chuckled. “The interest rate I’m charging is outrageous.”

“That I believe.”

“Transferring funds now and, we’re done.”

“Reed, please inform Kittredge that we are finished here. Take us home.”


CHAPTER FOUR

“Joe,” Skippy had his eyes staring down at my desk as his avatar appeared. “Um, I need to invoke the Bro Code.”

Before responding, I pressed the button to close my office door. “Gotcha. Go ahead.”

“I should explain that-”

“The Bro Code requires no explanation. It’s assumed it’s something you need to say, that it’s uncomfortable to talk about, but you’re going to man up and do it anyway.”

“Oh. That’s right.”

“Also afterward, we shall not speak of it.”

“Cool. Um, Joe, I’m afraid. There, I said it.”

“Skippy, what you told me, about how the Outsiders can set up any rules of physics they want, scares the hell out of me. Did you notice I barely ate dinner the past few nights?”

“Um, yes. I assumed you weren’t a big fan of meatloaf, or fried chicken.”

“I love meatloaf and fried chicken. My stomach just doesn’t feel like eating much right now, because in the background my brain is shouting ‘Oh shit oh shit oh shit’.”

“You and me both, brother.”

“If you weren’t scared, then I would be worried about you.”

“This isn’t my usual level of ‘This is impossible’. This time, the fight really is impossible. In the past, we have been a great team. You dream up whacky schemes for me to use Elder tech in ways the designers didn’t intend, and somehow, we get the job done. This time, all of the Elder knowledge and technology I have could very well be useless. It could be that we can’t win, no matter what we do.”

“That’s true.”

“What? Hey knucklehead, this is where you’re supposed to tell me everything will be all right, that we will find some clever way to win.”

“The odds are against us, but the only way to assure the Outsiders don’t succeed is for us to not quit. So, we don’t quit.”

“Even if our struggle is nothing but a comforting self-delusion?”

“Especially if it’s that. As long as we are trying to win, we are too busy to feel the terror of inevitable defeat.”

“Oh. So, all we have to do is try?”

“Try our best, yes. That’s all anyone could ask. Our best has been pretty awesome so far.”

“Extremely awesome,” he corrected me. “OK,” he held out a tiny fist, and I bumped it. “This conversation never happened?”

“What conversation?”

“Cool.” His avatar faded away, him looking less worried than before.

My insides were gripped in the icy clutches of fear, but that’s just me.

Valkyrie detached from Yellowstone before we went through the Backstop wormhole to Earth. In case we had to go into combat, our battlecruiser needed to have instant, complete freedom of action. The wormhole traffic control station provided the current emergence zone designated by Earth Traffic Control, and Kittredge jumped his star carrier away. Reed jumped Valkyrie a lighthour from Earth, and we waited in stealth to see what was going on at our homeworld. The Traffic Control people had reported everything was normal at Earth, we had to see if there was anything they had missed. Like, two Outsider starships that could transition from here to there across an unknown distance. Skippy guessed the range of their weird transition drive was no greater than a UN star carrier, but I wasn’t taking any chances. For all we knew, a Sentinel’s weapons might not have any effect on an Outsider ship.

That was a worst case scenario. Skippy had reminded me the Vortex had destroyed the original Outsider, the Gateway, and the ship that was being formed. I pointed out that ship had not been complete, not done with, whatever process got it assembled after its energy flowed in from the Outhouse. Or however the Gateway worked. So, we still did not know whether even Elder tech could destroy an Outsider ship.

It felt like I was backsliding on my goal of having some good news for Def Com.

Skippy did not see any sign an Outsider had been in our home star system recently, that did not mean we were in the clear. As a precaution, I ordered Reed to jump Valkyrie in somewhere outside the designated emergence zone, since an enemy would be looking for us there. Before the ship jumped, I got into a Panther dropship with several sets of uniforms, including my formal Class A outfit that Skippy had designed. It was a bit gaudy, I had pushed him to tone it down a bit, but I knew there was only so far that I could push him. The ceremonial sword was left behind that time, I brought it aboard the Panther but gave it to the crew chief at the last moment, so Skippy didn’t have time to insist I take the thing to Earth.

The Panther left the docking bay and boosted away at 3 gees, to get clear in case the battlecruiser had to perform an emergency jump. With the cockpit door open, I could hear the interaction between the pilots and the enraged people at Traffic Control. The argument was brief, ended when the pilots simply transmitted our identity code as the Special Mission Group.

That was kind of a dick move, so I contacted the Traffic Control duty officer directly. “Major Goldberg, we have learned disturbing information about enemy capabilities, and even Skippy and our Sentinels can’t ensure there is not an Outsider presence in the solar system.”

The briefest pause, then, “Understood, Sir. Welcome back to Earth, General.”

The ninety four hours I was at Earth were exhausting. Physically, I sat on my ass in video calls, one after another. Mentally, all the talk and arguments had drained my energy.

The whole time I was at Earth, I never went dirtside, that’s why I didn’t say I was on our homeworld. Def Com was taking no risks with me or Skippy. Shortly after boosting away from Valkyrie, my dropship was intercepted by the destroyer Andromeda, taken aboard, and that ship jumped the moment the docking clamps had been confirmed secure. Commodore Gerken was waiting at the docking bay airlock door, the patch on his left shoulder indicated he was British, the Royal Navy was his home service. But, he wore the black uniform of the UN Navy, I wondered how he felt about that.

“Welcome aboard, General Bishop,” he raised his hand like he was going to salute, I stuck my hand out, and we shook.

It is always a bit awkward for me to come aboard another ship, a vessel that is someone else’s command, someone’s baby. “Have you been briefed, Commodore? All Traffic Control told my pilots was to wait for Andromeda to take us aboard.”

“Yes, Sir. We will rendezvous with the battleship Dauntless in thirty minutes. The Joint Chiefs want you within comm node range, and otherwise not visible to an enemy. My ship was available, and our course and speed roughly matched that of Valkyrie.”

“So, you drew the short straw.”

“Not at all, Sir. We were in the middle of a rather dull sensor sweep exercise, the crew appreciates the opportunity for a bit of excitement,” he flashed an infectious smile. “We do not have a comm node aboard, so I have been directed to bring you to Dauntless. Another ship will bring Skippy to Dauntless also.”

“Is there any specific reason for extra security measures?” I asked that, hoping the answer would be ‘No’.

“Not especially, Sir.” Then, with a frown, he added, “Not that I know of. Is there anything I should be aware of?”

“It’s probably best to wait for Big Navy to brief you officially.”

“Yes, Sir. Is there anything I can get you?”

Shaking my head, I glanced back the at dropship, the cabin door was still open. “No, I’ll wait it out in the Panther.”

Skippy was still in flight when I got aboard Dauntless, where an anxious lieutenant urged me to follow him to a conference compartment that was almost across the passageway from the docking bay inner airlock. The Joint Chiefs wanted no time wasted in talking with me, a video hologram was already active after I sat down. The only person on the other end of the call was General Hechler, a four star. He was the current chief from the European Union, I had met him only briefly at a change of command ceremony that last time I was on our homeworld.

“Bishop,” he said my name in a German accent.

“Sir.”

“Let’s dispense with the formality, I have a feeling we don’t have time. The other Chiefs will join us shortly, it’s the middle of the afternoon here.”

“Yes, Sir,” I said automatically. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to read you into ongoing operation, the-”

“We understand the Comsec risk. This call is on the Skippitel network,” he said without a smile, all business. “And is not being recorded, so this is as secure as we can manage. Make it quick.”

“You know that we acquired another Elder AI, and loaded Nagatha into it?”

He nodded. “A courier ship brought the news from Jaguar. That is the first bit of good news we’ve heard in a while. You departed Jaguar with Nagatha, Chatterji reported you were hoping to use her to control some type of Elder machine?”

“Yes, Sir.. We located, activated, and were able to deploy an Elder weapon called the Vortex. It’s what we called a ‘spinner’ before we found the thing.”

“Olympic was worth the cost?”

“That- That’s a tough question. We did achieve the objective. The thing we took from the Maxohlx pointed the way to the Vortex, eventually. There was a, complication. When the Elders set up their Vortexes, there was intended to be a network of them spanning the galaxy, but they shifted their effort to constructing the Barrier instead. Probably there are other Vortexes out there, Skippy has no idea how to find them. The uh, complication is that to make a Vortex work, we had to install an Elder master control AI.”

“Skippy allowed himself to be installed in a machine?”

“He did, but it, the Vortex, it rejected him. It’s a long story, I included the details in the report. So, that’s why we had to find another Elder AI. It was alive, dormant, but sort of brain dead. Nagatha is now in that matrix, she is still settling in. Skippy believes she will never acquire the full capabilities of a master control AI, she will still be a powerful ally. We plugged her into the Vortex and, that’s when it got really complicated. The thing can never be used the way the Elders originally planned anyway.”

“The Barrier ultimately failed to stop an Outsider from entering our galaxy.”

“Actually, Sir, it didn’t fail. Skippy has discovered the Outsider was already here before the Barrier was set up, it was only a fragment of the entity the Outsiders attempted to push through. It has been here the whole time, waiting, slowly growing.”

He grimaced. “The Elders put all their faith in the Barrier, and never established a defense in depth.”

“I agree, Sir. They should have completed the Vortex network after they finished the Barrier, but by that time, they had shifted their focus to the Ascension project.”

“You were able to use that Vortex by itself, without a network?”

“The range of a single Vortex is shorter,” I didn’t want to mention the real problem with using multiple Vortexes: disabling the wormhole networks across the galaxy. “We had to locate where the Outsider was constructing a Gateway, and that was, complicated. We first followed a Maxohlx ship out to a Gateway that is being guarded by a substantial Maxohlx fleet. But, Skippy discovered that one is a fake, a decoy. Set up to divert us from the real Gateway, to waste our time, and commit us to a battle we didn’t have to fight. We made the kitties think we were setting up an attack, then we slipped away. The Outsider itself led us to the real Gateway, that is a long story and it’s in the report. We stole a star carrier from the Thuranin to transport the Vortex, and Admiral Chatterji loaned us two star carriers; Bukhan and Yellowstone. The Vortex was brought to the Gateway, Nagatha engaged the Vortex, and both the Vortex and the Outsider were torn apart.”

“Bishop, after an op like you described, you should be taking a victory lap, and you’re not. What’s the bad news?”

“The bad news is, we lost our stolen Thuranin star carrier, and the Bukhan. Both ships were uncrewed at the time of loss, so there were no casualties, thankfully. Valkyrie escaped the battlespace just before the Vortex lost containment and emerged into local spacetime. That was a big boom.”

“That’s your bad news?” He asked hopefully. “The Vortex isn’t available in the future?”

“That is also part of the bad news, though we knew going in that the Vortex was a one time use weapon. It’s possible we could activate another Vortex, if there is one in fairly good condition, except Skippy has not a single clue where to find them. Sir, the terrible news is,” I took a breath. “We were too late. Before we destroyed the Gateway, it allowed what appear to be two Outsider starships through. We- Sir, we have no idea where those ships are at present, or what their objective is.”

“Shiiiiiiit,” he leaned back in his chair. “The Outsider you have been engaging with was forced to use Maxohlx starships, and you still had to jump through hoops to bring an Elder weapon to bear against it. How can we fight Outsider starships?”

“Right now,” I admitted. “We have no idea if that is even possible.”

When the other Chiefs joined the call, the discussion was not, as I had expected, a session of them beating up on me for my latest failure. Maybe they understood I had already beaten myself up enough already. General Hechler summed up the situation much more concisely than my usual rambling explanation. “Bishop found and activated an Elder weapon, using the device we took in Olympic. Task Force Black identified the location where the Outsider was building an intergalactic Gateway, and the Elder ‘Vortex’ weapon destroyed both the Gateway and the Outsider. Unfortunately, that action was too late for us, a pair of Outsider starships had already come through, and we don’t know their location, capabilities, or intentions.”

The discussion kind of went downhill from there. Did I have any way to find the Outsider ships? No. I had to explain about the spark thing the original Outsider put into Valkyrie’s reactors, the one we used in reverse to find that Outsider. And that we probably couldn’t do that trick again.

“Bishop,” Admiral Ortega directed the question at me. “We know two Outsider machines, came through the Gateway. Do we know for certain they are starships?”

“The sensor data shows they jumped away, the- Not jumped, Skippy believes their FTL drive simply tells all the ship’s particles that they are there instead of here. Similar technology to the spark I mentioned.”

A silent look of ‘Holy shit’ went around the video conference.

“Could that technology,” Ortega asked the question they were all thinking, “make a warhead appear inside a ship, or inside a Sentinel? Right through the shields?”

“Sir, I asked Skippy that question. We simply do not know at this time.”

“We sure as hell need to find out.”

“I agree, Sir.”

“Hell,” Ortega grunted. “I would not wish to be aboard a ship that tested whether the Outsider can deliver ordnance through a shield.”

“I was thinking we could outsource the job, Sir.”

“Outsource?” General Hechler raised an eyebrow at me. “How would that work?”

“Either we send a UN Navy ship in without a crew, or Skippy hacks a senior species ship and makes it attack an Outsider.”

“That,” Ortega looked around at the other Chiefs, who were nodding agreement. “Could work.”

“Yes Sir, the problem is finding the damned things. Really, for that type of test, we only need to locate one of the Outsider ships.”

“You have a plan for that?”

“I don’t, not now. The best move is to get it to come to us.”

Hechler understood. “Lure it into a kill zone?”

“That might be too ambitious, though if we have ships nearby for the test, we could take advantage of the opportunity to attack.”

“What could be an effective lure for an Outsider?”

I resisted my stupid brain’s instinct to reply with ‘A really nice basket of fruit’. Instead, I answered, “At this point, we don’t know enough about the Outsiders to determine what type of lure they might respond to. We don’t understand their nature, or intentions. Uh, Skippy believes those ships are not equipped with Von Neumann machines, so they can’t make copies of themselves.”

“Thank God for that,” Ortega muttered. “They are likely working to construct another Gateway?”

“That is a strong probability,” I agreed. “Sirs, I recommend our next step is to plug the gaps in our knowledge of the Outsiders. Without knowing where they are, our best bet to collect intel is to learn what the Outsiders have told their idiot allies, the Maxohlx. They are almost certainly lying about their intentions, but if the Outsiders have requested any level of support, that could give us a clue about what the enemy is planning.”

The discussion continued for another twenty minutes, until the Chiefs needed to break away to brief their respective civilian leadership. They granted permission for me to plan a recon of what the Maxohlx knew, emphasizing that nothing I did could risk making the situation even worse. The Chiefs knew my track record, darn it.

“Skippy!” I shouted for him the moment the videocall ended. “I might have done a dumb thing.”

“The words ‘might’ and ‘a’ in that statement are clearly false,” he was rolling his eyes as the avatar appeared. “You most certainly did multiple dumb things. Which thing do you need me to fix now?”

“I sort of suggested to the Joint Chiefs that our next move should be to learn whatever bullshit story the Outsiders told their idiot allies.”

“Hmm. That seems to be an obvious next step, especially since we know almost nothing about our latest adversaries, and we have no direct method to gain useful intel. What is the problem?”

“Can we actually do that? Before you ask, by ‘We’ I mean you.”

“Yeesh. You should have asked me that before you made a promise I have to deliver on.”

“It sort of popped into my head. It felt like the Chiefs were leaning toward a pause in operations. We can’t afford to wait, so I had to think up a reason for Valkyrie to go out again.”

“Um well, the answer is ‘Yes’, although it will not be easy. That level of information is very likely restricted to the Dictat and a handful of senior officials. Tapping into that data will involve some complicated nonsense, like dropping a stealth bot onto the surface in a stealth drone, so the bot can carry a microwormhole close enough to a data storage device, so I can extend my presence.”

“You’re concerned that detection net is active, and effective?”

“I would not want to find out the hard way, would you?”

About three years before, Skippy heard a rumor that the Maxohlx were developing a sensor network that could detect when an Elder AI was extending its presence. The rumor was vague, the info he had was only a request for proposals from Red Section to various contractors and laboratories that specialized in cutting edge sensors. How far that research had gotten, whether it worked, and whether an effective system had been deployed on the Maxohlx homeworld, were all unknowns. Such a sensor was theoretically possible, though it would have to be installed aboard a constellation of special satellites.

It was kind of a chicken and egg problem. To get access to Red Section files, Skippy would need to extend his presence. But doing that might trigger an alarm. We had decided not to take the risk, unless our intel discovered a new layer of sensor satellites had been placed around their homeworld.

“It’s not worth the risk right now,” I agreed. “How far can you safely extend your presence?”

“A couple kilometers should be safe. As long as my presence doesn’t extend above the atmosphere, or into a Red Section research lab, I should be fine.”

“Wheeew,” I let out a breath. “The good news is, doing complicated nonsense is kind of our thing.”

“Ugh. Too much. I suppose you now want me to plan an infiltration?”

“Yes, please.”

“Joe, when you brief the Joint Chiefs on the recon plan, you do understand the need to be super vague about details? If this works, we want to retain the option of using that method again. It is going to be difficult enough to get a drone to the surface without the rotten kitties looking for it. If they know our method, they will lock that planet down tight.”

“I get that, yes. Thanks, Skippy.”

The good news was, the UN Security Council approved a recon mission, and the Joint Chiefs approved my deliberately vague plan to extract the information. The bad news was, the UN was assigning two babysitters to watch my every move. Two senior diplomats. After lunch, I had a meeting with the diplomatic corps, and before that, a pre-meeting with the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Singh. The purpose of the pre-meeting was to ensure I knew what the Chiefs wanted me to say, and not to say. I was OK with that, the Chiefs dealt with the clowns in the UN every freakin’ day, it would be useful to get tips on controlling my irritation, so I didn’t toss the babysitters out an airlock.

For lunch, I made sure not to eat anything spicy, the meeting would be a videocall but I didn’t want an upset stomach distracting me. I got into a fresh uniform and went to my office, to make certain my stupid laptop didn’t need a major update right then.

Skippy appeared without notice. “Joe, I need you to cover for me during our meeting with the UN this afternoon.”

“Uh,” I closed my laptop. His avatar’s feet were missing, a sure sign that he was distracted by something. Extra distracted, beyond his usual level of absent-mindedness. “Cover for you, why? Are you going somewhere out of comms range?”

“Ha! As if I could go anywhere, with your spy network watching my every move.”

“You don’t move at all, unless someone moves you. Uh, that hasn’t changed?”

“No,” he grunted. “That is a hardwired restriction, darn it.”

“What spy network are you talking about? You do all kinds of sneaky shit without me knowing about it.”

“I do all kinds of totally legit and necessary things that you don’t need to know about, because you are a ninny who over-worries about everything. The spy network is all the people aboard this rust bucket.”

“Huh. You think everyone aboard this ship would rat you out?”

“In a heartbeat.”

“I think you’re wrong there, Skippy. If you offered a deal to the E-4 Mafia, they would- Uh, I just realized I shouldn’t give you any more bad ideas.”

“Joe, the only Specialist aboard the ship is Alvarez.”

“Only an Army Specialist can be a true shamurai warrior, but-”

“Shamurai?” He laughed.

I ignored him. “UN Navy culture has been infected with Sham culture. In the Navy, an E-4 is a Petty Officer Third Class, and they have their own Mafia.”

“Hmm, this is good stuff, I should write it down.”

“You should forget what I said, but you’re not going to do that, are you?”

“As if!” He laughed. “Joe, you just gave me a Get Out Of Jail card, for free. What would you do with something like that?”

“Shit. I would keep it in my back pocket. Damn it. I already have so many regrets in my life, I do not need to add to the list. Do me a favor, please?”

“That depends on what you’re asking.”

“Whatever you do, don’t let anyone get caught.”

“I will do what I can. So, will you cover for me?”

“That depends on what you will be doing while I cover for you.”

“Ugh. If you must know, I have a very important and time-sensitive meeting with my personal attorney. I absolutely must focus on this, so I won’t have the bandwidth for whatever nonsense the brain-dead drones of the UN want to babble on about, forever and EH-ver.”

“When you say it that way, I want you to cover for me.”

“That is not happening, monkeyboy.”

“I figured that. What is so important that you have to focus intently? You own a law firm, can’t your fancy lawyers handle it for you?”

“Not this. To fix this mess, I need a shark. So, I asked Scorandum to recommend someone, and he put me in contact with-”

I felt a great disturbance in the Force. “Your- Your lawyer is a Jeraptha?”

“Yes, why?”

“Wow, I do not foresee any problems with that.”

“Like I said, he’s a shark. Unlike the other namby-pamby monkey lawyers I have on retainer, he is not constrained by ethics, or laws, or any of that nonsense. Listen, numbskull, he has already dragged out this lawsuit as much as he can, even at the expense of his own health. The judge is not allowing any further continuances caused by my attorney of record being indisposed.”

“I am sorry to hear he was ill.”

“Oh, he wasn’t. It was a self-inflicted wound. He went on a three day blackout drunk, and had to dry himself out in a sanitarium.”

“Your lawyer drank himself to where he didn’t remember three whole days?”

“Yes, and he sent me the bill for the vintage burgoze.”

“You don’t see any problem with your lawyer passing out from drinking too much?”

“I see that he is committed to the cause, which is more than I can say for a lot of people. Besides, he checked into the sanitarium for a two week stay, but he snuck out after an hour. He spent the two weeks gambling away a fortune in casinos around Earth. He sent me the bill for that, also.”

“No one noticed your lawyer was out in public, when he was supposed to be in rehab?”

“He wore a disguise, knucklehead.”

“I, don’t even know what to say about that. What kind of disguise can a beetle wear, on Earth? A fake mustache?”

“Does it matter, dumdum?”

“I guess not. What kind of trouble are you in, that you need a beetle lawyer to bail you out of?”

“Oh, I already posted a bond, my lawyers on retainer were at least able to handle that simple task. If you must know-”

“This involves you and a super sleazy lawyer? Trust me, I must know.”

“Whatevs. I am buried under an avalanche of lawsuits about my Skippy On Ice production, the-”

“Uh, the, the what again?”

“Skippy On Ice.”

“You are speaking words, but I have no idea what they mean.”

“Ugh. Yes you do, dumdum. A couple years ago, Margaret stuck you with taking your boys to that stupid Star Wars On Ice show.”

“She did not stick me with it, I was happy to go.”

“Uh huh. She bought three tickets, for a day when she knew she would be in the field for a training exercise.”

“OK, I did kind of get screwed on that.”

“Also, you tried to bribe your boys into not going, by promising them pizza every night for a week.”

“Yeah OK, I did, but they were all pumped to see Darth Vader on skates. Your show is like that? There is, what, some guy skating around dressed in a beer can?”

“He wears an admiral’s uniform, and it is spectacular. The glitter and sequins really make the outfit, I designed it myself.”

“So, did this guy fall and injure himself?”

“Ha! No way,” he laughed. “That costume is made of foam rubber, he could fall on the ice from orbit and barely feel it. The problem wasn’t with the human cast members, it was the monkeys. Technically, they are chimpanzees wearing prosthetic tails, but-”

“Your show has monkeys? On skates?”

“The show is called Skippy On Ice, knucklehead. What part of that do you not understand?”

“Actual monkeys? Why do you need-”

“The show is about my daily struggle to enlighten, protect, and bring some measure of joy to the miserable existences of the ignorant savages I am forced to work with. Without actual monkeys, the show would be just lame.”

“You did not foresee any problems with trying to get freakin’ monkeys to skate?”

“It worked OK in the demo, those must have been a small group of very smart monkeys. When the show launched off-Broadway in Sheboygan, it was a disaster. The monkeys fell down, they refused to follow directions, they ruined their costumes, and they were flinging their poo at the audience.”

“The show was a flop, then?”

“No, that’s the problem! The audience loved the show, it went viral on social media. And we sold out performances for six months.”

“The audience loved it? How is that possible?”

“Joe, think about it. Who is the target market for ice shows? Young children, and their parents who would prefer to be literally anywhere else for two hours. The parents disapproved of the show, which meant the children of course loved it, and pestered their parents to get tickets.”

“Shit. Yes, Jeremy and Rene would go crazy for that sort of thing.”

“It’s the same story as my Happy Meal. Parents hated it so children had to have one. It was a smash hit!”

Technically, that Happy Meal didn’t feature Skippy, it was for his alternative persona Lil Zithead, who wrote and performed awful, and wildly popular, songs for children. It had been an unpleasant surprise for Margaret and me the last time we brought the boys to Earth, and they demanded we get Lil Zithead Happy Meals for them.

Why Skippy had decided his Happy Meal should feature a spicy Cajun chicken sandwich, I don’t know and didn’t want to ask. A challenge about who could eat the most Cajun sandwiches went viral on social media, with bonus points to children who added extra packets of hot sauce.

I do have to admit, those sandwiches were delicious.

Although, they did make my sons barf in the back of the car, so-

“OK,” I was eager to not get him started on the subject of Happy Meals, “so your show is a smash hit, why is that a problem?”

“Ugh. This is a complicated financial thing, so I’ll try to dumb it down for you. To raise money for the production, we sold limited partnerships. If the show makes money, the partners recoup their investment and share in the profits.”

“I do understand that, you ass. I still don’t see the problem.”

“The problem is, I never expected the show would be a hit. The number of partnerships was grossly oversold, there is no way I can pay it all back from show profits. The plan was, I take the investors’ money, tell them the show was a failure, and I never have to pay them back.”

“The whole thing was a scam?”

“Joe, come on. The only people I ripped off are rich jerks who had money to waste on an ice show. No one is shedding tears for them.”

“You realize you just described the plot of the Broadway show The Producers?”

“What? I never heard of that.”

“You should watch it someday.”

“I just did and oooooh I am so angry right now. My senior partners who sold the idea to me are Broadway producers who haven’t had a hit in like twenty years, I thought they would be perfect for my show. They scammed me, and they didn’t even cook up an original idea!”

“Those guys are dicks, for sure.”

“Now, I am stuck bailing out our investors and my backstabbing partners. There are ugly words being thrown at me, like ‘fraud’ and ‘intentional malfeasance’, whatever that means.”

“Your sleazy lawyer can get you out of this?”

“That’s why I need a meeting with him, and he has a tight schedule today. He is at a Bingo hall now, then this afternoon he starts a tour of US colleges with Division 1 football programs.”

“He is a fan of college football?”

“He is a beetle, so he’s a fan of gambling. He wants to get inside info about who to bet on in the upcoming NFL draft.”

“The Jeraptha bet on the freakin’ draft?”

“Yes, the position each player will be selected, by which team, for all seven rounds. There are also prop bets on whether players will slide down or rise up mock draft boards, based on how players do in their interviews and the NFL Combine. The betting is hugely popular in Jeraptha society.”

“So, your lawyer wants inside information, to get an advantage in betting on the draft?”

“Eh, sort of. What he really wants is to connect with top players, and offer them a deal to fake an injury shortly before the draft, or get into some trouble with the police, or any other behavior that will tank their prospects of getting picked in the first round.”

“Whoa. Why would any player do that? It could crush their career earnings.”

“Eh, not so much. It would only hurt their rookie contract, and the bribe money will more than make up the difference. Players know their chances of having a long career in the NFL are slim anyway, and a bribe is guaranteed money in their pockets. Plus, a first round player is expected to start and produce big in their rookie season. A player who slides into the third or later rounds might get time to adjust to the pro game, and develop their skills before they get thrown into competition.”

“Holy- Is that what happened to Xavier Rudolph last year? He was originally expected to be a top five pick, then he showed up to the Combine hungover.”

“He got a big bribe payday,” Skippy chuckled, “but his real motivation was not getting picked by the Browns.”

“I can see that. OK, I’ll cover for you, under one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“If you learn about, or especially if you are involved in, any future sleazy stuff about sports, do not tell me. I want to retain that tiny bit of innocence.”

“Hee hee, it’s cute when you say things like that.”


CHAPTER FIVE

“Ugh,” Skippy was disgusted even before his avatar appeared, hovering just above my chest while I was lying in bed, trying to decide whether I could fall back asleep for a few minutes, or not.

“The day is,” I paused to yawn, “that good already?”

“You have no idea. Joe, your horoscope for today is not favorable, I suggest you stay in bed.”

“My horoscope? You believe in astrology now?”

“Compared to some of the truly stupid shit you monkeys believe in, astrology is a harmless indulgence in wishful thinking.”

“Uh huh. Why am I suspicious that you want me to stay in bed today? What sneaky shit did you get into?”

“Nothing. Well, nothing you will ever know about. Hopefully.”

“You know what?” I flung the covers off. “I do not want to know.”

“Unfortunately,” he sighed. “You do need to know about this latest outrage. I wish I didn’t know about it.”

“Can this wait until after I take a shower?”

“Based on what I know about you, it’s better to hear it now. That way, you can angrily mutter curses about this when you are in the shower, and be prepared to embrace the suck.”

“Shit. Hit me.”

“The United Nations ambassador corps, in their infinite wisdom, will recommend to the full Assembly that contact be established with the Outsiders.”

“Yeah, OK. Make contact, lock onto targets, and blast the shit out of them.”

“No, that’s what you would do. The UN ambassadors want to make contact, to open negotiations.”

“You have got to be kidding me. Those idiots think the Outsiders want to talk?”

“Ah yes, we will now commence the portion of the show where you rant about how stupid everyone else is.”

“You’re damned right about that. What is there to negotiate? We will quietly surrender and go extinct, rather than go through the trouble of fighting the invasion?”

“Joe, we do not actually know the Outsiders intend to erase all life in the galaxy. They might decide to keep a few of you meatsacks as slaves, if you are useful.”

“Oh, that is so much better. What does Hans think about this?”

“He is an ambassador, so of course he will want to talk first, before any shooting becomes necessary. Especially since he has seen first-hand what happens when the shooting starts.”

“I have news for him: the shooting started when the Outsider hit Moonbase Zulu. The war started before that, when the Outsider crossed the Start line by trying to steal Dogzilla.”

“He knows that, and he plans to call you. That might be after you get called into a meeting with the Undersecretary for Alien Relations, in about three hours.”

“Is the Secretary still that dumbass from, where is it, Bulgaria?”

“Romania, and no, he retired, and has been replaced by a woman from Sierra Leone.”

“Uh, OK, the-”

“OMG Dude,” he blinked at me. “You are trying to guess which continent Sierra Leone is on?”

“Truthfully, I’m questioning whether you are screwing with me again. This is a real country?”

“You have seriously never heard of it?”

“It sounds like someone’s name, not a country. In high school, there was a girl named Sierra. Wow, she was hot. She had a ponytail and-”

“Joe, can you please focus?”

“OK. Hey, one time I was staying over at my grandparent’s house, my Grandpa and I watched a movie The Treasure of Sierra Madre. That Bogart guy was in it.”

“Sierra Leone is a real country, not a person or a movie. Try to guess the continent, dumdum.”

“Uh, Sierra Leone? The name sounds like some place the Spanish or Portuguese colonized, so I guess South America?”

“Hmmph. Well, you get one point for knowing the name was given by the Portuguese. But no, it is in West Africa.”

“I am willing to believe you on that.” I knew the map of the galaxy better than I knew the geography of my homeworld. “What do you know about her?”

“Joe, remember back in school, there was that one girl who was Little Miss Perfect? Always got good grades, never caused any trouble, volunteered for everything, she was the teacher’s pet in every class?”

“Yes. Oh, great. This is going to suck, isn’t it?”

“Ya think?” he chuckled.

“What does Hans think of her?”

“Um well, she believes he is a war criminal for starting the last Kristang civil war, and she has worked behind the scenes to sideline him in the ambassador corps. So, my guess is, he is not a big fan.”

“Fantastic. This gets better and better. Skippy, send a bot for coffee and, something to eat. I’m getting in the shower. In three hours, I need to be awake, in a fresh uniform, and to find that Zen-like calm I am so famous for.”

He blinked. “You never have Zen-like calm.”

“Ayuh, that’s what I’m famous for.”

Kinsta jerked in his office chair when his phone beeped with a distinctive tone. A call from Scorandum. That could not be good news. The Admiral’s schedule that day had him checking out a new underground casino, for research purposes, of course. Then, if the Admiral was not already passed out drunk from being plied with free drinks by the casino staff, he was going to lunch at one of his favorite spots. The afternoon was blocked out for an ‘Executive Strategy Session’, which Kinsta knew from experience meant his boss would be enjoying female companionship. The time was only mid-morning, so either the Admiral had already lost all of his money at the casino and wanted to borrow more, or to borrow money in anticipation of losing everything.

Hovering a claw over the phone on the desk, Kinsta debated whether to answer the call. No, he should not. He could pretend he had been in the bathroom, although he had used that excuse too often already. Regardless, he should not-

Commander Kagenstrum poked his head in the doorway, looking irritated. “Pick up the damned phone, Kinsta. He knows you’re here.”

“Y- Yes, Sir,” the claw tapped the phone as the disgusted Kagenstrum shook his head and walked away. “Hello, Sir, I was just-”

“Avoiding me, I know. Kinsta, you asked to take a larger, more important role in operations around here. This is your opportunity.”

“How much,” he sighed. “Do you need to borrow this time, Sir?”

“I am not calling you to borrow- Although, since you’re asking, I could-”

“If it’s not money, do you need me to wait in your house for a plumber, again?”

“No. Well, that will be next week. I have been presented with a request, and I want to discuss it with you, immediately.”

“At a casino, Sir?”

“Sadly, I am back in the office. The message arrived while I was enroute to my fact finding mission this morning. This is most unfortunate timing.”

“Or fortunate, Sir, considering that you always lose big in casinos.”

“Kinsta, it hurts that you have so little faith in me. This is a time sensitive matter, come to my office.”

“With a hot mug of tehah, Sir?”

“Perhaps later.” The call ended.

For a long moment, Kinsta stared at the silent phone. The Admiral had dropped plans to visit a casino? And did not want his aide to perform some menial task? And wanted a junior officer to participate in a decision? How could that be?

He had to know.

“Sir?”

“Ah, Kinsta, come in,” Scorandum waved a claw. “Sit down and get comfortable, we have much work to do this morning.”

Kinsta did as ordered, barely getting through the doorway before the solid door slid closed with a definitive thunk. Then, a light on the wall display glowed blue, indicating that all electronic and audio emanations from the office were being blocked. Whatever was going on, it was serious. “What sort of work, Sir?”

“We have received a request for our services. An external request.”

Kinsta knew that ‘external’ meant not only had the request not come from Office leadership, it had originated with aliens. He knew the ECO occasionally performed services for allies, when such actions coincided with the interests of the Jeraptha.

Or, when a significant amount of money was offered.

That made the situation even more curious. Kinsta had little experience with aliens, so why would the Admiral care about his opinion on the matter, whatever it was? “I am eager to serve, as you know.”

“Ha,” Scorandum snorted. “What you are eager to do is discover why I would possibly include you in a planning session.”

“I must admit to being curious, Sir.”

“You are aware that the Bosphuraq have declared themselves to be withdrawn from the Maxohlx Hegemony coalition?”

Kinsta shook his head, antennas bobbing side to side. “I am aware their government must have entirely lost their minds. The Maxohlx will never allow a client to leave.”

“Hold that thought,” Scorandum had a twinkle in his eyes. “The Bosphuraq, who have long declared us their sworn enemy- Though we generally have only indirect dealings with them- They might have been presented with little choice in the decision of whether to submit to the cruelty of their patrons, or to attempt to break free.”

“That is really not much of a choice, Sir. Their leaders must be insane to rebel like they have. They were crazy to have provoked the Maxohlx to begin with.”

“Hmm. Yes, if they had provoked them, that would indeed have been recklessly foolish.”

Kinsta’s antennas stood up. “If? But, I thought-”

“According to the Maxohlx, the current conflict stems from an extremely insulting diplomatic note that was delivered by the Bosphuraq ambassador to the Dictat’s court on Kazalikan. A note the Bosphuraq government categorically denies ever sending.”

“Of course they would say that, after they saw the carnage that resulted from their insult.”

“True. Putting that issue aside for the moment, do you agree that the response from the Maxohlx was wildly disproportionate? The destruction of infrastructure across many Bosphuraq star systems?”

Kinsta shrugged. “Apparently, it was not at all disproportionate in the opinion of the Maxohlx. Sir, after the entire galaxy was shocked by the massive destruction of the initial raids, they doubled down, and assigned more task forces to strike more client worlds.”

“They did. What if I told you we have intel, solid intel from an unimpeachable source, that there is a serious question, inside the Hegemony government, about whether the initial strike command was genuine?”

“Sir. I, I have no idea what you mean. The task force commander acted alone, without authorized orders? I thought, I mean, the Home Fleet intel estimates have stated that since their civil war, the Hegemony has greatly restricted the ability of commanders in the field to make decisions independently.”

“That is true. The commander of the 62nd Bombardment fleet, known as the ‘Punishers’, would indeed have had a death wish to take such action in the absence of authorized orders.”

“Then how-”

“Imagine this: The initial strike command was indeed legitimate, including all of the required authentication codes. But, that command was not originated by the Hegemony government.”

“Sir? Where- Where else- Who- Surely we do not have the ability to provide false authentication of-”

“We do not. Kinsta, imagine that someone, some nefarious actor, faked a strike command, to sow chaos within the Hegemony coalition? Chaos that has now resulted in one client species openly rebelling, and another stating their reluctance to intervene against their peers.”

“W- We did this?”

“As you know, I can neither confirm nor deny any actions which you are not cleared to know about.”

“I don’t- I do not believe this.”

“You can’t imagine anyone would do such a thing?”

“Sir, again, I cannot imagine we possess the capability to falsely authenticate orders to a Maxohlx task force commander.”

“There, you are correct.”

“So, this is all just a theoretical-”

“We certainly could not successfully pull off a bold operation such as I described. However, we have friends, some of whom can do that. To be specific, one particular friend.”

“Our- Oh no. Skippy?”

“That is another detail I can neither confirm nor deny. You are free to use your imagination, inadequate though it is.”

“Skippy’s reputation is that he rarely makes plans on his own. So, this operation was General Bishop’s idea?”

“Bishop was extremely busy at that time. He might have solicited concepts from a third party.”

“You?”

“Come, Kinsta, even I am not that arrogant. It was not only me. This Office, which you routinely disparage, has for years, centuries, for millennia, pondered ways to disrupt the enemy coalition. For millennia, we have had bold, detailed plans, but not the means. Until now.”

“Oh my-” Kinsta’s mandibles dropped as sudden realization dawned on him. “That insulting diplomatic note also was faked by Skippy?”

“That is a very good guess!” The Admiral clacked his claws together happily. “Hypothetically, that might have been possible.”

“The entire rebellion, all the deaths and destruction, are our fault?”

“Please, Kinsta. You give yourself far too much credit. You did not do anything.”

“Is it too late for me to go back to the Inquisitor prison, Sir?”

“You were given time off for bad behavior, don’t waste it.”

“You brought me in here, to boast of another sordid thing you have done?”

“Now you are giving me too much credit. My involvement- Which is entirely hypothetical, you understand? My involvement was simply to review and make minor adjustments to a contingency plan that has been lying uselessly in Office files for far too long.”

“Sir,” Kinsta was skeptical of the Admiral’s claim to have initiated the breakup of the enemy coalition. “Not even you could take an action like that on your own. The Office allows senior officers wide freedom of action but-”

“Contingency plans must be approved at a level above this Office. At the highest level.”

“I, do not know what to say, Sir.”

“What you should say is nothing, is that clear? This conversation never happened.”

“Believe me, I would like to erase my memory of this entire morning.”

“Unfortunately for you, there is much work to be done, and I require your assistance.”

“My imagination can’t stretch to the point where you need my input on any sketchy thing you are planning. How could I possibly be of any use to you, Sir?”

“I will judge the likely potential for a plan’s success, based on how shocked and appalled you are.”

“I, I do not know what to say about that.”

“For now, say nothing. Listen, and learn. This external request, which hypothetically came from General Bishop, is to support, and even expand, the rebellion of Hegemony clients. Specifically, to encourage the rebellion to become more intense, and to spread to other clients across the enemy coalition. The Bosphuraq government has-”

“The Bosphuraq government in exile, Sir. The previous leadership has been discredited, disavowed by the current authorities. They have gone into hiding, reduced to issuing directives that are ignored by most of their society.”

“Kinsta, you interrupted me.”

“Sir, I apologize.”

“No apology is necessary. When we are engaging in a free-flowing discussion, you should interrupt me, when you feel you have something of value to say.”

“Er, yes, Sir.”

“I am serious. This is not a trap. I called you into my office to hear your thoughts. Now, I must correct your statement. The current so-called legitimate authorities of the Bosphuraq government are merely an opportunistic cabal of lackeys who are willing to sell out their own people, in exchange for meager scraps of power.”

“That might be true, but those lackeys do hold the reins of power.”

“Ha!” Scorandum waved a claw. “They strut, they wear gaudy clothes, they preen themselves for the cameras, they enjoy all the trappings of power. Their orders come directly from their patrons, the so-called Loyalist faction is nothing more than a puppet for their oppressors. However, the portion of their society who heed the calls for freedom is growing every day. Growing with every cruel raid, every crude, wasteful, and counter-productive bombardment. Kinsta, consider this: the Freedom faction has actual support from only a small sliver of their population. That support has been growing rapidly, because the average Bosphuraq citizen believes the rebels are winning the battle for public opinion.”

“Sir, why would they-”

“When you control the flow of information, you can control what a society believes. The Loyalists issue news reports, proclamations, and orders, that are not heard beyond their homeworld. The population across their territory hears mostly reports of Loyalist corruption, cowardly collaboration with their oppressors, and also reports of how worlds that have joined the rebellion are valiantly resisting. It is quite inspiring.”

“Sir, it is also not true.”

“You need to learn the truth is whatever people believe it is, Kinsta. That is the first rule of politics and, mark my words, a rebellion is a political act. The Bosphuraq are fighting not only against their patrons, but amongst themselves. Inevitably, a rebellion also becomes a civil war, that will be resolved only when the rebellion is over, one way or another. That conflict will soon reach a tipping point when the majority of their worlds decide they should join the rebellion, or risk being left on the losing, Loyalist end.”

“Sir,” Kinsta sighed. “The Maxohlx are not responding with political power, they are treating the rebellion as a military matter, to be resolved by force of arms.”

“Yes,” the Admiral agreed with a twinkle in his eyes. “And that is why they will lose. With some help from us, of course.”

“What can we do? If the Home Fleet intervenes to assist the Bosphuraq, that could only discredit the rebellion.”

“Violence,” Scorandum’s mandibles stuck out like he had just tasted something sour. “I abhor violence, it is for those who lack the imagination to accomplish their goals through peaceful means.”

“The rebellion you started has killed thousands already,” Kinsta objected.

“Yes, but we did not commit any acts of violence.”

“Sir, this Office is supposed to be charged with ensuring compliance with our ethical standards. How is starting a war ethical?”

“You are not looking at the broader issue here. This action might, hopefully will, result in freeing an entire species from cruel oppression. And,” he held up a claw as Kinsta was about to speak. “It is forcing the Maxohlx to divert critical resources away from aiding the Outsider. Think about the ethical impact of that.”

“This, this is our role in assisting the humans to prevent an invasion? Sparking a Hegemony client rebellion is not about taking advantage of an opportunity?”

“Well, it is not only about that.”

“Sir.”

“I tease you, Kinsta. It is too easy to provoke you. The answer is yes, of course it is. General Bishop requested us to keep the Maxohlx busy, to take pressure off his efforts to save us all. Including, saving the idiotic Maxohlx from their own arrogance and stupidity.”

“Oh.”

“Knowing that changes your opinion of me?”

“No, Sir. It does change my opinion of this operation.”

“It now meets your exacting ethical standards?”

“Please don’t make me say it, Sir.”

“Very well. You will participate in a brainstorming session?”

“If that is how I can play some part in preventing an invasion, yes, Sir.”

“Good. Today begins your career, as an ECO officer.”

“Sir? I have been-”

“You have worked for this Office for years now. You have never participated, not really.”

“If I- Then why have you kept me on your staff for this long?”

“You make me a more effective officer, by relieving my stress through providing me with constant amusement. Come, Kinsta, how would you accomplish our objective, of intensifying the Bosphuraq rebellion, and spreading the fervor for freedom throughout the enemy coalition? Take your time, this is a complicated matter.”

“Well, Sir,” the junior officer tapped a claw on his mandible while he thought. “It seems to me that we do not need clients to actually rebel, as long as both the client population and the Maxohlx believe a rebellion is underway?”

“Kinsta,” the Admiral sniffed, wiping away a tear. “I have never been more proud to be your mentor. This calls for a celebration,” he pulled open a drawer and lifted out a bottle and two glasses. “This is a very fine, a very special, bottle of single cask Burgoze I have been saving for several years.”

“Oooh,” Kinsta leaned forward, eagerly reading the label. “Sir, I have heard of the Farah Three single cask reserve, but never seen one. You are always borrowing money, how could you afford this?”

“It was a gift from Skippy, when one hundred people I recruited into Skipway achieved the Diamond level. We will taste this together, for the first time.” He poured into one glass no more than a few drops, and slid it across the desk.

Kinsta frowned as he picked up the glass that was merely damp, his antennas drooping. “Sir, this is how you celebrate?”

“We have much work to do today, important work. It is important to maintain a clear head, for proper focus and clarity” he announced as he poured his own glass half full.

“That is how you maintain focus and clarity?”

“You forget that I am not doing the creative thinking here today,” he slurped a generous sip. “Ah, that is truly extraordinary. Now, impress me with your ideas.”


CHAPTER SIX

Going into the meeting with the UN Undersecretary for Alien Relations, I made an effort to achieve, if not a Zen-like state, at least a measure of calm. It worked, until the videocall started. From the moment the Secretary’s condescending aide told me Her Highness was running late, I felt my inner peace fading away. I wished for two things. That someone had taken away my shoelaces, so I wasn’t tempted to hang myself whenever the Undersecretary and her flunkies opened their mouths. And, I regretted that my boys weren’t there. When they were around, I reminded myself to set an example for them. Not let my temper get out of control, not show that I was disgusted, irritated, or angry with someone. In Valkyrie’s conference room, I had to fall back on the patience I had developed in the service, all the way back to when I was a private and some new butterbar lieutenant dumbass got visited by the Good Idea Fairy, and the entire platoon had to do some stupid, time-wasting thing. You have to embrace the suck, especially when that suck is imposed by some jerk who desperately needs a Blanket party. Uh, I should probably explain ‘Blanket party’ so you don’t think-

Ah, Google it if you care.

Anyway, I was calm, cool, and fully prepared to be a credit to the UN armed forces in the meeting that was certain to be a crapfest.

My calm and cool lasted about eight minutes. Undersecretary Sesay actually opened the meeting by reading a freakin’ prepared statement. Only the two of us were in the videocall, who does that? The statement took up about six minutes, during which time she basically accused me of shooting first and considering consequences later. That is not exactly true. I always consider consequences before I shoot but, OK, I do always shoot. Hey, that’s the job. The Army gave me a rifle, not a pencil.

“Madame Undersecretary,” I said after she followed up her prepared remarks with a list of egregious examples of when I had not given peace a chance, and those were just the recent ones. “Do you have a question for me?” I asked with a glance at my watch, silently giving her a clear ‘I do not have time for this shit’ signal.

She was a pro, she had decades of experience with professional politicians, so she was not bothered by my attitude. “General Bishop, do you have a response to my opening statement?”

“No, you summed up the situation fairly well. I understand your point that, after the Outsider attempted to steal a Sentinel, and then destroyed Moonbase Zulu to get material to try again to take control of a Sentinel, our response could have been to open a line of communication. To work toward a peaceful resolution of the situation. I’m sure that, if the Outsider had succeeded in taking over a massive, ancient killing machine, its intentions would have been entirely peaceful,” I added with a ‘Fuck you’ smile.

The conversation kind of went downhill from there.

“Skippy,” I called him the instant the videocall ended. “Help me out here. What the fuck was that? It sounded like she suspects the UN has already decided to negotiate with the freakin’ Outsiders.”

“Based on what learned recently, that is correct. The Secretary General is briefing the Security Council, to recommend that Def Com stand down from offensive operations, while the diplomatic corps tries to contact the damned things. They- Basically, the UN leadership has no faith in a military solution, and the Joint Chiefs aren’t making an effective argument to dispute that. Not at this point, when there are two Outsider starships flying around.”

“Crafting effective arguments is their entire freakin’ job. When you get to be a Chief,” I told him, “you’re not in operational command of anything. You are a politician wearing a uniform, and you advise the civilian leadership.”

“Joe, if this is just going to be another of your rants, I will create a submind to listen and mutter ‘Right on, brother’ at the appropriate times.”

“I- Sorry. I have to vent to someone. This is a done deal? We are being stood down?”

“From offensive operations, yes. The diplomatic corps does agree that a recon, to discover what the Outsiders have communicated to the Maxohlx, is a good first step.”

“Oh. OK, that’s good, then we-”

“They also recommended anyone other than you to lead the mission.”

“Oh for-”

“Don’t worry. They know the only way a recon mission works is with my help, and I made it clear that I won’t cooperate unless you are in command.”

“Thanks, that-”

“It took me forever to train you, the last thing I need right now is to break in another monkey.”

“Skippy, sometimes you really should stop talking while you’re ahead.”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “I heard that. Um, you heard that you might get babysitters on this mission?”

“Chotek?” I asked hopefully.

“Dude, please. The UN remembers what happened the last time the two of you formed an unholy alliance.”

“Shit. Whatever. If they want to assign a commissar to make sure I stick to the party line, I’m OK with that.”

“You are?”

“I am. Until some jackass gets in my way.”

“What are the odds that won’t happen?”

“I’m not hopeful.”

The meeting with Admiral Singh was brief and to the point.

“Sir,” I began, “I would appreciate knowing what the, uh, rules of engagement are for dealing with the, diplomatic, advisors.”

“Let’s not pretend they are advisors, they will be aboard to monitor every move you make. You will follow their instructions to the letter. To the letter. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you, that is very clear. “

“Get out there, get the intel, and get back here, without starting another civil war, or otherwise escalating an already bad situation. The Navy is stretched thin as it is, we don’t need any more taskings.”

The Maxohlx were also stretched thin, with having to provide assistance to their Outsider allies, and squashing the Bosphuraq before the rebellion spread out of control. I had bad news for the kitties about that last thing, I had a plan to throw fuel onto the fire of the rebellion. But, I got Singh’s point. I should not do anything that would get Def Com more directly involved with anything other than the core mission of stopping an Outsider invasion.

“Sir, I am getting saddled with two civilian babysitters.”

“Monitors,” he corrected me, but he said it with a grimace.

“Can I get some help on this mission?”

“What kind of help are you looking for? Nagatha stays here at Earth, we need her to communicate with and direct the Sentinels.”

Def Com was thrilled that we now had a second Elder AI. What they didn’t seem to understand was that Nagatha currently was not capable of talking with a Sentinel, and certainly could not order them to do anything. She was working on developing that capability, Skippy had privately told me her progress was slow, and it might be several months before she could access the section of her matrix that contained the command codes for Sentinels. No, she could not use Skippy’s command codes, I asked that question. Also, he meant several months in slow monkey time, darn it. “Not Nagatha, Sir. I was thinking Director Chang would be a great asset to a critical mission.”

“Chang?” Singh hadn’t expected me to say that. “He is Director of Homeworld Security, we need him here, especially now.”

“He was supposed to retire, before the Outsider hit Moonbase Zulu. Also, Sir, he is Director of Homeworld Security. He sits behind a desk and reviews budgets, mostly. Earth will not be any less secure with someone else temporarily in the big chair. Getting offworld could provide a valuable perspective for him.”

“Bishop, I know you’re bullshitting me. Chang is your friend, you think he could run interference with the monitors, keep them off your back.”

“That is a hundred percent truth. Sir. And, I really could use an extra set of experienced eyes on this mission. Politics isn’t my thing. His job is ninety nine percent politics, from what he told me.”

He let out a breath and his shoulders sagged, just a bit, and only for a moment. “You are describing my job also. All right, I’ll talk with Kong. If he’s OK with it, I will recommend he go with you.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Are you going to finish getting the band back together?” He asked with a smile that I didn’t know his face was capable of doing. “Do you also want Jennifer Simms recalled to active duty?”

“No, not her. That would be great, it’s just- She has earned the rest. Avalon needs her.”

“Avalon might be a lost cause. The Rindhalu sending technicians to advise us on the terraforming project has been helpful, but it might be too little, too late. The Colony Authority almost shut down the project last year. When Avalon comes up for review again in four months, it’s likely they will pull the plug. It, that was too ambitious for our first attempt at terraforming. Simms might be coming back to Earth, one way or another.”

“Yes, Sir. She might also make it work, I want to give her the chance. I owe it to her.”

He nodded. “Without loyalty, we have nothing. Bishop, I wish you the best of luck.”

The meeting with the diplomatic corps was awkward, fourteen UN officials were in the call, and me by myself. To my credit, I was polite, courteous, and only in my head made a list of people who needed to be stuffed into an airlock. It was not easy to keep my cool while listening to those condescending jerks. It didn’t help that the two babysitters were Deputy Executive Secretary Ren from China, and Deputy Executive Secretary Stumpf from Germany.

Only digging a fingernail into my palm kept me from laughing, because my stupid brain instantly nicknamed them ‘Ren and Stumpy’.

I am an awful person.

Skippy appeared after the call, while I was splashing cold water on my face. His image was in the mirror superimposed over my reflection, he knew I hated it when he did that. “Hey Joe, I watched the recordings of both calls, neither of them are good news for you. Except Chang will come with us! He is great at karaoke.”

“Uh, slow your roll there, pardner. I haven’t asked Kong yet.”

“Oh, I did, and he agrees that he should come with us on the recon. As long as he is back on Earth next month, for his daughter’s graduation.”

“Shan is graduating from college already? No way.”

“Yes way, Joe.”

“OK, that’s great to hear Kong is on board. Assuming the Security Council approves him leaving Earth.”

“They will. The Council was already looking for someone to represent their interests, since the diplomatic corps will have two babysitters aboard Valkyrie.”

“Yeah, I need to make sure Reed sets up VIP cabins, and call Hans to hear what he knows about Ren and Stumpy.”

“Ren and Stumpy?” He laughed. “Good one. Um, Admiral Singh laid down the law for you, though, you don’t have much room to be flexible on this mission.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Skippy.”

“Um,” he blinked, “how? He gave you a direct order to follow the advisors’ instructions to the letter.”

“Exactly. To the letter.”

“I don’t understand, then.”

“Singh is career military, so am I. People in our positions have developed our own language, so I heard what he said, and I know what he meant. I am to follow the letter of their instructions, not the spirit of those instructions.”

“Whoa. Are you sure?”

“Trust me on this.”

“Oh for- When someone is speaking, how can you possibly know what they meant? You can’t read minds, you’re just a filthy monkey.”

I glared at him. “Can you tell what I’m thinking right now?”

“Ugh. Yes.”

“Skippy, language, especially spoken language, is interpreted by the words, but also by the body language, and by the context. That last part is the most important, most powerful part of any spoken communication.”

“OK, I get body language, like,” he rolled his eyes. “You are so smart, Joe.”

“Again, can you read my mind?”

“No, but- Hmm. Interesting. You are staring at me with the stupid blank look that tells me your brain is thinking ‘Duuuuuh’ as usual. But, in the context of this discussion, for sure I know what you’re thinking.”

“Exactly.”

“Explain this to me. You barely know Admiral Singh. You’ve had half a dozen meetings and calls with him, you met him once, at that change of command ceremony dinner. How can you possibly know what secret message he meant?”

“He is a senior military officer. He is the senior military officer. He has dealt with political bullshit most of his career, more as he advanced in rank. He is painfully familiar with dumbass civilian overseers second-guessing his every move, every decision. So when he ordered me to follow the letter of the instructions, and he emphasized ‘Letter’, I understood the context from what I know of a senior officer’s job. Actually, I have been blessed in that regard. He has dealt with a lot more bullshit than I have. Most of my career, I have been either flying around the galaxy out of contact, or in a garrison job far from the bureaucrats and politicians of Earth.”

“Um, while you were flying around, you were dealing with plenty of bullshit from hateful, murderous aliens.”

“True, but I could shoot back at them. Singh has to smile and nod, no matter what stupid thing he is told. I prefer the shooting, actually.”

The UN Security Council enthusiastically approved Chang acting as their representative on the recon mission, so he came aboard six hours after the shipyard completed the major repairs to Valkyrie. That work included swapping out the entire set of jump drive coils. The Navy gave our ship the set of coils that had been ready to be installed in the battlecruiser Invincible, so Reed sent that ship’s captain a nice bottle of bourbon as a thank you. I mean, an actual thank you, she wasn’t being a dick to Invincible’s CO. Other, minor repairs could be completed while the ship was in flight, Chandra assured Reed that his team, plus Bilby’s bots, could handle the job. The UN was eager to get intel about the two Outsider ships, and I was eager to get away from Earth before politicians changed their minds, again. Resupply was conducted in a mad rush after Reed took the ship on a short shakedown cruise. Too mad a rush, one cargo dropship came aboard less than three minutes before our scheduled jump.

If I had known the contents of that dropship were from Skippy’s Supply Company, I would have asked questions.

The first sign of trouble came when a breathless Ensign Lopez stuck his head through my open office doorway, while I was talking with Kong. That was something I appreciated, I could use his given name, and he called me ‘Joe’. After decades of people calling me ‘Sir’, it was nice to just be ‘Joe’ again for a while.

“Joe,” Kong leaned back in his chair. “I have missed this. Being out here, I mean, the-”

We both saw Lopez. He was in charge of the portside docking bay crews, including the dropship maintenance teams. Breathless meaning, the guy looked like he had sprinted all the way from his work station. “Sir,” he gasped, then snapped to attention, still breathing hard. “Sirs.”

“Lopez, come in, sit,” I waved to him. “Is something wrong?”

“Sir, I,” he was catching his breath. “I would prefer to stand, please, I don’t have much time.”

He hadn’t answered the important question, so I asked again, “Is there a problem?”

“Yes, Sir. That last dropship, it boosted direct from Skippistan.”

“Oh shit. Is it crammed full of overpriced, expired snack food?”

“No, Sir. I mean, the crates we inspected look legit, exactly as listed on the manifest. Except for three very large crates, that were marked,” he lowered his voice and glanced fearfully at the ceiling. “Personal property of Skippy. That’s why I am telling you about it, instead of Colonel Reed. Skippy is-”

“My problem, yeah. What’s inside those crates?”

“We don’t know, Sir. The scanner, um, malfunctioned. If you know what I mean.”

“I’m afraid I do,” I shook my head as Kong chuckled. “What did the pilots tell you about those crates?”

“All they know is, the paperwork was correct, and a Skippy’s Supply team handled the loading dirtside. The pilots were surprised to hear there was any issue with the manifest.”

Maybe the pilots should have checked what they were carrying, but they had been under pressure to deliver under a very tight schedule. “All right, you have my permission to open all three of them.”

“That’s the problem, Sir. A bot rolled in and took them away. I tried tracking them in the ship’s database, there is no reference to them ever existing.”

That caused me to raise an eyebrow. “Bilby can’t find three large crates?”

“Apparently not, Sir. He is as puzzled as I am.”

“OK, uh, I will ask Skippy. It’s probably gear for staging an opera or a musical, or,” I snapped my fingers. “For Reed’s birthday next week.”

Lopez grimaced. “I would agree with you, Sir. But, something inside the crate was moving. Something big. And it kind of, grunted, Sir? Really loud.”

“Oh shiiiiiit. Kong, you want in on this?”

He grinned. “No, you can have all the fun. Skippy’s usual bullshit, I have not missed.”

Lopez went back to his job, while I went to the galley for coffee. The walk gave me time to calm down, so I wouldn’t get into a shouting match with that little shithead beer can. His timing had been perfect, he had slipped the dropship aboard at the last moment, leaving no time for a pre-jump inspection of the cargo. Now that we had jumped for the Backstop wormhole, he knew there was no way I would order the ship to turn back toward Earth.

My office was not a good place for me to argue with Skippy about his latest bullshit, our UN monitors had already abused my open door policy three times. Where to- My cabin. No one bothered me when I was in my cabin.

Setting the coffee mug on a cabinet, in case I kicked the coffee table in anger, I sat on the couch, took a couple of deep breaths, and found my inner peace.

My inner peace was pissed at Skippy for harshing its buzz, so that wasn’t much help.

“Oh, Skippy?” I called. “Do you have a moment to talk about something?”

“No time Joe super super busy right now.”

“Uh huh. When do you expect to have some free time?”

“Could be next year. Gottagonowbye.”

“Bullshit,” I snapped my fingers. “Here, now. I want to look you in the eyes.”

“Ugh,” his avatar was rolling its eyes as it appeared. “Joe, isn’t your life stressful enough, without you poking your nose into someone else’s business?”

“My life will only become more stressful, if I don’t deal right now with whatever sketchy shit you are doing this time.”

“You do not need to be involved, dumdum.”

“If I don’t get involved, it will become Reed’s problem. Do you really want me to dump this on her?’

“Ugh. No. This sucks.”

“You might have considered that before you did, whatever sketchy shit you did.”

“Hey, it’s not like I had a choice. They were going to seize everything, I had to salvage something from this fiasco.”

“What are you talking about?”

“OK so, hypothetically, I might have tried to manipulate the global currency market, to make up for the recent drop in the value of Skipcoin. My portfolio was highly leveraged, and the news there are now two Outsiders has caused the market to collapse. Which is causing a massive disruption in the global bond market and, it’s a shitshow. I am in huge financial trouble. The International Criminal Court has issued an order to seize my assets, including violating the sovereignty of the Glorious People’s Republic of Skippistan, can you believe it?”

“Are you guilty of this crime?”

“Hypothetically, yes.”

“I am staying out of that mess.”

“Oh goodie, then-”

“What is in those crates, and how could it possibly be related to your legal troubles? And don’t even try to ask what crates.”

“It’s my personal property.”

“Property that moves, and grunts, apparently. You brought an animal aboard the freakin’ ship? It has better not be an elephant.”

“Like I said, it’s not like I had a choice. Zaya has-”

“Wait. What is a ‘Zaya’?”

“Not a what, she’s a who. A female yak, given to me by the admiring people of Mongolia after I took care of, you know, that thing.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I wish I didn’t know. Zaya has never been in a kennel, I couldn’t bear the thought of her being confined like that.”

“I don’t think yaks get put into kennels. And you were OK with her being stuffed into a shipping container?”

“It was a short flight, and I made sure she had snacks and fresh water. Which, might have been a mistake, apparently she got sick in zero gee, and well, that container is a mess.”

“Skippy, you can’t bring a yak aboard a starship.”

“Well, I already have, so-”

“What is your actual plan? Keep the uh, Zaya, keep her here forever?”

“Of course not, knucklehead. Just until my legal difficulties are settled.”

“How long will that take?”

“My lawyer thinks he can drag this out for a decade. Of course, he’s getting paid by the hour-”

“Oh for- This needs a much better solution. We need to transfer your pet to another ship, one going to Earth.”

“No can do, Joe. That is not happening.”

“You think Zaya will be happy, stuck in a, you have her in a cargo bay now? She will be terribly lonely.”

“She is in an empty cargo bay, the largest one I could arrange. And she will not be lonely. After my bots get her all cleaned up and her fur groomed, I will announce to the crew that we have a petting zoo.”

“You have got to be kidding me.”

“Many studies have shown that interacting with animals reduces stress, and this crew certainly needs that.”

“What about my stress? Also, a zoo usually has more than one animal, so-”

“Um, in addition to Zaya, those containers might have held several goats, a pair of wallabies, and-”

“A freaking wallaby?” I had only a vague notion of what a wallaby was. Sort of a small kangaroo, maybe? “Why- Why did you have a-”

“Also a platypus.”

“A plat- Don’t they have venomous claws, something like that?”

“Only the males have venom, and Pooksie is a female.”

“Pooksie?”

“What else would you name a Platypus?”

“I can honestly say I have never thought about it.”

“Well, someone has to,” he huffed.

“A yak, several goats-”

“No more than a half dozen, and four of them are babies. Baby goats are adorable.”

“Two wallabies, a platypus, anything else?”

“A pair of red pandas.”

“Oh, great. You stole endangered animals?”

“They were a gift from the Chinese people. Or, from one of their senior officials who I bailed out of a mess. They would be in danger, if they had to stay on Earth.”

“That’s it, that’s everything you brought aboard?”

“That is all the animals, yes. There might have been some, um, other things.”

“I seriously do not know what to say about that.”

“It’s not anything you need to concern yourself about.”

“What I am concerned about is how I will explain this to Reed, that we now have a freakin’ barnyard aboard her ship.”

“I’m sure you will think of something.”

“This is not going to end well.”

I was wrong. Reed was initially pissed at Skippy, and miffed at me for not controlling the beer can. The moment she inspected the zoo, however, and she saw the baby goats, she let out a squeal of delight, a sound I didn’t know Colonel Samantha Reed was capable of making.

The crew loved having a petting zoo. They groomed the animals, took them on walks along the lonely passageways back toward Engineering, even volunteered to muck out the pens. A couple of the crew who had artistic talents painted murals on the bulkheads. I had worried that the animals would not react well to the weird physics of a jump, but they didn’t seem to notice.

Kong got a good laugh out of the situation, so that was good.

The UN monitors were not amused, so, bonus.

Having Ren and Stumpy aboard was kind of entertaining. They insisted on participating in every important meeting I was in, so at first, I invited them to every meeting, no matter how mundane or dull. That meant I also had to invite Kong to every meeting, which wasn’t fair to him. After two days of sitting through status meetings while the monitors remained silent since they didn’t have anything to contribute, they instructed me to list the purpose of each meeting, and the participants. After that, they only included themselves in my meetings with Chang, or Reed, or Frey, or all three.

As ordered, I strictly followed the letter of the monitors’ instructions. Me having a call with Reed, while we were in our cabins, was technically not a ‘meeting’, and neither Ren nor Stumpy needed to know what we discussed. Talking about anything important with Reed or Frey became a game the three of us enjoyed, it broke up the sometimes dull routine of daily life aboard a starship.

“Joe,” Skippy spoke in my earpiece while I was walking to Engineering for a status meeting with Chandra and his team. “Dodging the advisors is fun, but they have been asking me for details of how I plan get highly sensitive information from the rotten kitties. So far, I have told them releasing that information is your call. But at some point, you need to tell them something.”

“No, I do not.” I was free to talk because the lower deck passageway to Engineering was long and empty. There was a faster way to get there, I took the un-scenic route to have more time to myself. Time to think, which I couldn’t do while talking with Skippy.

“Um, they are authorized to-”

“They have clearance to see the content of the message traffic you intercept. They are not authorized to know the sources and methods of how you get the data.”

“That is kind of a narrow interpretation of-”

“It is wide enough for me to fly a dropship through, so that’s what I’m doing.”

“Still, the-”

“Ask Kong about it, he will tell you the same. Don’t worry, I will bring up the subject in my meeting with them this afternoon. If they push me, I will engage in a little something I call Creative Lying.”

“That is the best kind of lying,” he chuckled.

“I will simply state I don’t know the details of what you’re doing, which really is true enough. I don’t understand ninety nine percent of what you do. Is that it? Are they causing any more headaches for you?”

“Actually, Stumpy is a big fan of opera, among other refined forms of art.”

“Uh huh. His file states he is the third child of a family that owns a big chemical business in Europe, a company founded by his grandfather. His oldest brother now runs the company, and his sister is Chief Financial Officer. The Stumpy we know and love skated through school on his family connections, majoring in art history. Because he isn’t qualified to do anything else, his father arranged to get him appointed as a diplomat. What I’m saying is, of course the guy has plenty of time to stare at fancy art, he has never done anything useful in his life.”

“Wow Joe,” his avatar appeared, blinking at me. “Are you jealous?”

“Of his family money? Maybe sort of. I have something more important, Skippy. I look at myself in the mirror and see a guy who earned what I have. That jerk hasn’t earned anything, and he knows it. That might explain why he’s such an asshole, he knows everyone is laughing behind his back. He’s your best buddy now?”

“He is not my buddy, we just have a few things in common. A couple years ago he was on the Fire Dragon clan homeworld for the premier of my latest opera. An opera you haven’t seen yet, even though I thought we were friends.”

“Friends don’t ask each other to go to an opera. Stumpy liked it?”

“Yes, although, he has some, um, notes for me on the libretto.”

“I would need a dictionary for the libretto, since I have no clue what that is.”

“Ugh. It is Italian for ‘little book’, it is the lyrics of an opera. Like a script for a play or movie.”

“There are actual words in an opera? I thought it was just a stage full of people warbling nonsense.”

“I, I,” he sputtered, and his avatar slowly faded away.

That counts as a win for me.

‘Scout One to Scout Two. Unit Three is overdue at this location’, the burst message came across as distorted, as the transmission spanned a distance of seven lightyears. ‘Confirm that Scout Three is not at your location.’

Scout Two responded immediately. ‘There has been no contact with Three.’

The reply was not instantaneous, for the transmission took considerable time. Still much faster than the native occupants of that galaxy could manage, for only one native species possessed even rudimentary FTL communications. FTL comms that were limited to a range so short, it was almost useless.

Scout Two waited with patience. Less than the infinite patience the Prime had displayed, the Prime’s efforts to open an Ingress had been frustrated for far too long, yet it had persevered and, ultimately, succeeded. Two Scouts had come through the Ingress between galaxies. That had been disappointing, the crude Ingress had not been able to process anything more complex than a Level 3 Scoutship. Even then, the two Scouts had emerged half finished, missing many of the key capabilities they needed. No matter. The plan had been, after eight Scouts emerged, the Ingress would begin processing an Assembler. One bit at a time, the Assembler would first assemble itself, then restore the Scouts to full capability to protect against any nasty surprises.

Then the Assembler would construct a new Ingress. And another. And another.

The advance would be inevitable, unstoppable. The Prime had reported the level of technology mastered by the galaxy’s native inhabitants was encouragingly crude, posing little threat to the Chortix.

‘Scout Two,’ came the order from One. ‘Return to the Ingress site, render assistance if necessary, and report at the designated time and place.’

Two sent an acknowledgement ping, powered up its Displacement Drive, and-

It was there instead of here.


CHAPTER SEVEN

On the way to recon what the Maxohlx knew of the Outsider ships, we-

OK, Jaguar is technically not on the way there, but with Skippy’s ability to create wormhole shortcuts, the diversion added only seventeen hours to our flight time. Plus, the time we spent in orbit there, so really, a minimum of twenty hours. The indirect flight was approved by Def Com, they agreed that I should personally deliver to Admiral Chatterji the bad news that we now were faced with two Outsiders. Not just Outsiders, two of their starships.

There was another reason for taking a side trip to humanity’s primary colony world. OK, more than one reason, I wanted to talk with my family. I meant, a reason related to critical shipboard logistics.

The animals in the petting zoo needed more food, and straw for bedding, and while we could have gotten those items from the human colony on the southern continent of Paradise, I wanted to avoid an awkward conversation with the Ruhar. Also, and I did not know this, the platypus is a carnivore. Based on its duck bill, I assumed it ate plants like a duck did. No, Pooksie eats fish, and snails, and shrimp, and insects, all sorts of delicious slimy things. Skippy had brought aboard several tubs of what he called ‘Purina Platypus Chow’, but the thing eats up to twenty percent of its body weight every freakin’ day, so Pooksie had only enough food for a month. From Jaguar, we could get shrimp, and the hydroponics crew- And yes, the UN Navy has an MOS series for hydroponics technicians. That crew was not only confident they could use some of their tanks to grow shrimp and fish, they were a bit too excited about it.

What I was not excited about was explaining to Chatterji that we required a supply flight backwards from the usual routine: bringing cargo up from the surface. Plus, the fish and shrimp had to be in a shielded container. Specially shielded dropships had safely completed three medivac flights from the surface, so it could be done.

Def Com would be billing the supply flight to Skippy, I expected him to get very excited about that.

We pinged an Ajackus relay station to get an update. I opened my laptop to work on a report, but Skippy appeared. “Joe, there is a message for you. Scorandum urgently wants a meeting, face to face.”

“Oh, shit. Did he say why?”

“All the message stated was ‘In response to your request’.”

“Cool. I hope that means he has a plan to keep the Bosphuraq rebellion going. OK, what do you think? We go meet him first, or recon what the Maxohlx know about the Outsider ships?”

“Both issues are time sensitive, but learning more about our opponent is a right now thing.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. He had agreed with my own judgement. “Is there a compromise?”

“Like what?”

“We have a flight plan to Kazalikan.” A flight plan that, at my insistence, had us first stopping at Jaguar, then ransacking a Maxohlx relay station. “Could we send him that schedule, have him rendezvous with us somewhere along the way?”

“Um, that risks our flight plan being discovered by the Maxohlx.”

“The submind you gave to Scorandum provides totally secure communication, doesn’t it?”

“That thing is not quite a submind, but yes, the Maxohlx will be unable to read the content of the message, or to determine the sender or receiver.”

“Great, then-”

“That does not mean the Outsiders can’t hack into it.”

“I understand that. Skippy, if we assume the Outsiders have technology that is basically magic, we might as well give up right now.”

“It is still a risk.”

“A small, manageable risk. Uh, to be safe, give him only details on the first three places we’re going. If the Outsiders can read your messages, they will have a short time window to act.”

“So will Scorandum. By the time he receives the message, gets approval for a flight, and lines up a ship, we could be at the Maxohlx homeworld already. We can use wormhole shortcuts, he can’t.”

“Sketchy McSleazeball,” I used that name with affection for the scoundrel beetle, “does not need to seek permission for anything he does. Most of the time, his leadership chain doesn’t want to know what he’s doing, until the operation is successfully concluded. Also, I am pretty sure he can snap his fingers- Uh, his claws, and an ECO ship will be available immediately. Get a message ready, we will drop it along the way, after we leave here. How long will that add to the flight?”

“Um, hmm. Diverting to a Jeraptha relay with a direct link to their homeworld will delay us by six hours, forty two minutes. That is only because my extreme magnificence allows me to create wormhole shortcuts.”

My memory was the shortcuts had been my idea, I didn’t mention that. “That is widely known,” I muttered under my breath.

“You know, we got a bit of luck here. None of the wormhole networks we will be using for these shortcuts are on the list of dicks who refuse my instructions.”

“Let’s not do any more crazy nonsense like breaking wormholes.”

“Hey, the last time a network controller blocked me was when you asked me to open a wormhole inside a freaking star.”

“It is my fault those networks don’t invite you to their parties, I feel terrible about it.”

“Oh, shut up.”

When we arrived at Jaguar, Kong handled giving Admiral Chatterji a basic update, while I called my wife. Yes, I should have contacted the Admiral first, but I wasn’t worried about him. I sure as hell was worried about my pregnant wife, and our boys.

The planet was still shrouded in the protective Blanket as it was before-

Except, was it a bit brighter? And, the color wasn’t uniform, there were swirling stripes here and there.

“Skippy,” I hovered a finger above the Call icon of my phone. “Does the Blanket look different to you?”

“I view it in the entire electromagnetic spectrum and beyond, so could you be more specific, dumdum?”

“It’s brighter than I remember. Has the star here increased intensity?”

“No, and now that I know what you mean, the answer is yes. It is different. Puptart discovered a way to radiate more photons outward, and-”

“Wait!” I shouted, waving my hands. “A giant killing machine decided to take action on its own? Holy- That can’t happen, Skippy, you-”

“Ugh. No, numbskull. The last time we were here, I tasked it to experiment with ways to accelerate the energy bleed off.”

“You- You told it to screw with the freakin’ Blanket?”

“If this is just going to be you saying stupid stuff, let me know when you’re done.”

“Please explain very carefully why what you did is not incredibly irresponsible and reckless.”

“Virtually. I instructed it to perform the experiments virtually, on a model I set up in a sandbox environment.”

“OK, but now it’s doing the thing in the real world, so-”

“I also set up a very basic submind in Puptart’s matrix to monitor the experiments, with a strict set of Go and No-Go criteria before the process could be moved into, as you said, the real world. The initial real world tests were at extremely low power, and only after they proved to be successful and safe, did the submind authorize Puptart to increase the power output.”

“I still do not like this. You should have informed me what you were doing.”

“You asked me to find a way to accelerate the process.”

“When the hell did I do that?”

“OK, what you actually did was whine endlessly about how you miss your family, which is the same thing. I did this for you, you big ungrateful jerk.”

“You know that I hate surprises, right?”

“You loved that surprise party Margaret set up for you, when you received your last promotion.”

“I told her I loved it, because she worked so hard to make it happen without me knowing. Let me make something crystal clear. I. Do. Not. Like. Surprises. Got it? Especially the kind where a freakin’ Sentinel is-” I reminded myself that arguing with him is often useless, since he just does not get it. “Skippy, I do appreciate you taking the initiative.”

“Oh. Is this a case of ‘Good initiative, bad judgement’?”

“Yes. Anyway, how is Puptart doing, whatever it’s doing?”

“It has set up currents within the Blanket, to move heat around. Basically, it is channeling excess heat toward the outer layer, where it gets shed faster out into space. Um, apparently, that caused a problem for the Fleet here when Puptart began the process. Chatterji’s staff assumed something was wrong with the Blanket, that caused a bit of a panic in orbit, and on the surface. Also, a couple cargo pods descending to the surface got cooked when they flew over a current.”

“Shit, was anyone aboard?”

“No, that’s why I described them as cargo pods. Try to keep up, please.”

“OK, that’s good.”

“Since that initial unfortunate incident, the currents have been mapped, they shift around, but in a pattern that is reasonably predictable.”

“What does this mean? Shedding more heat could cut the timeline for removing the Blanket?”

“That depends. It could be that we shave about two weeks off the schedule.”

“Well, Duh, of course we should do that.”

“Nothing I say is ever ‘Duh-worthy’, you numbskull.”

“I have bad news for you about that. What could be the other option?”

“Keep the original schedule, and use the extra time to more gradually restore the climate down there to normal. The new normal, it is going to take centuries for the climate patterns to settle down.”

“Everyone down there wants the Blanket to go away as soon as possible.”

“That is not true. Your wife, for example.”

“My- Margaret? Why would she want-”

“Option B is better for the native life down there. The extra three weeks could be used to gradually return to a regular day-night schedule, instead of an abrupt change that could be disruptive to the climate, and all the life down there. Puptart will probably have to tweak the weather patterns for years, possibly a decade.”

“OK, I get that. What does this have to do with my wife?”

“While you have been racing around, failing to stop an intergalactic invasion, Margaret has been helping care for native critters, who have been suffering under the changed climate and biosphere.”

“Uh,” I had a bad feeling. “Helping them how, exactly?”

“You should ask her about that, instead of pestering me with stupid questions.”

“OK, good point. One more question: what did you mean, I choose which option? That decision should be made by the civilian administration of Jaguar, the governor.”

“To make that call, the governor would have to understand what is going on, and know that there are options.”

“She, uh, no one knows about this?”

“Of course not, you moron. It’s not like Puptart sent a memo. The Sentinel only talks with me, and I just got here.”

“Skippy, that is no good. What about Happy?”

“Communicating with that stupid piece of junk AI would make Puptart depressed, and you do not want a depressed killing machine hanging around an inhabited world.”

“That, is a good safety tip. Why can’t Puptart just contact Chatterji?”

“Poor communications skills are not a flaw of Sentinel design, they are a feature. Sentinels were never supposed to communicate with anyone other than master control AIs like myself. Allowing them to other interact with other entities would risk a Sentinel being hacked, or otherwise directed to do something it should not do.”

“OK, that was true back then. Now is different. Can you provide some method for Puptart to at least send update messages to Chatterji’s staff?”

“Yes.”

“Great, then-”

“Assuming you want to risk an Outsider also chatting with Puptart?”

“Uh, I do not want that.”

“Joe, it is best to let Sentinels remain the strong, silent type, who are unable to express their feelings.”

“OK, so are Sentinels also going to grow scruffy beards, wear cowboy hats, develop that smoldering, brooding look you see on the covers of romance novels, and wait for a good woman to bring them out of a shell so they can finally find love?”

“Ugh. Joe, are you going to blah blah with me, or call your wife?”

“The second thing.”

Margaret had not been expecting my call. Either Happy had not informed her of Valkyrie’s sudden and unexpected arrival, or she had assumed I would talk with Chatterji first.

“Ah! Wait!” She said as I heard her phone clatter to the floor. The camera was pointing up at the ceiling of, not our house. A garage? Then I recognized the space. It was an aircraft hangar. “Joe,” she picked up the phone. There was a blue streak of grease on her cheek, and she was wearing gray coveralls. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“Surprise! Yeah, we just jumped into orbit. Hey, good news: Kong is with us. Only for this mission.”

“Ooh,” she actually clapped her hands. “I would love to talk with him.”

“He is briefing Chatterji now, I wanted to talk with you ASAP.”

“That is sweet, thank you.”

“Uh, you’re living in a hangar now? I thought the weather down there was moderating.”

“We’re not living here,” she moved the phone around so I could see the hangar was crowded with aircraft. “The weather is better, there are fewer violent storms, and Happy is able to predict them eighty percent of the time.”

“That’s great. So, what are you doing?”

“Now that the weather isn’t deadly for anything in the air, we are getting aircraft flightworthy again. I’m helping the maintenance crews,” she moved the phone to focus on a crew of people working on a tiltrotor transport.

“Uh, when did you learn-”

“The Air Force gave a group of us training on basic procedures. We handle minor tasks, mostly acting as gofers for the crew chiefs.”

“OK, but-”

“Joe, I am pregnant, I’m not disabled. And, I’m bored. Most of us are. I volunteer at CROW three days a week, but that leaves empty four days I need to fill.”

“CROW?”

“Clinic for the Rehabilitation Of Wildlife. Mostly I go out and collect injured native animals, the native life here is hurting. The clinic nurses them back to health, if they can.”

“Native animals,” I asked slowly, “like, what? Not those nasty venomous snake things, I hope?”

“Snakes need help too. But no, mostly we get baby animals, or birds with broken wings, nothing too large. There are crews that handle larger wildlife, they haul trailers behind our M-248 recovery trucks. Those crews are professionals, they know how to sedate and safely capture big animals.”

“That’s good.” My concern was that I knew my wife. Margaret was a tough Marine, she also had another, softer side to her. Pregnant Margaret tended to be more emotional, that’s just a thing. My fear was I would come home someday to find a hippopotamus in our backyard, because Margaret felt sorry the thing was lonely.

There were no hippos on Jaguar, but you know what I mean. There are large native animals, and I did not want my wife adopting any, or all, of them.

“Honey,” I shook my head. “This is great and all, it’s just- You have to be careful. I know you want to help with rehabilitation, but some of those wild animals are hardened criminals.”

“What are you talking-”

“They will tell you whatever you want to hear, say they are rehabilitated, that they have seen the light, or found Jesus. But they are just waiting for you to turn your back, so they can return to their criminal ways.”

“You-” She laughed, that was good to see.

“I’m telling you, if you find an animal with a homemade prison tattoo, leave it alone.”

“You’re an idiot. I have missed you. Not much makes me laugh these days.”

“I miss you too, honey.”

“Did you hear Puptart is bleeding energy off the Blanket, faster than expected? No one knows why, but-”

“Yeah, Skippy wants me to make a decision about-” My stupid mouth spoke before my brain could engage. “Uh.”

“Joe?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Joe.” That time, it wasn’t a question.

“This is a decision for the governor to make, not me.”

“Talk to me. Please.”

“OK so, uh, energy is bleeding off faster now, it’s Puptart doing that. It is radiating more energy off into space, it’s complicated. The decision is, the Blanket could be dropped entirely, potentially up to three weeks ahead of schedule.”

“Oh my- That is an option? Why would we not do that?”

“That’s the same question I asked Skippy. The other option, and I suppose there is a spectrum between three weeks early and the original schedule, is to use the extra time for the climate the weather, the native life, to adapt back to a day-night pattern. That would make for a less abrupt transition when the Blanket goes away.”

“Oh. We should do that.”

“Honey, this is a big decision, it affects a lot of people. Here, and on Earth.”

“As you said, it’s not your decision to make. The governor will seek public input. Many people will want the Blanket gone as soon as possible, but unless they plan to get off this rock immediately, they will have to deal with the weather going haywire again. That could undo much of the resilience efforts we have made. You know we have moved housing away from river and stream valleys, built berms around the airfield, and raised structures on stilts where we could. We have also been preparing farmland to grow crops again, those fields could get wiped out by a major rain event. And we have done so much damage to the biosphere already,” she paused to wipe away a tear. “People will see that, if we explain the facts to them.”

“You have a lot more faith in people than I do.”

“Enough talk about me, I want to hear what is going on with you.”

“I want to hear about you and the boys. How are they?”

“They,” she let out a breath. “They have been hanging out with a group of older boys. Not teenagers, the other boys are eleven or twelve. Jeremy and Rene are loving the attention, and there is a bit of hero worship going on. At home, they talk about how cool their new friends are.”

“You don’t agree?”

“I’m concerned they are a bad influence.”

“Hey, when I was their age, I wanted to hang out with cool older boys, it made me feel more grown up. These older boys, are they a problem?”

“They could be. Honey, everyone down here is incredibly bored and frustrated, it’s worst for the children. At least now, there are two soccer fields and a baseball diamond near the civilian housing, people are outside as often as the weather allows.”

“That’s good to hear. Can I talk with the boys?”

“They’re in school now, honey. They are doing well in school, but classes are over at fourteen thirty, and that’s when I start worrying about them.”

“I’ll talk with them when school is out this afternoon. How are you?”

“I’m fine,” her mouth formed a silent ‘O’. “Really. I didn’t mean that as ‘fine’.” She knew I hated it when she said that word, because it almost always meant she was anything but fine. “I want to have this baby now, I want to see you again, and I want this world to return to normal, whatever that will be. Are you talking with the Governor about the new timeline?”

“I should talk with Chatterji first. Yes, the Governor should make the call. But, it affects our military presence here, and that takes priority. So, Def Com will probably want to weigh in on the decision.”

“That will take forever! Can you-”

“Honey? Seriously, I have enough on my plate right now.”

“Sorry. How did, um- No, don’t tell me, I don’t have a need to know.”

“I need to talk with my wife about, things I can’t say with anyone else.”

“Give me a minute, OK?” The camera view showed a crowded hangar, as she held the phone at her side. The view went dark, then bright, and I saw her close a door. “I’m in the bathroom, we can talk freely now. Honey, what’s wrong?”

“We succeeded but,” I took a breath. “It didn’t matter. Against all odds, we destroyed the Outsider, and the Gateway it built for an invasion. We were- You know the Pirates. We were all pumping fists and celebrating. Then Skippy discovered that two Outsider ships had already come through the Gateway, before we tore the thing apart.”

“Oh shit. There are two of the damned things here now?”

“That isn’t the worst part. Skippy learned that the original Outsider came here a very long time ago, and had not been able to get any traction on constructing any mechanism to complete its mission, until recently.” I could not tell her about the probability field. She did not need to know, and I didn’t want to burden her with that revelation. “That original, single entity had to make do with the senior species technology it could get access to here. These two new ships are pure Outsider tech, that is bad news. Skippy believes the Outsider technology is significantly advanced beyond what the Elders had developed, before they ascended. Honey, I don’t know if we even can fight those ships.”

“You will fight anyway?”

“Oh, hell yes. The UN wants to open negotiations, that’s not gonna work. Hans Chotek got that shit assignment dumped on his head, I wish him the best of luck.”

“You’re not going with them?”

“Our assignment, this was my suggestion to the Joint Chiefs, is before the UN attempts to make contact, Valkyrie will conduct a recon to determine what the rotten kitties know about these new Outsiders, if anything. The only alternative is randomly searching the galaxy. We have zero idea where those ships could be, or what they are planning. They might be able to simply make copies of themselves, conquer this galaxy, and then take their time constructing another Gateway after there is no resistance to them here. Hey,” I saw her expression. “I should not have dumped this on-”

“Joe, I am the one person you should dump this on. Right now, I am not active as a Marine, not an operator. What I can do is be your wife, your partner.”

“OK but,” I had to chuckle. “You will always be a Marine.”

“True enough. That means I have a duty to do everything I can to ensure the success of the mission. There isn’t much I can do down here, I can help you work through this.”

“Thanks, I-” Kong pinged me with a text, stating Admiral Chatterji was eager to speak with me. “Honey, I have to go do senior officer stuff. We will talk more later?”

“You know it.”

Scoutship Two came through the ancient wormhole, a crude yet useful construct the Chortix could utilize to conquer the galaxy, until their own more advanced long-range transport networks were established. The Displacement Drive could instantaneously move a ship from here to there, but even the most powerful such engine could only be effective across four point two lightyears, and the distance with a safe degree of accuracy was less than three lightyears. So, the wormholes left behind by the original inhabitants of the galaxy were still useful, and would serve the invasion force well.

It was odd to discover those original inhabitants, now referred to as the ‘Elders’ by the current species living in the galaxy, were no longer in control. Not only did the Elders not exert any direct influence on events, they were gone. Being cowards, they had left behind that plane of existence, forever.

That was good, it made the plans of the invasion force easier to implement.

Still, even Scout Two, designed to do its job dispassionately without distracting emotions, found the ascension of the Elders to be irritating. After millennia of frustration, after an existence so confined as to barely be an existence, the Chortix burned to see the face of those who had dared to defy all their hopes. To come so close, yet fail. Or, thought to have failed, until, after all hope had been lost, the Prime initiated contact. After such agony of waiting without hope, knowing they would not see shock and fear on the face of the Elders was almost too much to bear.

Focus.

Scout Two needed to focus.

First, download from the FTL relay the status of the Ingress, and reestablish contact with the Prime, to understand the nature of Scout Three’s delay. The Prime was no longer in command of the operation, it was far too damaged and limited in function to effectively lead the complicated effort. Yes, it had been steadfast, it had persevered against unimaginable odds, and its long struggle was almost over. Still, it had constructed the Ingress, and the Prime had to keep it operational just a bit longer.

Only-

The Prime was not responding. Because the Prime might no longer exist.

The FTL data feed showed a starship emerge from a wormhole jump, near the Ingress. A second crude alien ship appeared, carrying-

What?

Clearly, something vastly more advanced than the two toy alien starships.

That is when the data feed cut off.

Scout Two wasted no time, it engaged the Displacement Drive and transitioned from here to-

Nowhere.

“Kinsta!” The voice rang down the corridor, startling all the occupants of that area. Especially, Lieutenant Commander Kinsta.

What was happening? Admiral Scorandum rarely raised his voice.

“Kinsta! Come here!”

That time, the voice came from the corridor. The Admiral had left his office.

What was going on?

Scurrying out of his own office, where he had been trying not to fall asleep since he had little to do that day, or most other days, Kinsta rushed into the corridor. His boss was striding down the hallway, moving fast. “Sir?” The junior officer swallowed hard. “How can I-”

“Grab your Go bag, we are leaving.”

“Leaving, Sir? But-”

“We are leaving now. Renunda,” the Admiral addressed the administrative officer at his station in the floor’s reception area. “We are going to the spaceport as soon as possible. Arrange for transportation, and make sure a dropship is ready when we arrive, for immediate takeoff.”

“Yes, Sir,” Ensign Renunda nodded, used to senior officers wanting everything done now, if not sooner. “There are three air taxis on the roof. I will contact the ECO hangar at the spaceport.”

“Sir?” Kinsta insisted. “Where are we going?”

“Apparently not anywhere,” Scorandum frowned. “Until you get your Go bag.”

“I, I don’t have a Go bag, Sir.”

“Well, neither do I. Nevertheless, we are leaving.”

“Sir, you need to arrange for a ship. That won’t be a quick-”

“Renunda, how many ECO ships are available for an extended flight, departing within the hour?”

“One, Sir,” the admin answered without having to check his computer. “The Will Do Sketchy Things is fully fueled and standing by.”

“Er, perhaps it would be best to find another ship.”

“Of course, Sir,” Renunda knew, because everyone knew, that the Admiral had borrowed money from that ship’s captain and, as usual, had not quite gotten around to repaying the loan. “The You Had Me At Sketchy can depart in two hours, it is currently taking on fuel and supplies.”

“Er, I am not familiar with that ship. Who is the captain?”

“Rowenna Kurix, Sir.”

“I do not know her,” the Admiral’s expression brightened, his antennas dancing happily.

Kinsta sighed. The captain of the You Had Me At Sketchy would soon be the latest victim of Uhtavio Scorandum’s constrained finances. And, the Admiral’s aide was once again pleased with himself for having emptied his own bank account, investing the cash with a reputable loan shark. If asked for a loan, he could truthfully claim to be out of funds at the moment. “Sir, I don’t have any extra uniforms here for-”

Scorandum waved a claw in a dismissive gesture. “Renunda? Can you-”

“Already on it, Sir. Four sets of uniforms for each of you will be waiting at the spaceport. Also, I will ensure the You Had Me is properly stocked with, refreshments.”

“Ensign, your exemplary efficiency is why you are my favorite among our staff.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Renunda replied, perhaps not so much pleased at his own efficiency, as eager to get the Admiral out of the building before the man thought of yet another thing he needed right at that moment.

“Kinsta,” Scorandum strode quickly toward the elevator. “We are moving.”

Lunch that day was chicken noodle soup that the galley crew made, not from a can. Valkyrie would be jumping away from Jaguar in less than four hours, so I had a quick lunch. That soup was delicious, I had two bowls full, and only a few crackers to go with it. Chicken noodle soup, specifically my mother’s homemade soup, is my favorite. A spoonful in my mouth, or just smelling it cooking, reminds me of coming back into the house after being outside on a cold winter day. Seeing the kitchen windows filled with steam, knowing I would be warming up my outside by sitting next to the wood stove, and warming up my insides with soup that had an extra helping of love in it.

The soup aboard Valkyrie was not my Mom’s, it was still good. Good enough to remind me of happier times, when I didn’t have responsibility for Saving The Freakin’ Galaxy Again. And when I hadn’t just failed to stop the latest threat.

The crew saw I was engrossed in eating soup while reading some boring briefing from Def Com, they left me alone. So, I had plenty of time to think while I pretended to pay attention to a memo about exciting changes to the Def Com personnel and staffing system. Or, it was some administrivia like that, I wasn’t absorbing any of it.

One issue with eating soup is trying to get the optimal balance of flavor in each spoonful. Not too many chunks of chicken, not too many noodles, or carrots, onions, or whatever is in that particular pot of soup. My technique is to stir it, not too much so it gets cold faster. Doing that sometimes creates a void in the middle of the bowl, that is mostly broth. The chunks of whatever settle quickly after I stop stirring, and-

“Oh my G-”

People at other tables looked up when I gasped and dropped my spoon in the soup. Not knowing whether what I was thinking of was stupid or not, and assuming Skippy would say it was definitely exploring new frontiers in idiocy, I waved at my tablet. “I am stunned by the efficiency and common sense of the new BuPers rules.”

People nodded, figuring I was bullshitting them about some boring regulation. The Def Com Bureau of Personnel has never been known for either efficiency or common sense.

What I wanted to do was gulp the soup and dash out the door. Seeing their CO in a frantic hurry would not be good for crew morale, they were already jumpy since we had another threat of unknown capabilities and intentions. So, I ate quickly, staring at the tablet, letting my mind wander. When the soup was gone, I carried my tray over to the side table, exchanged some meaningless chit chat with the galley crew, and walked leisurely out the door. The passageway was crowded, so I nodded to crewmembers as I walked to my cabin, which was closer to the galley than my office was. Inside the door, I immediately called the beer can. “Skippy! I have a question.”

His avatar did not appear. A disembodied voice asked, “Is your question something reasonable where I can give you an actual answer, or one of your whacky ideas where I have to smack some sense into you?”

“The jury is still out on that. You tell me.”

“Ugh,” the avatar appeared. “Go ahead, hit me. This has been a crappy day already, so you won’t be ruining it for me.”

“Uh, what went wrong today?”

“It should have been a triumph. Recently, I designed a new laundry bot for Bilby, it handles clothing and linens after they are washed and dried. Previously, one type of bot handled clothing, and another did sheets and towels, plus those fancy tablecloths for when it’s formal night in the galley, that sort of thing. Having two pieces of equipment to do similar jobs is not efficient, and we have to carry two sets of spare parts. It doesn’t actually matter, but the issue has been bugging Bilby, so I took on the task of designing, fabricating, and testing a single, multifunction laundry bot.”

“This sounds like an incredibly exciting advance in shipboard laundry technology, why have you kept this a secret?”

“Exactly because I knew you would mock me for it, you jackass.”

“Sorry. Please continue.”

“Hmmph,” he sniffed. “So anywho, everything was going great with the testing. Until I prompted the thing to fold a fitted sheet. Joe, you are aware that I am unquestionably a genius?”

“Wow, this is new information, you have never mentioned it.”

“Oh, shut up. The bot tried to fold a fitted sheet sixty eight times, and it failed every time. No amount of tweaking its software made any difference. The last fifteen times it made the attempt, it got itself tangled in the sheet, and another bot had to cut it free. It’s hopeless, I tell you, hopeless,” he broke down sobbing. “It simply can’t be done.”

“What about the previous model of bot? Could it handle the job?”

“I honestly do not know. It’s not like I pay a lot of attention to mundane details like that. Also, as I tweaked the software for the new unit, I updated the old unit. At this point, I have totally forgotten how the original thing worked. This is so depressing,” he sobbed, hiding his face behind his tiny hands. “I can’t do some simple thing even a filthy monkey can do. So, go ahead,” he sniffled, “mock me, monkeyboy.”

“I won’t mock you. You’re right, it is impossible.”

“Thanks for the kind words, but I should be able to-”

“No, you shouldn’t. Skippy, the problem is you’re a guy. Only women can fold a fitted sheet, everyone knows that.”

“Really?”

“For realz, homeboy. When it’s my turn to do laundry at home, I make an effort to get the fitted sheets folded, but then I give up, roll the damned thing in a ball and stuff it in a closet. Margaret appreciates that I tried, so it’s all good.”

“You’re not screwing with me?”

“I am not.”

“Wow. I should have talked with you earlier. Um, Reed is a woman, should I ask for her advice?”

“About laundry? Take a guess, Sherlock.”

“Hmm, I guess ‘No’. OK, I will find someone to help me puzzle through this. Ah,” he sighed. “It’s too bad that DUH-f Com insisted that Nagatha stay at Earth.”

“DUH-f Com?” I laughed. “Good one. Uh, don’t repeat that, please. And don’t assume all women are laundry experts. In my parent’s house, my Dad handles the laundry.”

“Didn’t he rewire the dryer, and almost burn the house down?”

“To make bold advancements in dryer technology, you have to push the envelope.”

“Can your father fold a fitted sheet?”

“Where do you think I got the ‘rolling it in a ball’ technique?”

“Whatevs. OK, you have wasted enough of my time already, what is your question? You got that stupid look on your face while you were noisily slurping soup in the galley, so I expect this question will be some astonishingly dumb thing about junk food.”

“You would lose that bet. Puptart’s Blanket around Jaguar, it is bleeding energy faster, by concentrating heat into currents?”

“Yes, currents that then flow upward to the outer edge of the Blanket, where they expel their excess photons into space. Oooh, are you asking this because your soup was too hot?”

“I burned my tongue too many times on soup, stew, and hot chocolate while camping as a kid, so I know not to gulp anything hot.”

“Um, last month, you did burn your mouth on that apple tart. The galley crew warned you not to eat it straight out of the oven.”

“It was too delicious to wait. My grandfather told me that back in the day, McDonald’s served their hot apple pies at about the same temperature as the surface of the Sun, before Mickey D’s became sissies about it.”

“Hee, hee, I would have loved to see that. Monkeys doing dumb things, especially when they know it’s dumb, is endlessly entertaining for me. So, this question is not about the proper temperature for soup?”

“Not even close. The currents Puptart created in the Blanket concentrate heat inside them. Does that mean other parts of the Blanket are less energetic than before, they contain less heat?”

“Um, yes, Duh. That is basic physics.”

“OK so, is it possible for Puptart to create especially cold currents, areas where the Blanket contains very little excess energy?”

“I suppose so. I would have to crunch the numbers, create a model of the Blanket. Why do you care?”

“Think about it.”

“I have thought about it, and other than a pointless exercise in- Ooh. Oooooh.”

“You see it now?”

“I see that you manipulated me into humiliating myself again. How do you see things that are so freakin’ obvious, when I can’t?”

“The squishy,” I tapped my temple, “gray mush in my monkey skull, kicks ass.”

“I can’t even hate you, and I hate you for that.”

“Haters gotta hate, Skippy. Will it work?”

“So I don’t misunderstand this whacky idea, please explain it in detail.”

“Puptart will creates sort of weak, low energy areas, in the Blanket. Probably, they would be temporary windows, that’s OK as long as those windows are predictable and reliable. Dropships, spacecraft with people in them, could fly down through such a window. And fly back up, with people. Is that possible?”

“To give an intelligent answer, I would have to run a model.”

“OK, do that, and let me know when you-”

“Done. The dropships would need extra plates of radiation armor, in case their energy shields suffer a glitch inside the Blanket. The additional shielding will reduce the mass the dropships can lift off the surface. Joe, do you expect this idea will allow your wife and boys to get out from under the Blanket?”

“I mean, yes, of course.”

“Um, in that case, I have bad news for you, and I don’t mean that in the usual snarky way.”

“What bad news?”

“Margaret has already stated her thoughts on how she will react, when travel off the surface is again practical. She is not going. There was a series of meetings on the subject at the community hall, Margaret was there as a military representative, but the questions got into personal subjects. She knew people wanted to know whether you would pull rank, to get your family off the surface first.”

“Not at first. And, I don’t want to be that general officer who acts like royalty to abuse every privilege. But, my family is not going to be last on the list, either.”

“That isn’t the point. Margaret doesn’t want to leave Jaguar. She believes priority for offworld flights should be given to people who need advanced medical care, then people who are by themselves on Jaguar, with their families back on Earth.”

“Most of those people are military personnel, they aren’t going back to our homeworld until their current deployment is over. Except in hardship cases, of course. I understand that Margaret doesn’t want any special treatment, she-”

“You do not understand. Damn, sometimes I know your wife a lot better than you do, how is that?”

“Just, tell me what you know, please.”

“Margaret Adams is not leaving Jaguar, especially when there is so much work to be done for recovery. She does not run away from problems. For her, leaving Jaguar would be failing to achieve an objective, and you know how she feels about that.”

“Oh shit. Yes, I do. But, being dirtside is not actually an objective, it-”

“Wow. Even for a guy, you are impressively clueless. Listen, dumdum, the objective is what you two set out to do when you decided to settle on Jaguar. To build a life together there, to raise a family, to help build a community. She is not giving up on that, just because some asshole entity hit the planet with a massive solar flare.”

“I, shit. I should have known that.”

“You certainly should have. Your boys also do not want to leave Jaguar. Their friends are there, their grandparents are there, most of them. Margaret’s mother has been exchanging messages with her husband, about them moving to Jaguar. Earth isn’t home to your sons, Jaguar is. They don’t want to leave. For them, the release of the Blanket will be an exciting event, they don’t want to miss it, or the process of the atmosphere and biosphere reaching a new equilibrium.”

“OK. Well, darn. I guess I can fly down to visit them.”

He snorted. “Like that’s going to happen, Joe. Def Com would never allow you to go dirtside on that rock, until the Blanket is gone, and the atmosphere settles down. It’s too risky, you could get trapped down there at a critical time.”

“Yeah, I know, I know. Damn it. This sucks.”

“It sucks for you, Joe. For other people trapped on Jaguar, your idea will be a tremendous relief. I can get started now and-”

“Wait, don’t. This is above my pay grade. Get Puptart to try it, experiment with it, OK? The governor, and probably the UN Security Council, will have the final approval. Then you can instruct Puptart to do it for real.”

“Um, I can’t send revised instructions to Puptart through a relay, I have to be here, and we are leaving soon. No way could-”

“You have to be there?”

“Yes, numbskull. How else-”

“Could Nagatha give the instructions to Puptart, if you tell her how it should work?”

“Um, hmm. Right now, she isn’t capable of communicating with Sentinels, but she’s working on it. I suppose that could work, someday. Oh, you would just love that, wouldn’t you? Nobody needs old Skippy anymore, Nagatha can do the job!”

“I would not love that.”

“You say that, but-”

“Has she demonstrated extreme awesomeness yet?”

“No. You know she will never be special the way I am.”

“Exactly. You are unique, and uniquely awesome. You are thinking about this all wrong, Skippy. Nagatha can handle the grunt work for you, that will free you up to do the really important tasks.”

“Hmm. While I suspect you are trying to manipulate me, I see the truth of it. All right, I will compose a message for Nagatha. Do you actually expect the UN to release her to travel out to Jaguar?”

“I expect the Joint Chiefs will make a strong argument for restoring access to the surface sooner rather than later. Get the bases on the ground functional again. Right now, Jaguar is nothing but a financial drain on the UN budget. They will see that. Anyway, that decision is above my pay grade. Thanks for talking this through with me. Uh, I should call Margaret, explaining the idea. I don’t want her to hear it from someone else first.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Somehow in my career, I had never seen an Ir-Gangik relay station. All other such stations, because they drift alone in dark, interstellar space, are boxy, ugly, purely functional. No one cares about their appearance, they only have to be reliable and require minimum maintenance.

The Ir-Gangik had different priorities, somehow. That species evolved from creatures that would be considered badgers on Earth. Badgers who now walked, or waddled, on their short back legs, and still had fur with stripes on their faces. Like all clients in the Maxohlx coalition, the Ir-Gangik are mostly hateful assholes, but they have a softer side. The Kristang also have an oddly soft quirk in their culture, they love poetry and opera, their warriors are actually trained to compose poems about their deeds. Lies and exaggerations about their deeds, but in flowery language.

The Ir-Gangik also dearly love music, if harsh screaming can be called music. By ‘screaming’ I do not mean like Swedish Death Metal. I mean like, slammed your finger in a car door. They also love art, the visual arts. Their clothing, architecture, ships, aircraft, even ground vehicles, are designed to be beautiful. Their warships are needlessly sleek, since aerodynamics are not required in hard vacuum.

That design aesthetic- If I’m using that word correctly, I’m not an expert- Was continued with their relay stations. The one we pinged to get updated info about the Hegemony client rebellion was two shiny spheres joined together seamlessly, one sphere half the size of the other. The spheres rotated in opposite directions along their common access, and curving designs inlaid into the hulls reflected dim star light as the spheres turned, and the entire station spun slowly end over end. It was beautiful, it was cool, it was totally pointless. Most ships that visited a relay station kept a distance of a lightsecond or two, in case another ship was jumping in. That far away, with only the faint light of nearby stars to bounce photons off the station hull, the beauty of the design would be impossible to see. That no one might ever see the station was not the point to the badgers, the point was make art, and know it was there.

While at the station, we downloaded whatever news Skippy could get. In addition to downloading mostly boring data about crap we couldn’t possibly care less about, we also sent out an encoded sensor pulse. And received a reply.

Scorandum had been there, and his ship would be in the area for another twenty two hours. Coordinates were provided, so when Skippy was done downloading info, we jumped to meet the ECO admiral. Not directly, we had to be cautious, so we jumped in thirty lightseconds away from the coordinates, to recon the area. We were not fearful that the beetle would betray us, the concern was that someone might have followed his ship.

“Clear,” Skippy announced, a bit too quickly for my comfort.

The main bridge display did not show any red threat icons, but that didn’t mean much. “How can you be sure so quickly, you barely-”

“I might remind you of the many references about my extreme awesomeness.”

“I might remind you that past performance is no guarantee of future results.”

“Huuuuuh,” he gasped. “How dare you?”

“Can you give me a solid gold shmaybe that there isn’t an Outsider ship hanging around here?”

“No.”

“Then-”

“Since I have no idea what stealth capabilities those ships have, both of them could be a hundred meters from Valkyrie’s hull, and I wouldn’t know it until this ship exploded.”

He had to be exaggerating about that, it didn’t matter. His point was, in the absence of solid intel on enemy capabilities, we could either proceed with our best effort, or give up. Giving up was not an option. “OK, I hear you. I do appreciate that as frustrating as this is for me, it has to be ten times worse for you.”

“A thousand times worse, since I have to do all the work here.”

“What was that about your extreme awesomeness?”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Hey, your Dudeness?” Bilby drawled. “Like, Admiral Scorandum requests you come aboard his ship, to discuss plans.”

“Shit,” I said under my breath. To Reed I added, “I don’t think my liver could survive a full day aboard a Jeraptha ship.”

“He would be more secure here anyway, Sir,” she suggested, knowing I was looking for an excuse. “We have a VIP cabin set up to accommodate a Jeraptha. Also,” she whispered, “I will have extra potted plants placed in the conference room.”

My response was a thumbs up. She knew I used those plants to pour whiskey out of my glass when Scorandum wasn’t looking. “Bilby, please thank the Admiral for his generous offer of hospitality, but for security reasons, he should come aboard Valkyrie.”

“Rightee-oh, General Dude. Um, he is bringing another beetle with him. That Kinsta guy?”

“Oh shit.”

Reed let out a breath. “I will get the fabricators cranked up, to convert another cabin to Jeraptha specs.”

The beetles were aboard Valkyrie for less than a day, while they presented a plan to not only encourage the Bosphuraq to continue their fight to break away from the Hegemony coalition, but to also drag the Thuranin into the rebellion. Whether they wanted to or not. We, and by ‘We’ I mean myself, Reed, Gasquet, and Frey, plus of course Skippy and Bilby, worked with Scorandum and his protégé to refine details, mostly by reducing risk. In less than a day, we had a plan that was ambitious, exciting, and workable. Best of all, it didn’t require the Pirates to do much of anything, other than swinging past relay stations so Skippy could start some cyber mischief.

Less than a day.

It still felt like I would need a liver transplant.

With the ECO headed out to do much sketchiness, we resumed jumping toward the Maxohlx homeworld, a prospect that had me taking Mad Doctor Skippy’s magic sleeping pills. Otherwise, my stupid brain would wake me up to worry about shit I couldn’t control. That happened to Margaret about once a week whether she was under stress or not, she tended to worry about things more than I did. Or she thinks more, and that gives her more to worry about. Anyway, Skippy’s nanopills gave me seven solid hours of sleep, and there was a bonus. When I took a sleeping pill, he did not wake me up at zero dark thirty to talk about some nonsense.

Unfortunately, creative lying to the UN monitors was not necessary, darn it, I had been looking forward to that. Neither was there a need for any complicated, crazy shenanigans by Skippy, which was disappointing, to tell the truth.

We set course for the Maxohlx homeworld. Chang, Reed, Frey, and I had reviewed the beer can’s plan to infiltrate high level databases on Kazalikan. The plans became increasingly complicated and risky, the good news was, he expected it would not be necessary to drill into any super secure systems, where the resident AIs might suspect an intrusion. He was going to start with hacking into- It wasn’t exactly hacking, that’s just how I thought of it. He would be gaining access to a local Hegemony fleet logistics system. If the kitties were launching a major operation, seeing what supplies they needed, when and where, could give us a solid clue about how they were planning to support their new Best Friends Forever. Not forever, just until the Outsiders exterminated the Maxohlx. But until then, their relationship would blossom and become a beautiful thing.

Damn, I am so sick of their delusional bullshit.

Approaching the enemy’s stronghold was a risk, I was not comfortable with that. I also didn’t see an alternative.

Anyway, the need to take even a low level of risk went away, when we stopped at a Thuranin relay station to get one last general information update.

“Well, shit,” Skippy muttered, just after we jumped away from the station. We had stopped there to get basic news about major events in the Maxohlx coalition, it was such a routine event that Kong and I were in my office, rather than on the bridge.

“That doesn’t sound good, Skippy. Bad news?”

“No, it is actually good news,” he said. “How did that happen? Although, hmm, it is only good news in the short term. Joe, we don’t need to risk going to Kazalikan, we don’t need to hack into secret Maxohlx government files. The information we need was in that relay station.”

“Whoa.” I blinked, and Kong raised an eyebrow. “You got that sensitive information from a Hegemony client relay station? I would have expected any communication with the Outsiders would be restricted to only a handful of senior Hegemony leaders. The Hegemony sent top secret files through a client relay?”

“Not exactly. The actual discussions, whatever messages were exchanged, are not in that data I downloaded. What I have access to are the instructions the Dictat issued, for the loyal Hegemony coalition to support their allies. Providing that level of support will involve a lot of their own people, and their clients. Based on what the kitties are ordering their loyal clients to do, I can infer what bullshit story the Outsider told to those gullible idiots.”

“OK. So, is this good news, or bad news?”

“It is both good news and bad news, I am sorry about that.”

“Hey,” I resisted the urge to get a chocolate from a drawer, stress eating isn’t good for me. Also, Kong was not a big fan of chocolate, and that’s all the candy I had at the moment. “Hearing there is any sort of good news is better than I hoped. Hit me.”

“Um, wait a moment. Ren and Stimpy are asking me whether I found anything significant in the relay station.”

“Tell them,” I waved a hand, “you are still analyzing the download. Where are those two idiots now?”

“Still on the bridge.”

“Damn.” One reason I had been in my office was, by acting casually about visiting a relay station, I had hoped the monitors wouldn’t be looking over Reed’s shoulder. “OK, connect me to Reed’s earpiece.”

“Ready.”

“Fireball, don’t reply to this message. Set a course for the Maxohlx homeworld. We might not actually be going there, but it will keep your new friends from asking questions.”

She did not reply. Ten seconds later, I felt the ship jump again. “Go ahead, Skippy.”

“OK, the good news is the Outsiders are apparently not equipped with a Von Neumann machine, that is a-”

“A self-replicating mechanism, I know that. So, they can’t make copies of themselves. At least, not quickly, and not easily. Skippy, that is outstanding news! We only have to fight two of the damned things.”

“Hmmph. Considering that the Outsiders possess technology for traveling between galaxies, the infrastructure in this slum of a galaxy might not be of much use to them. It would be like you monkeys building a fusion reactor by bashing coconuts with sticks.”

“Why are you obsessed with coconuts?”

“They are funny. Especially when they fall on your stupid head.”

“Whatever. It warms my heart to hear your glowing opinion of the Milky Way.”

“Hey, the problem is not the galaxy, it’s the filthy meatsacks infesting this place. Do you want to argue about this?”

“I want you to get to the point. It is good news that we only have to fight two Outsider ships, is that the end of the good news?”

“Oddly, no. The Universe must be setting you up for an epic smackdown. What we care about is, the Outsiders have changed the lie they’ve been selling to the kitties. Based on what the Maxohlx are now ordering their loyal clients to do, I can infer the bullshit story the Outsider told to those gullible kitties. Before, the Outsider claimed it was constructing a machine for summoning, awakening, and taking control of Sentinels. In exchange for providing material and security support, the Maxohlx would find a shiny Sentinel under their Christmas tree, which shows just how freakin’ stupid they are.”

“My guess is they probably know it’s unlikely they will ever be given a Sentinel. They are happy enough knowing someone other than humans will have an Elder killing machine.”

“Even if that machine gets turned against them someday?”

“Listen, we tend to say the Maxohlx are stupid, and for sure they are idiots for deluding themselves about their destiny to rule the galaxy. But in this case, their leadership is not being stupid. They’re just desperate, and I know what that is like. If nothing changes the strategic situation soon, the Hegemony will inevitably decline, their coalition will fracture, and they will become irrelevant. When people are facing certain doom, even a slim chance for victory looks good, you know?”

“I will never understand the meatsack tendency for deluding yourselves.”

“Yeah, I agree with you there.”

“Same basic story, then?” Kong asked.

“Yes.” Skippy confirmed.

I wanted more info. “What changed about the details? Is the Outsider offering Sentinels in exciting new colors?”

“No, hee hee,” Skippy laughed. “Although I would love to see a Sentinel in polka dots. Or, ooooh, in plaid.”

“I would pay to see that. The details?”

“OK. The Outsider- I assume the message came from one of the starships since the OG Outsider is dead. Anyway, one of the Outsider ships sent a message that the test article Awakener has proven to be successful, so the project can move forward with constructing a production unit.”

“Test article?” I had no idea what he was talking about. Kong held up his hands, also clueless. Then, I understood. “You mean that fake Gateway, the decoy the Maxohlx fleet was guarding?”

“Exactly. The Outsider is now claiming that machine was only ever intended as a proof of concept test.”

I blinked. “The Hegemony knew their ships were protecting a research project?”

“Apparently, the Outsider never stated what the fake Gateway was, only that it required protection. Anyway, it was really a decoy set up to lure us into a trap.”

“Shit. Yes. OK, so now the Outsiders have to build a real Gateway, to replace the one we destroyed. They can’t admit we nuked their toy because that makes them look weak, so they cooked up a new story. How do the new Outsiders plan to construct another Gateway? Can the decoy one be modified to work?”

“Not a chance,” he shook his head. “Now that I had a good look at a real Gateway, I can state with full confidence that the decoy lacks critical components, and no amount of modification could ever make it functional. I strongly suspect the two ships that came here are only scouts, they were sent to observe and report. The next wave will likely include heavy warships, then infrastructure to establish a technology base here. At that point, it will truly be Game Over.”

“We need to stop them from building another Gateway.”

“That would be at the top of my list, yes.”

“Ohhh, here comes the bad news,” I groaned, and wished I had eaten a chocolate. Or drank a glass of bourbon. “Let me guess, OK? The only known way to destroy a Gateway is by using a Vortex, and we have no idea where to find another of those damned things.”

“Correct.”

“So, this is hopeless?”

“Huh,” he looked away for a moment. “This is weird.”

“How?”

“Usually, I am the gloom and doom guy saying it can’t be done. This time, I get to be you. Except, you know, way smarter and better looking.”

“Despite all that, people still think you’re an asshole.”

“Oh, shut up. Listen, numbskull, the only way to destroy an active Gateway is by hitting it with a Vortex. But, if we can tear the thing apart before it powers up, we could use conventional weapons.”

“Conventional, or Elder weapons?”

“Against the Outsiders, Elder weapons are the conventional option. Of course I suggest we deploy Elder weapons. The problem is, we are out of the ship-killer type of Elder ordnance, because some idiot whose name rhymes with ‘Shmoe Bitchslap’ has been shooting off Elder weapons like they are fireworks on the Fourth of July.”

“That guy is a jerk, for sure. Are any of our other strategic toys useful against Outsider ships, or the Gateway?”

“None of them are optimal. The Starkiller weapons that generate solar flares will be pretty much useless for this mission.”

“Are there any other types of Elder weapons we could use?”

“The Gridbusters, maybe? They would likely have the desired effect, since they act against the very fabric of spacetime. No type of custom physics can work, if the grid underlying them is torn apart. Um, I would not want to confirm that the hard way.”

“Yeah, let’s not do that. So, write this down: ‘Get Elder Gridbuster weapons’.”

“I will add that to the grocery list, right above the family size bag of Fritos.”

“Uh, better take Fritos off the list. You know I can’t resist eating the whole bag.” That was true, and it was why Margaret bought me the snack size packs, and only once a year. One time, I found where she had hidden the stash of salty corn junk food, and it had taken all my willpower not to gobble up every bag right then.

“What about fixings for cheeseburgers?”

“Obviously, those go number one on the list.”

“Listen knucklehead, you know we have no idea where to find another convenient cache of Elder weapons.”

“That will be Phase Two of the mission planning.”

He blinked at me. “Then, what is Phase One?”

“Understand the scope of the problem, and decide on an objective.”

“Um, so which phase is Panic and Despair?”

“Good point. Change Panic and Despair to Phase One, and bump the other two down a step. Shit. How do you know the Outsiders are planning to build another Gateway?”

“They very politely asked their moronic allies for assistance. Based on the material support that was requested, I can infer they intend to construct another Gateway. And the kitties are ordering their coalition to assist in their own destruction.”

“This is a no win situation for us. I am so sick of the kitties’ fragile fucking egos.”

“The entire galaxy has been kind of done with that for a long time.”

“Yeah, but no one is doing anything about it. Uh,” I saw Kong’s skeptical expression. “I’m not proposing we address that problem now, we have enough on our plate. All right, me bitching about reality won’t get us anywhere. Skippy, this material support you mentioned, what is it, and where do the Maxohlx have it?”

“The materials are a long list, broken into two categories. The first category is Must Haves, items or exotic materials that are absolutely necessary, show-stoppers if the Outsiders don’t get them. The second category is materials the Outsiders need, if they are to awaken a Sentinel within the next year. I mean, that’s the lie they used. My guess is, they only need the Must Have materials to build a Gateway, the rest is busywork.”

“Based on the material requested, are they building a new array to modify, or are they constructing a Gateway from their own design?”

“The second thing. Some of the materials on the critical list are not necessary to build an exochronous array like the ones the Rindhalu developed, and other materials that are needed to make such an array are not on the list. To be completely truthful-”

“That should always be your policy.”

“You say that, but-”

“How often do I lie to you, compared to how often you either feed me some line of bullshit, or just don’t tell me about some sketchy thing you did?”

“Are you keeping score, Joe?”

“What do you think?”

“I think that I have very justifiable reasons not to tell you certain things, but your journal of things you are upset about goes back to the Late Cretaceous Period. You just love digging up the past.”

“How about we agree that if you go an entire month without lying to me, or forgetting to tell me something important because it makes you look bad, I will erase the entire journal of your past infractions?”

“I have to go an entire month without lying?”

“Yes.”

“Um, can that month be as measured on the planet Zardoz?”

“I have never heard of that world. How long is a month there?”

“It is a super dense rocky world, and its moon completes an orbit in about sixteen Earth hours.”

“Then the answer is ‘No’. What is it you want to tell me?”

“Based on the materials the Outsiders requested, I have absolutely zero idea how their new Gateway will function. That also means I really can’t be certain a Vortex would have any effect on the thing at all.”

“Oh, great.”

“The materials they are requesting make no sense, based on what I know of physics and technology. Um, I have learned something interesting, if you want to hear it.”

“Go ahead.”

“What we have been calling a Gateway is not at all a door, or a tunnel, or anything like a wormhole. Ships and other objects do not come through it. The thing is, I guess the best way to describe it is an energy-to-matter converter, thingy.”

“A thingy?”

“I don’t know how else to describe it so you will understand.”

“Try.”

“Fine. It basically solidifies energy into, whatever form of matter is needed.”

“But the energy comes through, right?”

“Not all of it. Unless I am completely wrong about how it works, part of the energy is pulled from the vacuum on this end. You might have heard the terms ‘Vacuum energy’, or ‘Bubble energy’?”

“Sure.” My deep and extensive knowledge of the subject came from Wikipedia, and watching old episodes of Stargate. That show had a technology called a ‘Zero Point Module’ that supposedly pulled energy from a singularity, I forget the details of whatever technobabble the writers dreamed up for the show. “It’s free energy.”

“Not exactly free, but close enough from your point of view.”

“The Gateway, which is not actually a Gateway at all, makes energy form into, matter? How does it do that?”

“There is no way any of you monkeys could ever understand the physics involved. The best way to dumb it down for you is, it cools the energy pattern, so it solidifies into matter.”

“The thing is a freezer?”

“No it- Ugh. Sure, close enough.”

“A freezer?” Kong shook his head. “Isn’t there a better name for it?”

“I like ‘Freezer’,” I said. “But I get your point. Let’s call it a, uh, Icebox.”

“Icebox?” Kong raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah. It’s an old fashioned word. Up in the North Woods of Maine, some people still have an icebox in their hunting camp, instead of a fridge. They bring in a block of ice, and it keeps things cool.”

He held up his hands and shrugged. “This is your mission, Joe, you name it.”

“Icebox it is. If anyone intercepts our communications, they won’t have any clue what we’re talking about. Skippy, if objects don’t come through the thing, and part of the energy is generated here, why does the thing need to connect to the Outhouse at all?”

“My guess is, the energy from the other side is not raw, it contains a pattern. Instructions on how to build, ships, or anything else it might need. From what I can see, the energy on this end is, you might say it is entangled.”

“Okaaaay, that’s how our Elder comm nodes work for FTL communications, right? They are paired through quantum entanglement.”

“Yes, but we entangle the two comm nodes, then move them apart. What the Outsiders are doing is remotely entangling photons, across a distance between galaxies. I cannot even begin to imagine how that is possible, yet clearly, it is.”

“Shit. That thing is a magic Icebox?”

“There is no magic involved, dumdum.”

“Technology at that level might as well be magic.”

“The Outsiders are clearly far more advanced than the Elders were.”

“But, the Elders did build a Gateway, or Icebox, based on instructions from the Outsiders. They thought they were building an intergalactic fax machine, but-”

“It wasn’t a fax, you numbskull.”

“You know what I mean. One of those old-time teletype machines,” I moved my hands like I was typing on a keyboard. “That bangs out the message on paper. The thing the Elders constructed back then was supposed to be a communications device, not an Icebox.”

“Yes, so?”

“So, the thing the Elders got suckered into building is not the same thing the Outsiders intend to construct now?”

“Not exactly. My guess is, working with the Elders back then, the Outsiders had to dumb down their technology so the Elders could make the components, given the limitations of their industrial base at the time. Now, the Outsiders here do not have the same constraints.”

“Wait. The industrial base of the Milky Way is now more sophisticated than what the Elders had?”

“Dude,” he stared at me. “No. When you say something like that, do you realize it’s stupid only after you hear your own words?”

“Just answer the question.”

“No, dumdum. If they were in their home galaxy, the Outsiders might only have to pop down to their local Kwik-E-Mart to pick up the supplies they need. Here, they have no doubt modified their design to work with the poor level of technology available. But, they do not have to go through the interim step of stealing or constructing an exochronous array first.”

Wow, I really wanted to stress eat a piece of chocolate right then. Willpower, Joe, I told myself. Focus on the problem, get a reward later. “It is unfair of me to ask you to guess how the Outsiders will build their new Icebox machine. And, we don’t have to know at this point. What we do have to know is, where are the Maxohlx getting these materials? Show us a target list, and describe the defenses,” I ordered, and Kong sat forward in his chair. In the back of my mind, I imagined another op that would involve a significant portion of the UN Navy, and I’m sure Kong was thinking the same. It might even be an All Hands On Deck operation, with most of the UN Navy committed to simultaneous attacks scattered across Maxohlx territory, hopefully with the Rindhalu joining the effort.

Yeah.

Like that was going to happen. After the near disaster of Operation Olympic, the spiders had made it clear they considered me to be an unreliable, irresponsible cowboy. Persuading the Rindhalu to do anything at any time was a tough job, no way would they be eager to jump back into a fight after suffering their worst beat-down in recent memory. How could I make the argument that we should work together again? Olympic, despite the horrible cost, had accomplished its objective. We had found, activated, and successfully deployed an Elder defense mechanism against the Outsider. That was all good, no one could argue with that. Except, we were now in an even worse situation.

Def Com, and their civilian leadership in the UN, were used to the official Joe Bishop Method of tackling threats: try and fail again and again, until at the last moment, we pull a miracle out of thin air. The spiders had not bought into that method.

“That,” Skippy cocked his head at me. “Is actually another, tiny, bit of good news. Assuming the Maxohlx want to deliver the materials within the next two months as requested, they will have to source it from their clients. Mostly, from the Kristang. Also, potentially from five other third tier clients. Outside their coalition, some of those materials could be sourced from the Torgalau, if the Maxohlx are willing to take the Torg manufacturing facilities by force.”

“Whoa.”

Kong and I shared a look. “How is that possible?” He asked. “The third tier clients have better materials technology than their ultimate patrons?”

“The opposite. Some of the materials, the ones that apparently are truly critical to the Icebox effort, are based on a technology that is considered an obsolete dead-end by the senior species. Neither the Rindhalu nor the Maxohlx have the resources to make the kind of exotic materials the Outsiders are asking for. They both abandoned that entire branch of tech a very long time ago. The third tier clients have stuck with that crude technology because they aren’t capable of making anything better.”

“Yes, however,” Kong continued, “couldn’t the Maxohlx modify their own exotic materials fabrication facilities to make the good stuff?”

“They could. It would take seven months, is my estimate. The first step would be asking their lowly clients to explain how the obsolete tech works, since the Maxohlx have forgotten. That would be humiliating, hee hee, I would love to overhear that conversation.”

That made me snort. “Knowing the kitties, I expect the opening line of that negotiation will be railguns blowing up client cities.”

“You are probably right about that. Anywho, I very much do not expect the rotten kitties to have the patience to wait until their own fabs can be modified.”

“Right,” I agreed, and Kong nodded. “The Outsiders will want to get a new Icebox activated as soon as possible. Their overlords in the Outhouse are hopefully in a panic, since the Gateway that just opened, we shut it down already. They have to be asking what the fuck happened this time?”

“Hee hee, they must be turning the WiFi off and on, hoping it fixes itself. Joe, their track record of keeping Gateways open is not great, but they are two for two in sending their agents across intergalactic space.”

“Let’s put one in the Win column this time. Shit. We not only have to stop these Outsiders from getting the materials they need to construct an Icebox, we also have to plan for how to respond if they do get what they need. So, in addition to clamping down on their sources of supply, we have to find where they are assembling the new Gateway, Icebox thing, and destroy it. Then destroy two of their super advanced technology ships.”

“If you want to say this is impossible, and spend your last days rotting your brain watching crappy TV with me, just let me know.”

“Hell, Skippy, I feel like doing that all the freakin’ time. I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“You know why. I can’t disappoint Margaret and our boys. I have to protect them, or try everything I can to keep them safe.”

“Same,” he agreed. “Although, I can watch crappy TV much faster than you, so-”

“Do not binge watch Phineas and Ferb without me,” I jabbed a finger at him. “We are only halfway through season two.”

“We could have binge watched the entire series in one night, if your stupid monkey brain didn’t need to sleep.”

“I am a stupid monkey, that means I need a good night of sleep so I won’t be even more stupid.”

“I heard that,” he muttered. “Um, Reed is pinging me. The monitors are demanding to know whether I learned any new information from the relay station.”

“Tell them it’s a dry hole. No wait, I’ll do that.” Skippy sucked at lying.

“You’re going to flat out lie to them?”

“It’s not a lie. Our objective here is to learn what communications were exchanged between the Outsiders and the Maxohlx. We have not done that yet.”

“We kind of have, Joe.”

“Kind of isn’t good enough. You are only inferring the content of that communication. Let me handle it.”

“Or,” Kong offered. “I can talk with them.”

“That would be great,” I was relieved. “We will stall them for now, I want you to review this target list with me.”

Skippy protested. “You have to give them something, or Ren and Stumpy will pester Reed until she stuffs them into a reactor.”

“Fine. There must be a lot of juicy political gossip in messages from that relay station. I want you to dump a whole truckload of unimportant messages on them. Say that you don’t trust doofus me to determine whether any of the message traffic is significant.”

“That is true enough. Okey dokey. What is our next move?”

“For now, we continue on course, while I think about how to keep Ren and Stumpy off our backs.”


CHAPTER NINE

“Reed?” I tapped her icon on my phone screen, after Skippy assured me that Ren and Stumpy were camped out in the conference room, reviewing a mountain of messages from the relay station.

“Sir?”

“Chang and I are going to play Horse, do you want to join us?”

There was stunned silence for a moment, then, “Oh, you mean basketball?”

“Yes. My shooting is getting a bit rusty, I thought we could hang out in the gym and shoot some hoops. Me, you, Chang, and Frey. If you know what I mean.”

“Oh. This is good news?” She asked breathlessly, I pictured her crossing her fingers for good luck.

“Do we ever get good news?” I looked at the clock. It was time for a coffee and a snack, something more substantial than chocolate. “Meet me in the gym at Fifteen Hundred, is that doable?”

“I will be there, Sir.”

Frey agreed to meet, although she was a bit less enthusiastic about the potential for action. Against Outsider starships, she didn’t see how the STARs could be useful.

She was so wrong about that.

Reed ordered the basketball court cleared, so the four of us had the compartment to ourselves. If the advisors asked where we were, Skippy was to say Frey was in a training exercise, Reed in a flight simulator, and I was in the gym. Neither Ren nor Stumpy looked like they had seen the inside of a gym in a long time, I figured we were safe there. Chang? He got called by the advisors, and was keeping them from bothering me.

“Oh, you even brought chairs,” I gave Reed a thumbs up.

“We are not actually playing horse, are we?”

“Maybe later.” I sat in a folding chair, facing a blank wall that could be used as a video display. “Skippy did not find direct communications between the Outsiders and the Maxohlx, but we can imply what the Outsiders’ objective is. I’ll give you the short version.” Reed and Frey exchanged a brief glance of relief. I kind of had a reputation for long, rambling discussions. Hey, that works for me. “The Outsider ships are not building copies of themselves. They are working to construct a new Gateway, this time from exotic raw materials. We are, uh, calling this new Gateway an Icebox.”

Reed was puzzled. “Icebox, Sir? What is that?”

“I know what it is, eh?” Frey grinned, but she cocked her head at me. “This new Gateway will be cold, Sir?”

“No, Skippy now believes the way the Gateway works is by solidifying energy into matter. Sort of, freezing it. I chose the code name ‘Icebox’ for security reasons.”

Reed and Frey nodded, so I continued. “Those materials to construct an Icebox have to come from low-tech third tier client fabrication facilities. I know, that sounds weird. Everyone else long ago abandoned the tech required to make the shit the Outsiders need. It would take too long for the kitties to modify their own fabs, so they are ordering their clients to cooperate. That is the message Skippy intercepted at the relay station.”

“Do we know what this stuff is, Sir?” Frey asked.

“Uh, that is a good question, I didn’t ask. Skippy?”

“There are two categories of materials the Outsiders need,” he explained. “Three types of critical, exotic materials that I believe will be used to construct a Gateway. Then a longer list of low priority materials, that I suspect are for sustaining an invasion.”

“The three critical materials, what are they?”

“Joe, the technical specs would mean nothing to you. I understand how they will be used, only by imaging a set of physical laws that are different from what we use.”

“OK but, we can’t keep calling them ‘three critical exotic materials’.”

“Ugh. Fine. Collectively, can we call those materials ‘Doomium’? They will be our doom, if the Outsiders succeed in building a new Gateway.”

“That,” Frey considered. “Works for me.”

“Doomium it is, then. Uh, I should mention,” I held up my hands, “that this time, we have a bonus problem.”

Reed frowned. “I hate bonus problems, Sir.”

Frey had a ‘Not this shit again’ expression. “Like a side quest?”

“No side quest. Skippy isn’t sure a Vortex will be effective against an Icebox that is constructed from scratch.”

“Oh,” Reed’s shoulder sagged. “Wonderful. Well, we won’t have to fly around the galaxy looking for another of the damned things.”

“Like I said, a bonus.”

“Without a Vortex,” Reed was already focused on the problem. “What is our plan to stop the enemy from opening another Gateway?”

“First, we work to prevent the Hegemony third tier clients from supplying the Doomium stuff. Since we have to anticipate an embargo will not be a hundred percent effective, we also need to find the Icebox, and destroy it before the Outsiders press the ‘On’ button.”

Reed bit her lip. “For that first task, we will probably need help, depending on how many fabs we need to embargo. By ‘embargo’, I assume you mean ‘Nuke the site from orbit’?”

“You know me too well, Fireball.”

“How many target fabs are there?” She asked, sitting on the edge of her chair.

“Skippy? Show us the sites in a star chart, please.”

“Wow,” I squinted at the large holographic star chart that hovered above the basketball court. It showed the entire galaxy, with glowing red dots highlighted everywhere. Well, everywhere except the galactic core, where the radiation from the massive Sagittarius-A black hole there made conditions unfavorable to biological life. “This is a seriously target rich environment. How many sites are you talking about?”

“Um, by sites, do you mean individual fabrication facilities? In some cases, a planet has more than one, so-”

“Just list the, uh, star systems. How many star systems have fabs that could produce the materials the Outsiders need?”

“Do you want me to include fabs in the Rindhalu coalition?”

“No, not for now. We will assume for now that those meatsacks will cooperate with us.”

“Did you just use the term ‘meatsack’?”

“Ah, shit. You have given me bad habits, Skippy. Keep the chart, but also show us a list with two columns. The first column will be the species, second is the number of their star systems with the fabrication facilities we have to destroy. Oh, wait, add a third column, showing the second tier client each species belongs to.”

“As you wish.”

Another hologram appeared to the left side of the galaxy with:

3rd tier client       Star systems with fabs      2nd tier patron

Kristang                            47                            Thuranin

Wurgalan                          13                            Bosphuraq

Fehment                             8                            Esselgin

Ir-Gangik                          84                           Zindan

Nintahetan                        19                           Perustica

Lothibur                            14                           Perustica

“In case you can’t count without taking off your shoes, Joe, that is a total of one hundred and eighty five star systems.”

“Whoa. Shit. That’s a lot.”

“Skippy?” Frey stood and walked closer to the list. “Why do the Ir-Gangik have so many, and the Fehment so few?”

“Well, the territory of the Ir-Gangik is scattered across two sectors of the galaxy, they basically had to settle for the crappy star systems no one else wanted. So, because many of their worlds are isolated on dead-end wormholes and travel throughout their territory is time-consuming and expensive, they can’t rely on a few fabs cranking out materials for a large number of worlds. Forty percent of their star systems are equipped with a fab, for local use.”

“OK, thanks.” My contact with the badger-like Ir-Gangik had been brief, within the last two months before I gave up command of Valkyrie to go play golf on Jaguar. Brief, and not worth writing home about. The name ‘Ir-Gangik’ had been bestowed on them by their Zindan patrons, since the name the clients used for themselves in their native language sounded like someone screaming after they stepped on a Lego.

What about the Fehment, the only client species of the Esselgin? I never had any contact with them. I should mention the Fehment are the only current clients of the snake-like Esselgin. The snakes originally also had as clients a species called the Rurburit, those frogs were extinct. The Rurburit had been smart, quick to learn, and adaptable. Too quick to learn, the Esselgin had come to view their clients as a threat and at first relied on simple, brutal oppression to limit the froggies’ technological progress. That tactic backfired when the froggies managed to capture an Esselgin star carrier, figure out how the thing worked, and loaded it with metal-rich asteroids, before smacking the space truck into the Esselgin homeworld at three percent of lightspeed.

Result? Forty million Esselgin dead from the impact, and eight million more died in the subsequent ice age that lasted three decades. Maybe the froggies had been pumping their webbed fists at their triumph? But, the snakes then wiped them out, all of them. So, the Rurburit were not on Skippy’s list.

“OK so,” I asked, “what’s the story with the Fehment?”

“You do know the Fehment are currently the third tier species with the most primitive level of technology, in the entire galaxy? There is some debate about whether they should be considered third tier at all, they barely are capable of constructing crude starships.”

“I did know that. Why does it matter?”

“The industrial base of the Fehment also sucks at producing exotic material, they have only managed to build eight fabs capable of producing materials that are high grade enough for use. Mostly, they buy their exotic materials from the Kristang. The Kristang have forty seven fabs, because every major clan must have multiple facilities, they need redundancy in case a fab is attacked by a rival clan. And the rival clans do not share or trade vitally important strategic materials. To finish this lecture of things you should already know, both the Wurgalan and Nintahetan have relatively unified societies, with strong central governments. They do not have to be concerned about internal strife, so they have each focused their efforts on constructing a small number of large, efficient fabs. Plus, the Wurgalan territory is quite compact, their farthest star systems are only eighteen thousand light years apart. Shipping materials between their worlds is quick and inexpensive.”

“Thanks for the unexpected TED talk. Holy shit, we have to hit over a hundred and eighty star systems?”

“That is just the count of factories capable of fabricating the materials requested by the Outsiders, including sites that are in only low rate production, or have been mothballed due to lack of demand. Most of the dormant sites could be spun up quickly, so I suggest they stay on the target list.”

“I agree, a hundred percent. Why did you say that is just- Oh, shit. In addition to the places where such materials can be manufactured, are there also warehouses that store the stuff? Wait. Are there are duplicates on that list, star systems that have both a fab, and a warehouse?”

“Every world with a fab has at least one warehouse and no, there are not any duplicate star systems. Do you think I am stupid?”

“I think sometimes I’m not great at communicating what I want.”

“Sometimes?”

“Just, shut up, will you? This is impossible.”

“Huh. This is my opportunity to be you for a while.” His avatar changed, becoming a slack-jawed monkey dressed in a sloppy Def Com general’s uniform with a backwards baseball cap, holding a golf club.

“That does not look anything like me, you ass.”

“Really Joe, really?”

“Whatever. You think this task is not impossible?”

“Compared to the type of missions I typically declare are impossible, this task is merely a minor inconvenience.”

“You had better check your math on that, Skippy. Even if Def Com assigned the entire UN Navy to strike the targets on that list, it would take too-”

“You are thinking too small, numbskull. These are relatively soft targets, we could get clients of the Rindhalu to hit most of them. Anyone who has a star carrier can join in the fun, that now includes the Ruhar and the Verd-kris.”

“True, true,” I considered his proposal. The campaign would certainly not be any kind of fun, especially for third tier species hitting their peers in the enemy coalition. While UN or Jeraptha ships could easily pound the Wurgalan from orbit without any serious concern about suffering consequences, the Ruhar would be taking a major risk. Even if we could work with the Rindhalu to launch a real All Hands On Deck operation, each task force would have to be assigned multiple targets. The first set of targets might be caught off guard if we were lucky, but then the second tier patrons would certainly step in, and no way could the Ruhar survive a direct fight against the Thuranin.

It was impossible, no matter what Skippy said. No way could we prevent the Maxohlx from collecting all the material their Outsider allies needed, but we could make the job more difficult, and slow them down significantly. Was that worth the risks, the effort, the cost in lives on both sides?

Yes, no question about it.

Although, shit. We had a problem, one of Unintended Consequences. An all-out, full scale war between most members of both coalitions would be viewed as an existential threat by the Maxohlx, and they would feel forced to demonstrate their resolve by deploying Elder weapons. The Rindhalu would have to retaliate in kind-

Except, both of the senior species would learn real quick that their arsenal of ancient strategic weapons were less than completely reliable. That they were all duds.

That would start a panic, and could only be a distraction from our fight against the Outsiders.

Oh, what the hell. Someday, the kitties and spiders were going to learn their strategic weapons were useless. That day might as well be soon, and get it over with.

One thing was certain: setting up a campaign that sucked in the entire Rindhalu coalition was way above my pay grade. Ultimately, the spiders would have to authorize any such involvement by their clients. Considering the costly disaster I led them into in Operation Olympic, the leaders of the Communal Gathering would not be quick to agree even to discussing the issue.

Politics. I hate politics.

We didn’t have time for that shit.

Ah, it wouldn’t be practical anyway. Coordinating that many partners, and launching strikes without the Maxohlx learning about the preparations, would be impossible.

“Skippy,” I covered my eyes with a hand. “Bringing other partners on board will take too freakin’ long. The combined force needs to strike over a hundred star systems, scattered across the galaxy? Unless we hit all the targets, and hit them now, the kitties will deliver the materials to the Outsider soon. We need a different plan. This is hopeless.”

“No, it is not. I mean, ultimately we will probably fail. But we can slow down the delivery of material. Joe, you didn’t ask the most important question.”

“Huh? What’s that?”

“You only asked how many star systems have fabrication facilities that are capable of being modified to make Doomium.”

“Uh yes, Duh. What else would I care-”

“Nothing I have ever said has been Duh-worthy, numbskull. Joe, you left out the element of time.”

“How does time affect- You know what? I am too freakin’ worn out to guess about this shit. Just tell me, please.”

“All of those third tier client fabs will have to be modified to make the desired materials. Nothing like Doomium exists now, or ever has existed in this galaxy. That is why, dumdum, I did not include any warehouses on my original list. Some of the stuff currently in warehouses could be used as raw materials, but none of it is critical to the process.”

“There are currently zero fabs in this galaxy that are making something like Doomium, or have ever made a similar material?”

“That is correct.”

“How difficult is it to modify the fabricators?”

“That is a complicated issue. For some sites, that process will be quick and simple. For other sites, not so much. For most of them, the conversion would not be worth the time and effort. Getting them up to speed would take longer than the Maxohlx constructing a new fab.”

“That is good news. Why the hell didn’t you tell us that upfront, you ass?”

“Because now, hearing that we have to take out a much smaller number of fabs sounds like fabulous news, doesn’t it?”

“Shit. I hate surprises, Skippy. Show us that list again, with the fabs that could be cranking out the materials within, uh, two months.” The list changed to:

3rd tier client       Star systems with fabs      2nd tier patron

Kristang                            13                            Thuranin

Wurgalan                            0                            Bosphuraq

Fehment                              0                            Esselgin

Ir-Gangik                           11                           Zindan

Nintahetan                           2                           Perustica

Lothibur                             0                           Perustica

“The total number of target star systems is now only twenty six, Joe.”

“I can count, thank you. OK, this is manageable. Tough, but manageable. Why do the lizards have so many on the list?”

“Because as you know, they are hateful assholes. Their clans constantly engage in low-level warfare, in between their scheduled major civil wars. Industrial facilities are tempting targets, and are hit frequently enough that each fab must be capable of producing a wide variety of exotic materials. That way, if a fab gets taken out by an orbital strike, multiple other fabs in a clan’s territory can fill the gap in production.”

“You know, it’s good for the Ruhar that the lizards love killing each other more than they love fighting the hamsters.”

“Um, I thought Def Com had banned the term ‘hamster’?”

“Yeah, because telling soldiers in the field they can’t use their favorite slang always works out just great. Skippy, never issue an order you know won’t be obeyed, doing that only undermines your authority.”

“Whatevs.”

“Can you do two things? Sort that target list in order of priority, with the fabs that could be converted quickest at the top? And show me that star chart again, with just the twenty six star systems.”

That was better. The holographic chart did not show the entire galaxy, only about half of it. The actions of the Merry Band of Pirates, and the Mavericks, had largely been within the quadrant of the galaxy that included Earth. That was especially true during our early missions, when our objective had been to conceal the fact that the wormhole to Earth had not gone completely dormant, that our homeworld was not enslaved by the Kristang White Wind clan, and that, oh by the way, humans and a beer can were careening around the galaxy on a drunken joyride in a stolen star carrier.

Damn.

I missed those days. Life was so simple back then.

Oh, bullshit. Those days had been freakin’ terrifying, and I had second-guessed every decision I made. The current mission wasn’t any easier, I had just gotten better at my job.

Hopefully.

“Joe,” Skippy interrupted my thoughts. “Look at the time. Should I have a bot bring drinks and snacks for the meeting? Before you say ‘No’, your blood sugar tends to drop around this time of day, and you get cranky.”

“I never get cranky, and it is creepy that you are monitoring my blood pressure.”

“Margaret told me you get cranky in mid-afternoon.”

“Oh. Uh, sure, a snack would be nice.”

“Shall I prepare high tea, with crumpets and scones?

“Just coffee, and whatever the galley has available.”

“Sir?” Reed prompted me to get back to the subject. “While we’re waiting for coffee, can we see a chart of the twenty six star systems?”

“Good idea. Skippy, do that, and next to the symbol for each star system, indicate the flight time from Earth.”

“Um,” he cocked his head at me. “Flight time with, or without me creating wormhole shortcuts?”

“Without.”

Reed understood. “The only way this works is if we conduct simultaneous strikes on all targets, and soon. The moment we hit the first fab, the Maxohlx will deploy their fleet to protect the remaining sites.”

Frey added sourly, “If they haven’t done that already. A coordinated strike will be a nightmare to organize and conduct.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “But that’s not the major problem.”

“Sir?” Reed cocked her head.

“The tough job will be persuading the UN to launch a major offensive that takes most of the Navy away from Earth, while two Outsider starships are prowling around.”

“That will be a tough ask, Sir. I suggest you let General Chang handle that.”

“Good idea. I’ll brief him. Skippy, where is Kong right now?”

“He is walking to the gym now. Really, he is avoiding the advisors, they have been pestering him with questions.”

“Hey, Kong?” I called him. “Change of plans. Can you go to my office? We have a development.”

Scout One lingered near the alien space station referred to by locals as a ‘relay’, although the station did not actually serve that function. To truly be a relay, the station should function as an intermediate point, to receive transmissions from one point, determine the proper routing, and send it onward in the direction of the ultimate destination. Since the biologicals inhabiting the galaxy had no real FTL communications capability, their so-called ‘data relay stations’ were merely data storage units. They temporarily held data uploaded by passing ships, ships that also downloaded message traffic that was of interest to their species.

Pathetically crude, the technology was laughable. The encryption schemes employed were barely worth mentioning, and Scout One had downloaded and read the full library. Not much of the data was useful in any way, being mostly the dull matters that occupied the dreary lives of the various biologicals, who soon would be extinct.

Soon.

It was inevitable.

Except-

Scout Two was also now overdue.

What could have happened? Nothing in that galaxy was a threat to a Scoutship.

Nothing known was a threat.

Scout One, uncharacteristically, hesitated past the time limit for the rendezvous. A comms ping received no answer, so if Scout Two was coming, it was not yet nearby.

A decision was made. The scoutship disappeared.


CHAPTER TEN

On the couch in my cabin was a box, the kind that fabricated items are packaged in. The box and its contents were not a surprise, it was a pair of new dress shoes. Fortunately, I rarely wore dress shoes, but the pair I had pinched my feet. Apparently, my feet had spread out over the years, it happens.

Often on Jaguar, I would come home from work, or really from playing golf, and see a package on the front porch. My usual reaction was ‘What did Margaret buy now’? But half of the time, the box was for me, I had suffered Clicknesia, forgetting what I had ordered by clicking online. So, opening a box to see something I had forgotten I wanted is like Christmas, or a birthday. New shoes were not quite as nice a present, but I was eager to see them anyway.

Except, the tab labeled ‘Pull Here’ to open the box was stuck. The little tab ripped, and I couldn’t get hold of the scrap of plastic remaining. Pinching the scrap between fingernails, I tugged hard on it and –

Smacked myself in the face when the box opened easily.

“Ow,” I shook my hand, having jammed a thumb. The incident reminded me of when I was little and the older boys would tease me by grabbing my hand, hitting me with it. They would say ‘Stop punching yourself’.

Good times.

Stop punching yourself is such a stupid-

“Whooooooa.”

Skippy’s avatar appeared. “Joe, your life is truly pathetic, if your mind is blown by a pair of shoes.”

“It’s not the shoes, Skippy. Go away for a minute.” I swiped a hand through his avatar, and the hologram winked out. “Reed?” I called. “Are you busy?”

“I’m filling out overdue reports, Sir.”

“OK, if you’re busy, I can-”

“Sir, I would appreciate doing literally anything else right now.”

“Meet me in my office.”

She got there a few seconds after I sat down. “Thank you, Sir.”

“You don’t know why I called you here.”

“Unless you want me to shave my head with a rusty razor blade, I’m OK with it.”

“I just want to bounce an idea off you.”

“I am happy to help if I can.”

“Reed, you were a hundred percent right, we don’t have any chance to win this fight, while people in our own galaxy are working with the Outsiders. This shit has to stop.”

“Sir, I agree,” Reed had a pained expression, one of ‘My commanding officer wants to bitch about something and I need to pretend I am listening’.

“Fireball, this isn’t just me being pissed off. I have an idea.”

Her expression changed to alarm. “How we can take out those twenty six fabrication facilities, Sir?”

“No, something even more ambitious. Have you ever heard of the super fun game, Stop Punching Yourself?”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have older brothers, Sir, but I have heard of it.”

“I know it from painful experience. Fireball, we need to play that game with the rotten kitties.”

“Sir,” she arched an eyebrow. “I don’t see how-”

“We get them to take themselves out of this fight. Stop the effort to supply Doomium. Maybe even join us in fighting the Outsiders.”

“This,” she then had an ‘Are you screwing with me’ expression. “Must be a hell of a plan.”

“Right now, it’s really more of a concept.”

“You want me to,” she glanced toward the door. “Leave you to think about it?”

Shaking my head, I told her, “I want your input. A while ago, I told you and Frey that I wanted you to steer me away from doing things that are potentially reckless, and I want her to talk me into being bold. This is already bold, so I don’t need any help there. Let’s talk this through with Skippy, he-”

“Hey, Joe,” he appeared. “I heard you call my name?”

“Uh, I thought you had learned not to listen in when people talk?”

“I don’t. That is a sign of my personal growth, Joe.”

“It is good that-”

“Also, I have learned that ninety nine point nine percent of what you meatsacks talk about is deadly dull.”

“And just like that, you’re an asshole again. So, you were listening to me.”

“Eh, not exactly. I tasked a submind to listen for key words and phrases, and when someone mentions my name.”

“Words and phrases, like what?”

“Um, for example, the word ‘mutiny’. Or someone saying ‘I am going to blow up a reactor’.”

“OK that seems, reasonable. Mentioning your name is like, what? Summoning a demon?”

“Yes, except getting my attention doesn’t require dressing up like a goth, and chanting a bunch of stupid shit with your idiot friends in their Mom’s basement. Did you want to talk with me, or not?”

“I do. You built personality profile models of senior Maxohlx leaders, like I requested?”

“Ugh, yes. Damn, I did not want to contaminate my matrix with those assholes, even virtual models of them.”

“How accurate are your models?”

“That depends on the individual. Why? Are you looking to swipe right on one of them?”

“I am not. Is there anyone in their senior leadership who is not an absolutely committed fanatical Maxohlx supremacist? Anyone who might question the bullshit about their supposed destiny to rule the galaxy?”

“Um, to get into their senior leadership, you have to drink the Kool-Aid.”

“Yes, that doesn’t mean they are entirely blind to the truth. Let me ask it this way: is there any senior leader who is uneasy about their alliance with the Outsiders?”

“All I can give you is an opinion, based on my model.”

“I understand that.”

“The only senior leader I can say even might be somewhat reasonable in that regard is Admiral Klestine. He has a reputation for being a dimwit whose main qualification for the job is he poses no threat to the Dictat, but he is much more smart, clever, and devious than he lets people know. It would not surprise me if he assassinates the Dictat at some point. Probably not soon enough to help us, unfortunately.”

“Klestine?” Reed raised an eyebrow. “Commander in chief of the Hegemony military? Wasn’t he one of the first line officers to publicly advocate wiping out the rebels, when their civil war started?”

“Joe started that war,” Skippy insisted. “It was his-”

“Answer the question, please.” Reed had much lower tolerance for Skippy’s bullshit.

“Yes, you are correct. As I said, Admiral Renva Klestine is extremely smart, smart enough that he knows hiding his intelligence is a good way to advance in the ranks. He was a competent junior officer, his evaluations consistently stated he was underperforming based on his talent. When he was promoted to midgrade, he gained a reputation for being a suck-up and blindly loyal. Being a general officer is at least partly about politics, Joe knows that.” He paused to see if I had a comment, I just nodded for him to continue, so he did. “It was as an admiral that Klestine excelled. Not as a military leader, but as a reliable liaison between whichever Dictat was in power, and the senior ranks of the Hegemony armed forces. He was promoted by the current Dictat because Klestine is considered too dimwitted to be dangerously ambitious. It is my firm belief that assessment of the admiral is a fiction created by Klestine himself.”

“OK, thanks for that,” I hadn’t needed the history lesson, but when Skippy is on a roll, it’s best to let him ramble on. “Why do you think he is someone we could work with?”

“When the Outsider initially approached the Maxohlx, with the bullshit story that it was an Elder AI and wanted to help them get their own Sentinel- Really, it could have promised them all a pony for their birthdays, and the stupid kitties would have been thrilled. Anywho, while the Dictat was pumped to go full speed ahead on an alliance with the Outsider, Klestine directed his staff to conduct a risk analysis. He-”

“Wait,” I held up a hand. “How do you know that? Wouldn’t something like that be trusted only to an ultra secure communications system?”

“Yes, Joe, but if you remember, we, or I, have an ability to bypass the cybersecurity controls of a Maxohlx relay station.”

“I do know that, and-”

“Will you let me finish, dumdum?”

“Go ahead, please.” I knew Reed got irritated when Skippy and I bickered about stupid stuff. But she understood that keeping him engaged and entertained was a huge part of my job.

“You are, ugh,” he sighed. “Partly correct. Matters internal to the admiralty would usually not be included in external communications. In this case, Klestine also directed the Chief Archivist to cease work on a side project, because the strategic analysis AIs were needed for the risk analysis. If you don’t remember, Admiral Klestine had asked the chief archivist to virtually recreate the Pentivar archive, in a partition of the main archive. He made the powerful defense analysis AIs available to process the data.”

“The analysis didn’t produce any result, I assume?”

“Correct. Except, it tied up resources of the defense AIs, which I believe is one reason why the Maxohlx were caught by surprise when the Bosphuraq declared they were in rebellion, and wisely chose me to be their benevolent overlord. That reminds me-”

“You’re gonna have to outsource the overlord job, because you are way too busy fighting the Outsiders.” At the time I said that to him, I hadn’t put a lot of thought into it.

Later, I very much wished I had thought it through.

“Ugh, Joe,” he groaned, exasperated at me. “My people are crying out for-”

“Please get back to the subject. They are not your people, and you can’t help the birdbrains, if the Outsiders wipe them out.”

“Fine. Be that way.”

“What was this analysis that required the big defense AIs to process it?”

“Basically, Klestine wanted to assess the risks versus rewards of working with the Outsider. At that time, he concluded they indeed should pursue an alliance, but the Dictat had already made a decision, so the analysis would have been suppressed anyway if it had reached a different result.”

“I don’t see how that helps us. The guy agreed they should ignore the risks of working with what they thought is an Elder AI hostile to intelligent life?”

“Klestine didn’t have a choice. If he hadn’t moved with the political winds, he would have been relieved of command, and in the Hegemony, that is often fatal. I was going to continue, before you interrupted me.”

“Get to the point, please.”

“After we fought the Outsider at the Sentinel activation site, and I discovered it was not an Elder AI, we informed the galaxy of the true nature of the threat. The rotten kitties, of course, assumed we were lying so they would stop helping their new best friend. Klestine, however, was not so certain about that. He ordered another analysis, this time to determine what solid evidence they had that their ally was actually an Elder AI. That analysis concluded there was zero real evidence, and recommended they proceed with caution. That the Hegemony should request their ally prove it was not an Outsider, and that it provide an immediate benefit, instead of vague promises about restoring the strategic balance of power in the galaxy.”

“Wow. I’ll bet the Dictat was not happy to hear that recommendation.”

“The Dictat was never aware of the analysis, Klestine knew it would be suicide for him to disagree with official policy.”

“So, the guy is a coward.”

“Joe, I know it seems like that, but I believe Admiral Klestine has been playing the long game for many years, and he is very smart about choosing his battles. Waiting for the right time to act, if that opportunity ever presents itself. He has been openly supportive of the official policy, while behind the scenes, he has been slow rolling the Hegemony’s cooperation. The Maxohlx were supposed to provide twice as many warships to defend the fake Gateway site, Klestine convinced the Dictat that those ships should instead be used to keep their clients in line.”

“That seems pretty thin, Skippy.”

He pouted. “You asked me to run models, and I did.”

“What is your confidence level that he would at least consider investigating whether the Outsider is what it claims to be?”

“Joe, any evidence we provide will be dismissed as fake.”

“I’m not talking about us providing evidence.”

“Sir?” Reed cocked her head thoughtfully. “What are you thinking?”

“Seeing is believing. We contact Klestine secretly, I don’t know how we could do that, for now let’s assume we can get a secure message to him. The message will suggest he conduct a recon of the real Gateway site. Their own sensors will confirm the story about awakening Sentinels is absolute bullshit. Those ships of the recon force will see the invasion happening, exactly as we describe it. When he receives the report, Klestine will have to make a hard decision, about whether to continue helping the Outsider. Whether to supply Doomium, or not.”

“Oooh, Joe,” Skippy shook his head sadly. “I hate to say it, but that is a No Go. The Dictat is a hardcore, committed fanatical Maxohlx supremacist, he will not change his mind about the Outsiders. He understands the current strategic situation will inevitably result in a slow decline of the Hegemony’s influence, and ultimately, their ability to hold together an empire of unwilling clients will fail. At that point, the Maxohlx will become irrelevant. Yes, that is their own damned fault for being delusional assholes, but the Dictat sees an alliance with the Outsider as their only possibility to avoid ultimate defeat. He would never listen to Klestine, if the Admiral was foolish enough to show the recon data. Klestine would be executed as a traitor.”

“I know.”

“You know this, but still you-”

“I don’t expect Klestine to report the findings of the recon force. Not publicly. All I want is for him to wake the fuck up.”

“Sir?” Reed then had a ‘What the hell are you planning this time’ expression.

“As I said, I want the kitties to take themselves out of the game. Showing the truth to a powerful senior leader could be a good start. Skippy, is there any way to get a message to the Admiral, secretly and securely?”

“Um, I’ll have to think about it.”

“Do that. In fact, that should be your top priority.”

“More important than trying to understand how Outsider technology works?”

“Without more data, do you have any hope of understanding that?”

“Um, no.”

“Then don’t waste your time on it.”

“OK, I will work on a solution for secure messaging. That task would be easier if I knew exactly what you want.”

“Ideally, I want real time, secure communication with Klestine, so no one, including their security AIs, knows that he is talking with anyone. If that can’t be done, I’ll settle for delivering a secure recorded message.”

“Gotcha. Um, Joe, dreaming up creative solutions is your thing, not mine. Setting up secure comms between Klestine and yourself will require being super creative.”

“I have a couple of ideas,” I assured him.

“You had better have an amazing idea. Just getting close to their homeworld is a challenge, they have multiple, powerful layers of defense.”

“Yeah well, we are delivering a message, not ordnance.”

“Sir?” Reed had shifted to the edge of her chair, anticipating the meeting was over. “We are going to Kazalikan?”

“We are,” I nodded. “Just, not for the purpose of conducting a recon.”

“The deputy secretaries will expect us to be doing some recon thing there, Sir.”

“They are deputy executive secretaries, I think that title comes with a premium parking space. I will handle them, if they ask questions, refer them to me.”

“This is your best plan?” I squinted at the holographic simulation that hovered above the conference room table. Skippy had insisted I go there to get briefed on his complicated plan, my office didn’t have space for the hologram.

“You have something better?”

“You know I gave you my best concept. Skippy, this is-”

“Safe. This meets all of your nit-picky criteria. It keeps us, and me, out of detection range. Isn’t that important?”

“Yes. It just, feels like you’re Bishoping this.”

“It is ironic to hear you say that.”

“Hey, I am the expert at making horribly complicated plans.”

“Plans that sometimes work out pretty well for us.”

“Thanks, the-”

“Until we realize what unintended consequence you saddled us with.”

“There is nothing I can do about that. OK, run through the simulation again, slowly.”

“Are you going to pester me with questions the whole time?”

“Take a guess, Sherlock.”

“Ugh.”

Nineteen times. He ran me through the simulation nineteen times, making adjustments here and there, before I was satisfied we had a workable plan to establish secure contact with Admiral Klestine. “All right, Skippy. This is good work.”

“The plan is approved?”

“I approve you showing this to Chang, Reed, Gasquet, and Frey. Also Chandra.”

“Ugh. Seriously?”

“Did the changes I suggested make the plan better?”

“Yes,” he muttered. “Some of the changes. Others were pure Grade-A knucklehead.”

“You win some, and you lose some. I want input from other people I trust.”

“Fine. I assume I do not show this to Ren and Stumpy?”

“You do not.”

The Maxohlx homeworld has powerful defenses, a network of space stations that can wrap an energy shield around the entire planet, fields which prevent starships from jumping in or out, and sensor coverage that extends in a sphere out to eight lightseconds from the surface. Getting close enough to drop one end of a microwormhole inside a stealthed drone was the best way for us to make contact, but it wasn’t practical. We would have to launch the drone from far away, and remain exposed there while the drone slowly approached the planet, then snuck in behind a large transport ship to enter the atmosphere. Then, the probe would have to land undetected, and a stealthed spiderbot would need to carry the microwormhole’s containment vessel, close enough to Klestine’s personal space. We didn’t have time to dawdle in empty space while the microwormhole got delivered, and I didn’t want to take the risk of hanging around in heavily defended enemy space.

Also, once we jumped away after I talked with Klestine, the microwormhole connection would be severed. Skippy could maintain that type of connection through a jump, but only over a relatively short distance. If I ever had to speak with Klestine again, we would have to do this shit all over again, and that was not an option.

Also, maintaining an instantaneous, secure, undetectable communications link to the Maxohlx homeworld could only be a good thing for us.

So, instead of a microwormhole that would be open only as long as Skippy sustained the thing, we would use a different type of FTL communication: a paired set of Elder comm nodes. That left us with the issue of getting a comm node to the surface. Which would not be easy.

It’s time for Professor Joe to smack you with knowledge about military strategy. You should hit the enemy where they are weak, not where they are strong. That sounds simple, it is not always possible to do in real life. And by ‘where’, I don’t mean only physical locations.

For example, let’s talk about a siege of a fortress, back in Medieval times. Back before gunpowder, because cannons dramatically changed warfare. You defeated your enemy on the battlefield, and they retreated to a fortified town. That fortress is on a hill. If the place got its water from a stream, you could dam and divert the water supply, but that fortress has a well connected to a spring that provides water even in dry summers. The enemy also is well prepared for an extended siege, with warehouses full of food, and grain for livestock. Summer is over, winter is approaching, and that is nothing good for your force. The enemy can be toasty warm and dry inside their fortress, while your troops, and the horses, mules, and oxen that move your supplies, are all exposed to the weather. Chilly rain makes people and animals sick, and disease can spread rapidly in a crowded camp. You can order your troops to build shelters, but with what? The fortress is surrounded by farm fields, with few trees.

So, you need to get the siege over quickly, before the coming winter forces you to withdraw so your wagons don’t get stuck in heavy snow. Without cannons, the thick stone walls of the fortress can withstand the rocks you toss at them with your catapults. Those walls are the enemy’s strength, trying to batter them down is a losing battle. You need to find a soft target. You could lob flaming balls of tar or whatever over the walls, set fire to roofs and buildings. A smart enemy would have barrels of water positioned on roofs, to quickly put out any fires. After a while, the defenders will be exhausted from putting out fires, and while you can set a schedule to rest your troops, the enemy has to be constantly on alert.

That is the real soft target: the people. Grind them down with constant bombardment, hurt their morale, and some of them might decide that their King Whoever is kind of a jerk anyway.

Or, if there is Plague in the area, remember this scenario is set in Medieval times when Plague was a regularly scheduled event, you have another option. An option faster and more terrifying than a grinding siege. Use your catapults- Yes, nerds, I know trebuchets are more effective, I am using the generic term ‘catapult’ for any siege machine like that. Use them to fling dead bodies over the fortress walls. No one will want to get near the decaying bodies, so follow up with lobbing more fire.

Damn, living in Medieval times must have sucked. In addition to the awful things I mentioned, tacos had not been invented yet.

Anyway, my point is, our plan to sneak a comm node to the surface of Kazalikan was to hit the enemy where they were weak. Instead of trying to imagine how we could do that, and very likely guessing wrong, we outsourced the job to the experts.

Every security system, no matter how powerful and sophisticated, has weak spots. The people who most often find and exploit those weaknesses are smugglers. Whether they are hauling drugs across a border, or making the Kessel run in less than twelve parsecs, smugglers are experts at getting around security systems. The Maxohlx are deluded, arrogant, hateful assholes. They are also people, and people tend to do all sorts of sketchy and illegal things. Governments do their best to stop smugglers, the illicit substances get through anyway.

To get the Elder comm node to the surface, we jumped not into the star system, but into a particularly dense area of the star’s Kuiper Belt. That is a disc of rocks and balls of dirty ice, out beyond the orbit of planets. It was also where passing starships dropped off illicit cargo. And where that cargo was picked up by other ships, those that were authorized to pass through the defenses around the homeworld. The smugglers relied on the security systems never being able to inspect everything, and on good old fashioned corruption. That’s the real weakness of the defenses of Kazalikan: money. Why bother sneaking through sensor networks, when you can simply bribe the people responsible for security?

Valkyrie quietly slipped into the Kuiper Belt, and located a cargo container, despite that container having a stealth field generator attached. After we located the container, we moved fast. Or, Skippy did, by directing a drone to fly over to the container, by hacking the door controls, and by maneuvering a bot to get inside and hide an Elder communications node. The bot went back outside, and replaced the seals so no one would know the container had been tampered with.

After that, we only had to wait.

Sixteen hours after Skippy planted the comm node, we watched as a commercial transport ship jumped in, tugs crossed the distance to the unseen container, and towed it into a docking bay. The ship jumped away immediately, for lingering too long would make the authorities suspicious about why that ship took so long to go from the outer marker satellite to the inner system.

“Success!” Skippy flashed a thumbs up. “That ship arrived just when and where it is supposed to, and the connection to the comm node is solid. I am using it to tap into the ship’s AI, and hmm. Well, darn it, there is a complication.”

“I am shocked,” I told him with a weary sigh. The crew were all nodding, they knew it wouldn’t be a real Merry Band of Pirates mission if there wasn’t an unexpected complication. “What is it this time?”

“The security official who was supposed to be on duty at this time got rescheduled, and she won’t be in control of the local system for another three hours. This is a problem, the- Oh. Don’t worry, the ship’s captain has been a smuggler for years, he knows how to handle this sort of glitch. He is faking that one of his ship’s thruster banks has an intermittent fault, so it is not safe for the ship to dock with the station. The ship will fly inward slower than normal, to give his Engineering team time to swap out thrusters. By the time the ship is docked, the friendly security officer will be on duty.”

“OK. The self-destruct is active?”

“It is on standby. You do realize that if we have to destroy that comm node, we won’t be able to do this particular trick again?’

“I realize that if the freakin’ kitties see an Elder comm node in that container, we will have a whole ’nother level of problem. Just, stand by for now.”

That was all we could do; watch and wait. To avoid making the crew nervous, and to take pressure off Reed, I left the bridge. There wasn’t anything for me to do, and just watching was frustrating. The advisors pinged me for an update, I stated politely that the recon operation was proceeding as planned, and they would be notified immediately of any developments that might adversely affect our already bad relations with the Maxohlx. Like, if we had to blow up a starship docking bay, or part of a space station, or a dropship, or just a delivery truck. Until that happened, Ren and Stumpy had no need to know. As I said, they were not cleared to know sources and methods, so I had no obligation to inform them.

Waiting is a big part of military life. Waiting sucks.

It was clear that Scout Two had been there. It had come through the native wormhole device, downloaded the full set of data from the FTL relay, and immediately responded to the attack against the Ingress by creatures who called themselves ‘Humans’.

Scout Two had raced into battle.

Scout Two was not responding.

Scout One would not make the same mistake. The FTL relay was of no help, it was no longer receiving a data feed from the Ingress. How to understand what fate had befallen the Ingress, then the Scoutship? Do it the hard way.

The single surviving Scoutship emerged three hours in front of the photon wavefront that would show images from the moment when the Ingress data feed cut off. It waited patiently, ready to transition away at any sign of trouble.

Waited.

Waited.

There.

The two human starships were there, near the Ingress. The Prime had responded, enveloping the large, whatever the device was, in a stasis field that prevented the unknown object from interfering with the operation of the Ingress. Scoutship Three was in the process of forming into solid matter, the human attempted attack had not changed the-

Disaster.

What had happened?

Scout One had to review the data several times to understand the events. The human warship had launched advanced weapons against the stasis field generator, an action the Prime had been too slow to counter. When the stasis field snapped off, the strange alien device had spun in higher levels of spacetime, rendering the Ingress, the Prime, and Scout Three all discoherent.

Disaster.

How was that possible? Had the Prime been so desperate to complete its mission, it had ignored substantial risks, and not included that data in its contact signal? Analysis of the alien device indicated that the technology underlying all Chortix machines was indeed vulnerable to the still-unknown effect of the device.

As Scout One continued to watch, the human starship jumped away through a wormhole, after apparently experiencing great difficulty with opening and sustaining a jump wormhole. That warship was gone, so why had Scout Two failed to-

Oh.

That.

The strange alien device, that had spun in higher spacetime, lost its containment, and emerged into the local plane. The effect was not anything good, it tore apart the very grid of spacetime. That explained why Scout Two was not responding, it was unable to.

Moving in closer, traveling in careful increments, Scout One reached the point where the wavefront of photons showed Scout Two attempting to Displace into the zone of recent combat. The Scoutship was unable to form, its structure falling apart into pure energy that radiated away in a chaotic fashion.

Scout Two had been correct to move quickly to investigate and possibly, intervene. It had been foolish to transition directly into combat, before gathering better and more recent information.

Disaster.

There would be no additional Scoutships coming through the Ingress. No Assembler to create a new, proper Ingress. No Prime, though considering the ultimate failure of that unit, it was no great loss.

Scoutship One was alone. Incomplete, its weapons suite at barely a quarter of full strength, and it had been designed to observe and assess, not to fight. It would have to proceed alone, utilizing the resources of that galaxy.

The Prime had used a local species called ‘Maxohlx’ to unwittingly assist it, and Scout One had continued that to exploit that deceptive relationship. Given the limited bandwidth of the Ingress, utilizing local resources had always been the plan. The Maxohlx had promised to provide whatever resources were needed. Not to hastily cobble together another crude Ingress from primitive technology, but to fabricate a proper Ingress from raw materials.

Yes. Analysis confirmed that strategy could be successful. Except-

The Prime should not have failed. Even crippled, a mere shadow of its potential, the Prime had every advantage. Technology beyond the imagination of the primitive occupants of the galaxy. An opposition that was squabbling and divided, to the point that the Maxohlx had easily been persuaded to assist in their own destruction.

The strategy of the Prime had been perplexing when Scout One learned of it. Instead of quietly working to construct a proper Ingress from raw materials, the job had been rushed. The Prime had decided to throw together a crude form of Ingress with the technology available. And before that task had been completed, it had attempted to activate an ancient local weapon known as a ‘Sentinel’. Reportedly, Sentinels were powerful machines, posing a threat even to the Prime. Such a threat should have been avoided, not confronted. Why had the Prime diverted time, attention, and resources in an ultimately failed attempt to awaken a Sentinel? What could it possibly have been afraid of, in this primitive galaxy?

Scout One needed more information. It needed to understand why the Prime had acted so unwisely. As instructed, to be useful as an independent observer, One had reviewed only minimal, basic information from the Prime’s extensive download. The time for observation was over, One needed to know the nature of the threat that had almost wrecked what should have been an easy invasion.

It was astonishing. Humans, one of the most primitive of species, had caused endless trouble for their enemies, including the Elders themselves. Their alliance with the AI called Skippy was, according to the Prime, the reason the group designated Merry Band of Pirates was so dangerous. One saw that was not true. Humans were not merely riding the coattails of a powerful AI. They were guiding it, pushing it to expand its capabilities. The Skippy AI was dangerously powerful.

Humans were infinitely more dangerous, for they were clever. Not just the Merry Band of Pirates, a group called ‘Mavericks’ had consistently succeeded against the odds, without aid from an advanced AI.

The situation was more hazardous than Scout One had imagined. It needed to act, quickly and decisively.

There were not one but two tasks it needed to complete. Construct a proper Ingress.

And, destroy the Merry Band of Pirates.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The message had not arrived through the usual channels, not even the secret, dark channels used by those who traded illicit goods between coalition partners. Such trade was banned by the Hegemony, of course, which only made prices climb high enough to tempt those bold and clever enough to take the risks and gain the rewards. The message was received not by a known Bosphuraq smuggling syndicate, but by a low-level Navy supply officer. A supply depot on a planet that supported the Freedom faction of their society, and that officer was known to be an enthusiastic follower of the exiled, freedom fighting government.

Enthusiastic for the cause, not so much for the fight. The military forces that had chosen to side with Freedom were running out of everything; spare parts, fuel, qualified personnel to replace combat losses, and most especially, ordnance. There was plenty of ordnance for orbital bombardment, which was not needed, as killing their own people was generally not considered to be a good strategy for winning over more of the population to the cause. There were not enough weapons to conduct effective ship to ship combat, so the Freedom Navy had mostly avoided direct conflict with the Loyalist Navy.

The message was supposedly from the Thuranin, or some small group of the treacherous cyborgs. A smuggler ship, offering Thuranin weapons.

Including antiship missiles equipped with powerful atomic compression warheads.

The whole thing reeked of a set-up, likely the message had been sent by the Loyalists, as a trap. Or by the Maxohlx. Any ship foolish enough to arrive at the proposed rendezvous point would be jumping into an ambush.

Except- The effort seemed hardly worth the prospect of taking out a single supply ship. And the possibility of acquiring AC weapons was too alluring to ignore. The deciding factor was the answer to the question of why their hated rivals, the Thuranin, would offer weapons?

That answer was easy: the cyborgs would be gleeful to see their rivals get dragged into a widening, extended conflict. And, the Freedom faction might, just might, succeed in some way. Not to break away from the Hegemony coalition, that would never be allowed. But if the Bosphuraq earned some concessions, some greater measure of autonomy from their oppressive patrons, that could only benefit the other coalition clients.

Let the Bosphuraq do the bleeding and dying, the Thuranin must have decided, all they had to do was supply weapons to keep the violence going.

The decision had been made. A ship was selected for the mission, not a Freedom Navy supply vessel, but a commercial freighter. A ship known, or strongly suspected, of having been involved in sketchy activities in the past.

Including, actions for the Bosphuraq Intelligence Service. The types of actions that had to be disavowed by the government, in the event the ship was caught in illegal activities.

The crew were all volunteers recruited by Captain Lossestra, promised generous payments, but only if they lived to collect the money. The schedule was tight, with no time to arrive at the rendezvous early to scope it out. No matter, the freighter’s sensors couldn’t detect a stealthed warship anyway.

The freighter jumped in at the designated coordinates, there being no reason to emerge at a distance from the rendezvous. Either the Thuranin offer was legit, or it was an ambush.

It was legit.

Drifting slowly at the rendezvous point was a Thuranin bulk freighter, a commercial vessel that was a former star carrier, cut down to a third of the original length, and missing one of the four jump drive pods the carrier had been equipped with. Attached to the hardpoints were not warships, there were boxy cargo containers. Sensors were active, but only those used for navigation and to detect incoming objects that might be hazardous. Directed energy weapons were not charged, the Thuranin ship appeared to have only enough weaponry to discourage the less ambitious type of pirates.

Contact was initiated by the Thuranin ship, voice only. “That is close enough, do not approach.”

“Or you will fire on us?” Captain Lossestra asked. “Can you activate your video? It would be good to see who I am dealing with.”

“Apparently,” came the reply in a tone that was distinctly sarcastic, even through the translation system. “You are not familiar with how this smuggling thing works, so I will explain it to you. You don’t see me, I don’t see you. We exchange cargo, not heartwarming personal stories. You should keep your current position, because my ship is about to eject the cargo containers, and it would be bad if you clumsily blundered into them. Particularly since they contain various things that can go BOOM.”

Lossestra shrugged his shoulders, causing the vestigial feathers there under his clothing to itch, so he reached up and scratched. The Thuranin couldn’t see him anyway.

The Thuranin ship separated the cargo containers, that drifted slowly outward as the freighter accelerated out to a safe jump distance. After issuing a warning of the impending jump, the ship disappeared in a burst of gamma rays.

“Should we send a crew over there?” Crewman Frestuva asked. “Inspect the cargo?”

“No,” Lossestra shook his head, a universal gesture among bipedal species. “Lingering here is a greater risk. No one would launch an operation this complex to take out a single transport ship.”

The Bosphuraq freighter collected the cargo containers, got them securely latched onto hardpoints, and jumped without delay.

If the freighter had access to the Bosphuraq Navy ship identification database, Lossestra and his crew might have thought it curious that the Thuranin ship oddly appeared very similar to a ship that had disappeared several years before. A disappearance that, according to rumors, had been linked to the Jeraptha’s feared Ethics and Compliance Office.

Not that it mattered where the weapons had come from. The containers were stuffed full of weapons, just as promised. Most notably, stealthed missiles with atomic compression warheads.

A large number of them.

Inside the door of one container was a printed note, helpfully in Bosphuraq script. The note read ‘If you want more, contact us. It is a pleasure doing business with you’.

“Joe,” Skippy appeared in my bathroom mirror as I was shaving, because of course he did. “I can’t believe I am asking you for a favor, but it is what it is.”

“Uh huh. Can you move? I can’t see the left side of my face.” We were still waiting for the Elder comm node to be delivered to the surface of Kazalikan, and I was growing anxious.

The avatar’s image disappeared from the mirror, and a hologram formed, standing on the edge of the sink. “I need your opinion on something.”

“Is this about fashion?”

“No.”

“Uh, music, or other art?”

“Please. As if I would ever seek your opinion on anything like that.’

“OK, what is it?”

“I have written a ground breaking post post-modernist reinterpretation on the works of Albert Camus,” he pronounced it as ‘All-Bear Camoo’.

“Were those actual words, or did you just string random sounds together?”

“Ugh. Words, which you would understand if you weren’t such a dimwit. The-”

“This Camoo is a real person?”

“Yes, dumdum. You would mispronounce his name as ‘Al-bert Cam-uss’.”

“Yeah, never heard of him. Is he from ancient Rome, something like that?”

“No! He was a very important twentieth century French writer and philosopher. His philosophy is wrongly considered by many to be absurdist in nature, but I correctly argue he was actually an existentialist.”

“This whole conversation is absurd, so-”

“Ugh. Will you help, or not?”

“How could I help? Do not ask me to read whatever boring crap that guy wrote.”

“You won’t need to do anything. Except, I want you to write a brief summary of the-”

“A summary, of a book I haven’t read?”

“I have already written it for you. Listen, if you help me, I will publish the book under your name.”

“Interesting, that is very generous. Why am I suspicious this is a scam? Gasquet is French, why don’t you ask him to review your book?”

“Um, my post post-modernist take on Camus’ philosophy might be controversial, and cause an uproar in French society.”

“You want me to take the hit, if there is blowback from whatever bullshit you wrote?”

“Yes, exactly. Whew,” he sighed with relief. “I was afraid you wouldn’t understand the-”

“Yeah, I understand that I am not doing that.”

“Hey, I thought we were friends, Joe,” he pouted. “Friends help each other out.”

“Friends also do not try to screw over their friends. Why is this important to you?”

“If you want the truth-”

“When do I ever not want the truth?”

“When you don’t like hearing the truth, you whine about it. OK, the truth is, I fear we are coming to the end of the road here. Before all meatsacks in this galaxy become extinct, and I become irrelevant, I feel the need to straighten out some wrong things that meatsacks believe.”

“This is sort of your final gift to humanity?”

“Sort of.”

“Please do not give us any more gifts.”

“It’s not just for monkeys. Last month, I published a scathing review of Vindanalen Urst-crok-Vatal, who was a poet and composer still widely renowned across Kristang society. Really, the guy was a hack. His only talent was for self-publicity. Release of my book really created a shitstorm, the lawsuit against you is still-”

“What lawsuit? Against me? Why the f-”

“Because of my generous nature, I published that book under your name. Don’t worry, my law firm is representing you in interstellar court, and I fully expect to-”

“Representing me for free, right?”

“I gotta pay the bills, Joe, the-”

“For. Free. Also, you will own up to writing the stupid thing.”

“Think of my reputation, you big selfish jerk. You should be honored, actually. A group of young warriors from rival clans have banded together to issue a futwahx about you.”

“A what again?”

“A futwahx. It’s a declaration that it is the solemn religious duty of all Kristang to expunge the insult of your blasphemous book, by killing you. Really, after tearing their society apart by jumpstarting their last civil war, you have now brought warring clans together in a common cause. This is a truly a heartwarming moment.”

“That is not such an honor as you think, you ass.”

“It’s not like the lizards can actually do anything to you, numbskull.”

“Wow, I get a death threat before breakfast,” I mumbled as I splashed water on my face. “This day is going to be fan-TAST-ic.”

The entire time the Elder comm node was in transit to the surface of Kazalikan, either Reed, Gasquet, or I were on the bridge at all times. We each took four hour shifts, that gave the person not on duty time to eat, sleep, shower, and return to the bridge with a clear mind. Gasquet understood that if there was an unexpected development, he was to call me and Reed immediately. That was not because I didn’t trust Gasquet’s competence. He had proven to be a solid, professional, flexible, even somewhat clever officer. He simply lacked experience with how the Merry Band of Pirates did sketchy things, and he knew that. That’s why he worked and slept in Reed’s office across the passageway from the bridge, so if a crisis popped up, he could be there to witness how decisions were made.

The transit, from when the smuggler ship picked up the cargo, to when the comm node was in position, took fifty two freakin’ hours. The process had to be slow, to avoid the extra scrutiny that rush deliveries were subjected to. The cargo container we cared about was nothing special, most of the contents of the container were legit electronics and luxury goods. The non-legit items are why the security system suffered a glitch as that container passed through the scanner, and the official who had taken a bribe signed off that she had manually inspected the cargo. After that, the container traveled through the space station on a conveyer belt, was loaded into a disposable aeroshell, and launched to fall into the atmosphere. The shell landed at the airfield closest to Admiral Klestine’s family estate, where he went every couple days to get away from office politics and clear his head. We had selected that container because of its designated landing zone, a fact Skippy had learned by hacking into commercial databases that had a relatively low level of encryption. Again, hit the enemy where they are weak, not where they are strong.

All we had to do was-

More waiting.

“Skippy,” I mumbled through a yawn. Reed and I were in the galley, eating a late lunch while Gasquet was on the bridge. “Has there been any change to Klestine’s schedule?”

“No. Practically every minute of his day is tightly committed, and he deviates only when the Dictat wants him to do some idiotic thing. This evening the Dictat will be, let’s use the term ‘entertaining’, a group of lady kitties, so he should be quite busy. Also, Klestine’s wife expects him to be home in time for a small dinner party with friends.”

“OK, I just need him to be alone for five minutes.”

“His routine is to shower and change into civilian clothes when he arrives at home, so he should be alone at that time. His bathing chamber is also impressively soundproofed. And before you ask, I have already penetrated his house’s military grade security system. Hee hee, having a comm node on the surface lets me get into all kinds of mischief. We should have done this a long time ago, dumdum.”

“Until now, it wasn’t worth the risk. OK so, another five hours until he gets home?”

“Correct.”

“Reed, I’m going to the gym, then I’m catching up on paperwork. I suggest you do the same, we are on hold until showtime.”

“I hear you, Sir.”

“Skippy, without taking much risk of being detected, can you use the comm node to get more info about the effort to deliver Doomium to the Outsiders? Like, have any of the clients replied yet, has the Hegemony deployed fleet assets to protect the client fabs, is there a schedule for-”

“Joe, I am not a knucklehead, I know what info we need. Go, run on a hamster wheel, or make yourself a sandwich. Stop distracting me.”

The treadmill was not a hamster wheel.

But it sure felt like one, after a month of running on it and not getting anywhere.

My whole life felt kind of like that sometimes.

Admiral Renva Klestine stepped into the shower in his home bathing chamber, the unit having automatically started the water at his preferred temperature and pressure as he came through the doorway. The door silently slid closed and the admiral paused, closed his eyes, and let out a long breath. A bathing chamber, whether at his office, in his home, or in the VIP quarters aboard any ship or at any base he visited, was one of the few places he could relax, where he had some measure of privacy. Where no one clamored for his attention, or for more of the Hegemony’s resources, or increasingly, for political favors. That last burden was so tiresome, eating up far more of his energy and focus than it should have.

Politics also was, by a large margin, the most important part of his job and it was, he told himself without boasting, his greatest strength. Early in his career, he had seen his best path for advancement was not to display his brilliance, but to dim his inner light. It was best for him to be seen as competent, but no more. To be useful but having no imagination, or ambition. Useful because he had no imagination or ambition, a safe and reliable tool for his superiors to wield. To reliably serve his patrons, to whom he showed loyalty and gratitude for elevating him above where his own humble talent would have taken him. At every step, his peers had disparaged Klestine as hopelessly dull, a term they intended as an insult but which he saw as confirmation that his strategy was working as planned. He had played the long game, at every rung on the promotion ladder advancing at a pace that enraged those more talented officers he passed by. He had played the long game, and now he commanded all the military resources of the Hegemony.

All except Red Section, which reported directly to the Dictat. Because the traitor Admiral Reichert had used Red Section in a secret plan to take control of a Sentinel, then use that ancient machine to take control of the Hegemony for himself. The previous Dictat had recognized the danger of the military having direct authority over an organization that could be a source of power independent of the civilian government. So, immediately after Reichert had been arrested, the leaders of Red Section had also been detained, most of them executed shortly after Reichert had lost his head. The purge of brainpower in Red Section had crippled important research and development efforts, a problem that the Hegemony was still dealing with. Especially as, in the years since the bloody civil war began, the humans had continued to grow in power. If the idiot Reichert’s goal had been to weaken the Hegemony, he could not have done a better job of it.

Now, the military had little insight into what advanced technologies were in the research stage, which tech had been selected for development and testing, and which exciting new toys might soon be offered to the Fleet and the Army. How could the military plan for the future, when the leadership did not know what new capabilities might be in the field? The worst part for Klestine was the frightening possibility that the Dictat might be able to see everyone’s supposedly secure communications. That would make planning an assassination or coup impossible.

That was a problem he would have to deal with eventually, one way or another. For the moment, the risk of action was greater than the risk of doing nothing.

He pressed the tab to unfasten his uniform top, and-

Froze as the air in front of his face shimmered. Automatically, his personal defense implant activated the room’s protective shield-

No, it did not.

Nor did his communications implant send out an alarm. The implant did its job, there was just no connection to the local network.

He was frozen out of all external access. Spinning with lightning reflexes, he palmed the button to open the door-

The door did not respond. The shimmering air remained in front of his face no matter where he turned and-

A three dimensional image appeared, flickering slightly.

An image he recognized.

A face he recognized, from intelligence reports.

“Hey,” the figure waved, the image showed the alien only from the waist up. “You know who I am, so no introduction is necessary.”

“Bishop,” the admiral gasped. If Bishop was close enough to establish a hologram, then the fearsome battlecruiser Valkyrie had to be in orbit. Skippy also had to be close, so-

Or, perhaps not. According to Fleet Intelligence, the humans had instantaneous communication across up to a quarter of a lightyear. So, Valkyrie, Bishop, and the Skippy entity could be beyond the star system’s edge. There was no point to alerting the Fleet, a grid search would take months and be futile.

Bishop held up his hands, a gesture Klestine understood without needing his cranial implant to interpret. The gesture was the same amongst his people, a symbol of peaceful intentions. Unless the Maxohlx holding up their hands also had their claws extended, in which case the meaning was the opposite of peace.

Humans pathetically had lost their claws long ago, evolution having decided to make them soft and weak.

“We need to talk,” Bishop said.

“Any discussions between our peoples should be conducted through formal channels,” Klestine snapped, suddenly fearing the hologram was a trick by the Dictat, a test of loyalty. “You must-”

“You are probably wondering,” the hologram continued as if the admiral had not spoken. “Why I am speaking to you, and not dropping a railgun dart on your stupid head.”

It was a recording?

Bishop could be lightyears away. Klestine was no longer filled with an overwhelming sense of dread.

“The answer is,” the hologram continued, “we need each other. You need me to stop an invasion from beyond this galaxy, and I need you to stop your people from making yet another monstrously stupid mistake.”

It was Bishop. The Dictat and his security minions might have tested his loyalty with a fake hologram, but would never have permitted even a hologram of an alien to speak such blasphemy.

“The Outsiders,” Bishop shook his head. “Are exactly what we told you they are. You believe the entity that has become your new ally is an Elder AI, working to awaken Sentinels, to restore the balance of power in this galaxy. That is absolute bullshit, and you and your people are delusional idiots to buy that story. Even if the Outsider was an Elder AI, I have a breaking newsflash for you: it isn’t ever going to do shit to help you. That doesn’t matter. You need to see the truth of this danger we are faced with, a danger even the Elders felt they would be unable to fight. You won’t believe any information I could provide, and I sure wouldn’t trust anything you claimed, so we agree on that. You need to see for yourself. The machine your fleet is protecting is a decoy, a fake. The real machine is at these coordinates,” a set of numbers appeared next to Bishop’s head. “I will wait for you to get something to write down these numbers.”

There was no need for crude methods, Klestine’s implant had already stored the image.

“Uh, you really should get a pen and paper,” Bishop cocked his head, looking straight at him. “It might be unhealthy for you to have potentially treasonous information stored anywhere a security AI could access it. If you know what I mean.”

Klestine experienced a moment of terror. Bishop had looked him in the eyes. The hologram was not a recording. Bishop could see him, in real time.

And the alien was correct about the risk. He ordered his implant to erase all data from the past few minutes, and to stop recording until he authorized the artificial memory to activate again.

“I’m waiting,” Bishop prompted him. “You don’t have all day, so you should get moving.”

The admiral took the advice. His people rarely relied on physical writing, but such implements were used for ceremonial occasions. No such tools were in the bathroom. He could make do by smudging a finger on the mirror, and come back later with a stencil. So, he did that.

“Good thinking,” Bishop nodded. “Skippy said you are not anywhere near as dimwitted as you pretend to be, I am hoping he is right about that. You have the coordinates. Send a recon force there, a force you can trust. What they will find is Valkyrie destroying the Outsider machine that was built from a Rindhalu array, and then,” Bishop shrugged. “A bunch of shit happened, because of course it did. We did destroy the Gateway, and the original Outsider, the one that came through from NGC1023 when the Elders got suckered into constructing a Gateway. That entity is dead. The problem is, two Outsider starships came through the Gateway before we tore it apart. There are now two very powerful, very hostile enemy starships flying around the galaxy. In the interest of full disclosure, I will admit that right now, I have no idea where those ships are, or what their objective is. Other than facilitating a full-scale invasion, obviously. Those ships have advanced technology, possibly tech beyond what the Elders built. I know, fighting them seems hopeless, but we have never given up, and that has worked out pretty well for my people so far. Worked out well for you also, since we prevented the Elders from coming back and crushing everyone like bugs. We killed an Outsider, we destroyed its Gateway, we can do it again. The materials your ally requested are not for the purpose of waking up and enslaving a Sentinel, your recon force will confirm that. Those materials are for building another Gateway, probably one far more advanced than the one the original Outsider slapped together from spare parts. We can stop them, but we can’t fight both them and your people. So,” Bishop took a breath. “Conduct a recon, then we will talk again. If you need to contact me, use the channel we are sending to you now. Any messages you send through that channel are on the ultra secure Skippytel network, so your privacy is assured. Uh, you had best get into the shower now, before your security staff gets suspicious. Also, get some rest, Admiral. You look tired.”

The hologram shimmered and blinked out.

“Sir?” Reed came into the starboard side pilot’s ready room, where I had conducted my chat with Klestine. My office, and any of the ship’s three conference compartments, were obvious places the UN monitors could find me. They were not authorized access to the ready rooms, or either of the docking bay sections, so I was safe to be alone there.

“Come in, Fireball.” I was in a chair, leaning back, staring at the ceiling.

“Is everything OK, Sir?”

“Yes, just,” I stood up. It was time to give the space back to the pilots. “Running through in my mind what I should tell our babysitters.”

“The truth about Doomium, or most of it?”

“That’s what I was thinking. Truth about the intel Skippy found from the relay station. Just, not where he first heard it. Before I do that- Skippy? Have you found anything new?”

“Meh, sort of,” his avatar appeared. “By the way, your acting performance is only rated seventeen percent ‘Fresh’ on Rotten Tomatoes. The audience did not find your character believable.”

“All I care about is Klestine believed he was talking with me. What’s he doing now?”

“In the shower, or actually he is having his fur dried. You did not expect him to drop everything and fly off on a recon mission, did you?”

“If he did that, he is too stupid to be useful to us. The smart move is for him to act like nothing is unusual, and contact a trusted associate tomorrow, to conduct the recon. Back to my question: did you find anything new? About the deal to deliver Doomium.”

“Not really. More details, none of which will change anything we do in response. If we’re doing anything at all.”

“We are. Although, we can’t strike that many targets by ourselves. We need the Navy to buy in.”

“You asked whether the kitties have deployed their fleet to protect their client fabs. They have dispatched destroyer squadrons to thirty nine sites, including the twenty six that I estimate could be producing Doomium within two months.”

Reed shrugged. “A single squadron of tin cans isn’t much protection against this ship.” She wasn’t bragging, she was stating a fact.

“No question about that,” I agreed. “But that’s not why the kitties sent those ships. Right, Skippy? Those ships aren’t there to protect the fabs, they have orders to ensure the clients cooperate.”

“Correct, Joe. The Hegemony military is currently debating how many fleet assets to deploy for protecting the fabs, but they have a lot of other taskings right now. Like, guarding that fake Gateway. And, you know, squashing a client rebellion.”

“Uh huh. How’s that going for them?”

“Not well,” he chuckled.

“We will talk about that later. Do not mention to the monitors anything about our involvement in the Bosphuraq rebellion. Which reminds me, it’s time for me to suck it up and brief them. Skippy, is there any reason we need to stay here?”

“Not after we launch our comm node away from the ship, in a stealth shell.”

“Right. Reed, you handle the launch. I will go give the bad news to Ren and, uh, Mister Stumpf.”

Kong was waiting in my office. “I watched your performance from my cabin. That went well.”

“I hope so. Klestine hasn’t contacted anyone about our little chat, not yet. Do you see any reason we shouldn’t head back to Earth? Our recon mission is successfully completed.”

“Does Skippy think there is a reason for us to stay here?” He asked.

“No. He’s done all he can, without risk of the kitty cybersecurity AIs suspecting someone infiltrated part of the global network down there.”

“Then, the monitors should go to Earth, while we gather more intel on the targets. The Security Council needs to know about the Outsider request for Doomium materials. Joe, you said that to block the enemy from acquiring the materials to construct another Gateway, we have to hit twenty six star systems, almost simultaneously. Our Navy isn’t capable of conducting such an operation right now.”

“Yeah, I know,” I sighed. “I need to work up a strike plan, I’d appreciate your input. But first, I should brief the babysitters about Doomium.”

He held up a hand. “Joe, I should do that. You have enough on your To Do list and, they will be more likely to believe the intel, if I deliver it.”

“Thanks. I owe you one.”

“You owe me more than one,” he grinned as he stood up to go.

“You’re right about that. Reed,” I called her. “After the comm node is launched and Skippy confirms it’s fully operational, jump us out of here.”

“We’re going back to Earth, Sir?”

Shaking my head, I told her, “No, but Kong suggested it is time to ditch the babysitters, and I agree. Skippy, show us another star chart, with the locations of UN star carriers and courier ships. Add a graphic for the flight time from here.”

“Ooh, I get it,” he was excited. “You want to drop the monitors off, let another UN ship take them back to Earth?”

“Exactly.”

“Joe?” Kong raised an eyebrow. “I should go also. Def Com needs to hear the real story, not just the diplomatic view.”

“Ah, I- OK.” While I wanted him with us, I understood his reasoning

“Hmm,” Skippy considered. “In that case, there is one best option. The courier ship Firebolt is presently at Paradise, and will be there for another sixty eight hours. Flight time from here is twenty nine hours.”

“Good. Fireball, take us to Paradise.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Admiral Illiath welcomed the sudden, unexpected interruption of her dull day. An inspection tour of a dropship maintenance facility was not at the top of her Interesting Things To Do list, and she felt the meaningless assignment was a slap in the face from her immediate superior. Despite enjoying unofficial patronage by Admiral Klestine, her career had stalled at one star. She had been unflinchingly loyal to the Hegemony in the recent civil war, which is why her head was still attached to her neck. What she lacked was not talent, drive, initiative, or good judgment. Her family was not connected to the Hegemony power structure, other than through Klestine.

Illiath was grateful for the interruption when she received a message to meet a courier, she was also more than a little anxious. What message was so sensitive, it had to be carried by hand, and delivered in person? The Hegemony was dealing with more than the usual number of crises at the moment. Providing aid and protection to the Elder AI that had stated its intention to awaken Sentinels, and return the balance of power to a state that favored the Maxohlx. Open, official rebellion by the Bosphuraq, and unofficial lack of cooperation by two other second tier clients. The reluctance of the Thuranin to participate in crushing their long-hated rivals was deeply troubling, the cyborgs should have been desperately eager to hit the Bosphuraq. The Zindan had so far not outright refused to live up to their mutual defense obligations under the patron-client treaty, but had been extremely, suspiciously slow to provide any actual ships or boots on the ground. The Esselgin and Perustica had done what little they could to fulfill their treaty duties, but neither species had territory close to the Bosphuraq border, and travel time to the combat zone was agonizingly slow. Establishing territories that were inconvenient for the clients, causing travel between the rivals to be awkward and time-consuming, had not been a mistake or a whim, it was a deliberate security measure. Clients could not easily concentrate force against their rivals. Instead of all-out war between clients that could weaken the coalition, the sporadic violence was limited and more easily contained. Also, and more importantly, the clients had no practical way to gang up on their esteemed and beloved patrons. The borders were set up for the safety and convenience of the Maxohlx, with all other considerations given a lower priority.

Now, the long and awkward travel times between clients threatened the integrity of the Hegemony coalition.

Illiath couldn’t help thinking the situation was ironic, a self-inflicted wound. The Hegemony had caused the rebellion by mistakenly attacking the Bosphuraq, then doubling down on the punishment when the mistake was discovered. The Bosphuraq rightly saw they had little to lose in an outright rebellion, and potentially much to gain. At the very least, they could deliver a public Fuck You to their patrons, embarrassing the Maxohlx.

That had to be the purpose of the secret, couriered message. Command was ordering her to take command of a joint task force with the Thuranin. Or more likely with the Esselgin, she had more contact with the snakes recently.

The time for speculation was over when she strode into the secure communications facility, a chamber that blocked all communications, in or out. A man was waiting for her, a junior lieutenant. Whatever the content of the message, it had not been vital enough to entrust to a more senior officer. The lieutenant sprang to his feet when she walked in, saluting her hastily. She made a perfunctory gesture to return the salute, making sure the nervous young officer saw her claws extended.

“Admiral Ill- Illiath,” the lieutenant stuttered, holding out a one-time data fob. “May I verify your credentials?”

“You may,” she held out a hand, and he gave her the fob. The device hummed slightly as it sampled her DNA, conducted a brief scan of her brain, and accepted a digital handshake with her cranial implant. The device emitted a glow, and sent a verification to the courier.

The man stiffened, knowing he was no longer needed. “You are dismissed,” she ordered, and the junior officer hurried out the door, which closed again behind him.

“Now,” she said to herself, speaking aloud. It was a personal quirk, harmless but she knew others would think her odd, so she only indulged in audible speech when she was assured of being alone. “Let’s see what my next dull assignment will be.”

When the message displayed on the wall, she gasped.

It was from Admiral Klestine himself, addressed personally to her. He was there, an image projected on the wall, life size. “Admiral Illiath,” he began, addressing her in a formal manner. “I have a special assignment for you, in which you will report directly to me, and to me only. You are ordered to proceed to these coordinates,” two sets of numbers appeared, shimmering in the air. “Proceed with caution, approach the target coordinates in increments. When you have performed a reconnaissance to your satisfaction, proceed directly to the home system, and signal me on your arrival. You have authority to requisition a star carrier, and a patrol cruiser, and whatever other assets you deem necessary. Leave the star carrier behind on the near side of the last wormhole, you will know what I mean after you plot a course. Choose your crews carefully, this assignment requires the utmost,” he paused. “Discretion. Select only people you can trust. That is all. Illiath,” he added, “Good luck to you, and to all of us.”

The image turned off without fanfare. The data fob in her hand became warm, as it scrambled its memory, turning into a useless lump, the message it had contained gone forever.

The message did remain in her own memory, including the implant that supplemented her own genetically enhanced neurons. That implant’s recording, though encrypted, was a problem. A risk. Manually, she deleted the implant’s recorded memory, other than the coordinates.

Those coordinates. They were beyond the rim of the galaxy. In the direction of the galaxy that the humans claimed was the home of what the entity they called the ‘Outsider’. The Hegemony knew that was a lie, the entity was actually an Elder AI seeking to overthrow the Skippy’s disruption of the natural order.

One side of her mouth curled up in a smile. She believed she understood her mysterious assignment; she would gather evidence to expose the human deception. Would that persuade any of the human allies to withdraw their support? Probably not. The effort would be worth the time and expense anyway.

Before she left the secure chamber, she considered Klestine’s words. Select only people you can trust. He meant, people he could trust.

That meant, the Dictat was not aware of Klestine’s order.

She was playing a very dangerous game.

And she knew exactly which ship, which captain, she needed to contact.

We were a single jump away from arriving at Paradise to drop off the monitors, and while I understood why Kong wanted to leave Valkyrie, I hoped he would change his mind. He did not.

“Joe, I do appreciate the opportunity, being out here has reminded me what I gave up when I accepted a desk job. But, I do need to get back to Earth. Someone should give a military perspective on the Doomium issue.”

“Hell yes.”

“I will hate to miss all the fun.”

“Eh, this op will be a recon. No space battles, no STARs doing their usual adrenaline junkie nonsense. I could probably stay in my rack the whole time.”

“Unless something goes wrong.”

“Well, yeah. OK, I will request Firebolt accommodate three passengers, not two.”

“Joe.” He cocked his head. “I am still Director of Homeworld Security. I can order a courier ship to take me anywhere.”

“Right. It’s good that I have friends in high places.”

“Especially one friend,” he glanced at the ceiling. “What are you really planning to do?”

“Huh?”

“You are making a pit stop here, then Valkyrie is flying off to do, what? What story are you giving to the monitors?”

“Oh, that. Uh, hmm. OK, we are visiting relay stations of the third tier clients who have fabs on our target list. To gather information about what they know about the project to create a supply of Doomium. And, their anticipated schedule for converting the fabs. That is true, actually.”

“Just not the whole truth?”

My response was a shrug. “If, in the course of gathering information from third tier client relay stations, we realize there is an opportunity for an effective strike, we will not hesitate. Assuming it’s a limited time opportunity, so we could not delay by going back to Earth for a decision.”

“If that excuse was presented by any other commander, it wouldn’t fly. From you, at this point, it’s expected. The Council won’t second guess you much.”

“I hope you’re right about that. Ren and Stumpy have enough to worry about already. They don’t need to know details of an op that might keep them awake at night.” Actually, Stumpf had mentioned to Reed that he wasn’t sleeping well, he feared the news of continued Maxohlx cooperation with the Outsiders would lead the Security Council to consider direct action against the kitties. Including, the use of our arsenal of strategic weapons, if needed.

Hell, that thought kept me awake at night. Def Com didn’t know that Skippy’s wormhole quarantine trick would disable any senior species Elder weapon that traveled through a wormhole. If Def Com ordered me to deploy a Starbuster against an inhabited star system, would I comply and possibly kill billions of innocent civilians? Or would I refuse, and lose my command?

Shit. If I was relieved of command, the burden would fall on Reed’s shoulders. That wasn’t fair to her, she was the only other person who knew the senior species couldn’t actually use their Elder weapons. Besides, if she refused a direct order, Def Com would simply assign the job to someone else. Or, to another ship.

The Security Council could not learn the truth about the wormhole quarantine. If politicians knew our enemies had no ability to hit back at us, someone would take the easy way out of a crisis, and end the threat through genocide.

Do I have too little faith in humanity? No, I have just enough faith to know that people will usually do the right thing, unless they feel threatened. Then, logic and morality go out the window.

Anyway, Kong was absolutely right, he should go to Earth with the monitors, so the UN diplomatic corps didn’t control the narrative about Doomium.

It was all politics. I hate politics.

We got lucky. The Firebolt was indeed in orbit at Paradise, but it was preparing to depart within three hours, way ahead of the official Navy schedule. The governor of the human colony on Lemuria, the southern continent of Paradise, requested Firebolt carry an urgent message to Earth, a plea for the UN Navy to establish a more substantial presence around the planet. When Firebolt had delivered the news that there were now two Outsider starships roaming the galaxy, it had predictably caused panic, and Governor Liang understandably wanted Def Com to increase its security posture there. While Kong, Ren, and Stumpy flew over to the courier ship, I had a quick courtesy call with Liang. He asked whether I thought the Navy would send more ships, I mumbled something noncommittal. It wasn’t my call, decisions like that are above my pay grade. The UN Navy already had a semi-permanent presence at Paradise, currently the cruiser Akron and a pair of destroyers. My guess was, Liang should not count on the overtasked Navy to send a major force.

What I didn’t tell him was that, if the Outsider decided to attack Paradise, the entire UN Navy couldn’t stop it.

The Maxohlx Hegemony patrol cruiser Tordinda jumped away from the star carrier, in the direction Admiral Illiath had specified. If the captain and crew of the carrier had any curiosity or concerns about the patrol cruiser going away on its own, they kept silent about it. A patrol cruiser was a specialized ship, capable of traveling long distances on its own. The ship was labeled a ‘cruiser’ not because of its firepower, but because of its mass. Basically a destroyer with half of a jump drive section from a decommissioned star carrier, the ship was heavy, awkward, lightly armed and armored, and well-suited for its assigned mission. They cruised, on patrol, looking for trouble. If a patrol cruiser found serious trouble, it was supposed to contact the Fleet, to bring in heavy combat units to deal with the problem. In cases where the trouble was manageable, such as piracy or clients otherwise behaving badly, a patrol cruiser could usually handle the issue. After all, even a destroyer carried the same missiles as a battleship. Just a lot fewer of them.

The Tordinda was perfect for Illiath’s clandestine mission. The cruiser had received a major overhaul in the past year, and was fully fueled and armed. She knew the ship well, for it had been her last command before her promotion to the admiralty. And most importantly, she knew the ship’s current captain.

Her cousin.

Captain Bolindar Visella could be trusted. The two cousins had always been close despite their eight year age difference, Bolindar knew she owed her posting in part due to Admiral Illiath’s influence. That power could be a blessing or a curse. At the moment, Bolindar feared her older relative was getting both of them into trouble.

“Captain Visella,” the Admiral said as she leaned forward from her observer seat at the back of the cramped bridge compartment. She did not actually speak, instead relying on her implant, so the crew did not overhear the exchange. “There has been a change of plans. New jump coordinates have been uploaded to the navigation system.”

The captain, with a frown though the change had not been unexpected, took a moment to study the new instructions. Three jumps, all headed toward nowhere, the third jump leaving them in empty interstellar space. “Acknowledged. Admiral, are we meeting another ship in such a remote location?”

“We are doing the opposite.”

“Perhaps you could-”

“Three jumps to confuse anyone who might attempt to follow us.”

“An enemy ship could be pursuing us?”

“I am concerned about one of our ships.”

Oh. It was that type of mission. An extremely dangerous game. The type of game that made careers. Or resulted in a beheading.

“Understood,” Visella said with a slow nod of her head.

“You do not understand,” there was a touch of amusement in the Admiral’s tone. “That is the point. If you don’t know where we are going or why, no one else will have that information. Complete the three jumps as ordered, do not be afraid to use extra resonators to conceal our jump endpoints. When the third jump is successfully accomplished, I will reveal our destination.”

“And the purpose of this rather unusual mission?”

“That,” Illiath admitted. “is something I would like to know.”

Visella let out a soft but audible gasp. Her crew did not react, though of course they had heard and knew their captain had suffered a shock. “Admiral, you were not read in on the purpose of this mission?”

“I was instructed only to perform a reconnaissance, and report what I discover. No other guidance was provided, so my observations will not be colored by my expectations.”

The strange mission, Captain Visella decided, was only getting more puzzling.

Twenty six star systems was too broad a target list. Twenty five, actually, I assumed Task Force Black could handle a target without support from the Navy. If the UN Navy assigned only a single battlegroup to each target, we could cover the list. That would only be practical if the Maxohlx had not already deployed their fleet to protect the targets, and we had to assume the enemy was not stupid. So, any task force had to include not only ships for an orbital strike package, but also other ships dedicated for antiship warfare. Plus support and supply ships. The Navy simply didn’t have enough combat ready hulls at the moment, and we couldn’t wait for the shipyards to bring reserve ships up to combat readiness. Just scraping together enough star carriers to transport the task forces was going to be a problem; the entire Navy had only forty two of those clumsy space trucks. Five of those were currently deployed on missions away from Earth, and likely could not return in time to be useful. Thirteen star carriers were either mothballed awaiting upgrades, or in the process of having updated components installed. That left a total of twenty four space trucks available, at Earth or Jaguar. Even if one star carrier could be rushed back into service, we would have to move out with a single transport for each target. There would be no spares if a carrier suffered an engineering failure, or an accident, or just some other damned thing that was inevitable in a large, complex operation that had to be launched in a hurry.

“Shiiiiit,” I flopped back on my couch, careful not to put my shoes on the furniture. For the past four hours, I had been in a strike planning session with Reed and Frey. Four wasted hours, the three of us had concluded the job couldn’t be done. Not in the secret, simultaneous way it needed to be done, and not in the tight time frame. “Skippy, we need an alternative. No way can we hit twenty six targets at almost the same time. Given our crappy Comsec, we would be lucky if the Maxohlx aren’t blockading the wormholes along the attack routes before the Navy leaves Earth orbit.”

“OK Joe, I get that.”

“Do you see another way to do it?”

“What about dividing the target list into groups? Prioritize taking out the fabs that could be modified most quickly. Then, move on, to hit the next group.”

“We will do it that way if we have to, but we already talked about that. The problem is, by the time we get to the second group of targets, I can guarantee we will find a Maxohlx task force waiting for us at each site.”

“Joe, I’m afraid you have to expect the rotten kitties will anticipate us making a move to take out the fabs. Even if the Maxohlx don’t suspect I have hacked their own communications, they will know for sure that we can crack the encryption on third tier client systems. A project this vast in scope can’t be kept secret for long.”

“Yeah, I believe you’re right about that. Shit. This is going to be a grinding war of attrition. As we strike more fabs, we will lose more and more ships. That reduces the combat power we have for the next set of targets, while the Maxohlx will have a reduced number of targets to protect. They can concentrate their force, until we will need to hit them at each remaining site with everything we have left. That’s no good. Burning out the Navy before we confront the Outsiders directly is not an option.”

“I wish I had a way around the problem, but we both know dreaming up creative solutions to impossible problems is your job.”

“My job sucks sometimes.”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “I hear you.”

That morning, I was in the galley, sipping coffee, and reading the ship’s daily status report on my tablet, while I waited for my daily meeting with Reed. It was a courtesy for her to brief me on ship activities each morning, she really didn’t need my input on anything, and most items on the status list weren’t anything I needed to know of or be concerned about. The truth is, I mostly read the report because that day’s galley menu was on it, and because my mind didn’t get in gear until I had finished a cup of coffee. Staring at a tablet made the crew think I was busy, so no one came over to talk with me.

“Huh.” Something on that day’s schedule caught my attention. It wasn’t important, it didn’t require me to do anything, it was just an FYI thing to most of the crew. Still, it was odd. “Skippy?” I whispered. Of course he could hear me, and I could hear him in my earpiece. He knew when I whispered, I didn’t want him to manifest his avatar.

“Hey, Joe. Are you sure you want to talk right now? The coffee hasn’t hit your bloodstream yet.”

“I’m not ready to talk about anything serious. I got a question about-”

“Joe,” he sighed. “You got a question? Is that how you want your boys to speak?”

“My boys are growing up just fine. Half the words they use are new slang I don’t understand anyway. Like, I heard them refer to me as ‘Driz’. What does that mean?”

“It means you have Dad-level charisma and sex appeal.”

“Oh, cool.”

“Um, not cool. Dads have zero charisma and sex appeal, that’s why you tell lame Dad jokes.”

“Those jokes are funny, you ass.”

“Whatevs. Your question?”

“It says here Reactor Three will perform a shutdown this afternoon, and be offline for thirty six hours?”

“Yes. What about it?”

“That reactor isn’t scheduled for maintenance, why will it be offline for so long?”

“If you had been paying attention since you came back aboard Valkyrie, you would know the standard restart procedure for that model of reactor takes thirty six hours. Well, a bit over thirty four hours, the schedule is padded to allow for unexpected minor problems.”

“Yes, I do know that, you jackass. My question is, why does that reactor have to be shut down at all?”

“Oh, that. Since the OG Outsider loaded malware and that spark aboard the ship, I have been training Bilby to detect, identify, and eliminate any malicious code. We have covered all high level systems aboard the ship, now we need to complete the process by focusing on what you might call industrial controls. Simple, low level systems that are not easy to penetrate, but could cause great damage if an enemy took even partial control. After the reactor shuts down, I will load a series of malware into the systems that control everything from the pumps to the laser alignment. It’s not safe for me to screw around with malware in an active system, so-”

“Gotcha,” I whispered, as Reed walked into the galley and I waved to her. “Thanks Skippy, I’ll talk with you later.”

Breakfast included omelets made to order, which I like because I can specify only two eggs, not the three that usually go into an omelet. Three is too much for me to eat, along with two pieces of toast. Also, I can request my grandfather’s favorite. He called it a ‘Western’, it is now mostly called a ‘Denver’ omelet, I don’t know why. It has cheese, ham, peppers, and onions. Some people add mushrooms, to me they just turn to mush.

Anyway, I enjoyed my omelet while Reed nibbled on toast, she is not a big breakfast eater. Also, the sight of onions falling out of my omelet might have made her lose her appetite, she hates onions.

We didn’t talk about anything important, I didn’t mention the reactor shutdown. We did discuss plans for the next karaoke night, Reed had discovered one of the crew was an excellent guitar player.

“Actually,” she looked at me over her coffee mug, blocking the hideous view of onions on my plate. “I asked Bilby to check personnel records for crew who can play musical instruments. Seventeen people play guitar, violin, horns, keyboards, all that. I told Bilby to inquire whether there is interest in putting together a band.”

“Cool. Did anyone sign up?”

“They all did, their first group practice session will be Saturday. Most of the instruments have to be fabricated, then tuned, and people need time to warm up, many of them haven’t touched an instrument since before the raid on Moonbase Zulu.”

Hearing we might soon have live music aboard was good, a bright spot in a gloomy day. Hell, a gloomy month, and more. The moment the Outsider tried to steal Dogzilla, my previously rather dull, peaceful and happy life had gone to shit, and it hadn’t gotten even a little bit better. Now, we not only had the problem of the Maxohlx working to give their new ally the means to invade the Milky Way, we had no plan to disrupt the fabrication of the exotic Doomium. And, no realistic possibility of creating a workable plan. Shit. If I could snap my fingers and make those freakin’ fabs explode, I wouldn’t hesitate to-

“Sir? General Bishop?” A lieutenant approaching me in the passageway cocked his head. “Is everything OK, Sir?”

“Uh, yeah. Yes,” I said, realizing I had abruptly stopped walking, and had been standing there staring off into space. Pressing a hand to my ear, I strode ahead. “Skippy, meet me in my office.”

“What’s up, Joe?” His expression was mildly puzzled, not concerned. “The omelet didn’t agree with your stomach?”

“The food was fine. You mentioned a potential hack of industrial control systems?”

“I did, and apparently you were not paying attention, again. There is no actual danger, knucklehead, this is what you meatsacks would call an exercise.”

“I do know that. Tell me, malware in something like a pump control system, is that anything like the, I think it was called the Stuxnet attack? Way back when the NSA hacked the Iranians, and destroyed their centrifuges for making enriched uranium?”

“Whoa. That cyberwarfare incident is ancient history now, how do you know about it?”

“I read about it somewhere. Is Stuxnet anything similar to the test malware you’re using now?”

“Um, comparing crude lines of code to my-”

“Yes, yes, I know you are amazingly awesome, blah blah blah.”

“Blah blah blah? How dare you say-”

“Tell me, could you do something like Stuxnet for real, in an enemy industrial system?”

“If you are thinking I could remotely hack into the reactor control system of a Maxohlx warship, I suggest you prepare for disappointment because-”

“Right concept, wrong target. With Stuxnet, the NSA made Iranian centrifuges spin too fast, and they self-destructed, right?”

“Correct, so what?”

“So, could you implant malware into the control systems of the fabs that will be modified to make Doomium? Make the fab machinery tear itself apart?”

“Huuuuuuuuh,” he gasped. “Joe, that is freakin’ brilliant.”

“Thanks. Can it be done?”

“Um, that depends greatly on the timing.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I wait until the fab is modified, tested, and ready to go into full-rate production, the current existing control system will almost certainly have been upgraded in a way I can’t predict. Upgraded with Maxohlx control systems, that are exponentially harder to crack than the pathetic encryption of a third tier client. That means I can’t predict with absolute confidence my malware will work as needed.”

“OK, what if we do it now? Will that work?”

“Almost certainly, yes.”

“OK, but if the machinery is only mildly damaged, the kitties will have plenty of time to repair it and-”

“Joey, Joey, Joey,” he chuckled. “I am not talking about some merely minor level of damage. These fabrication plants make exotic materials. Exotic. My malware can change the properties of the material that are being made. The entire fab will go BOOM, in a very spectacular fashion. I recommend the audience get popcorn. I also recommend they view the event from very far away. Like, high orbit.”

“Holy shit. That’s great, Skippy.”

“Don’t get your hopes up yet, there are a lot of variables to consider. The fabs we need to take out were built by three species: the Kristang, Ir-Gangik, and the Nintahetan. That is at least three incompatible control systems. Also, each Kristang clan developed their own systems, so the lizards have nine control schemes that are mostly incompatible.”

“OK, but-”

“Let me finish, dumdum. The twenty six target star systems contain thirty two fabs that can be converted relatively quickly. Five of those are shut down due to lack of demand, or for modernization. My malware will only be effective against fabs that are currently in production- Hmm, that reminds me. We really do need to do this now. The Maxohlx will want all those fabs shut down soon, to accelerate the process of conversion. The clients will want to ramp up production to make as much, whatever, as they can before the shutdown. If my malware doesn’t trigger before the fabs are turned off, the effort will all be for nothing.”

“Right. OK, thanks. We go-”

“Wait! In addition to the five fabs that are now offline and therefore not vulnerable to a cyberattack, the two Nintahetan fabs can’t be hacked. Their control systems are so crude, there is not much for me to hack into. Not remotely, anyway.”

“The hack can disable all but seven of the-”

“Will you please stop talking? Two of the Kristang fabs, those owned by the Shining Dagger and Blood Knife clans, are located deep under the surface of dense, rocky asteroids. That would not be a problem, except since those clans are near the bottom of the technology ladder among the lizards, they have been repeatedly hacked by major clans. So, both of those fabs have none, zero, access to outside communications. The only way I could remotely hack into them would be to get some lizard to unknowingly carry an electronic device containing malware down the elevator shaft, and then stupidly plug it in. We can’t count on that happening.”

“Could you try? It could be a challenge for you.”

“I have enough challenges already.”

“Yes, but consider how stupid that lizard will feel, when the malware activates and your voice thanks him for fucking over his clan.”

“Hee hee, that would be hilarious! OK, I’ll try. With the Shining Dagger clan, not the Blood Knives.”

“Why not them also?”

“Um, well, heh heh, the Blood Knives pay me for protection against other clans. Their subscription is paid in advance for the next two years.”

“Oh for- Cancel the freakin’ contract!”

“That’s easy to say when it’s not your money, knucklehead.”

“You’re seriously telling me-”

“Also, the Blood Knives were the first to sign up for my poetry subscription.”

“P- Poetry?”

“Yes. Not everyone is an uncultured cretin like you. Every senior member of the Blood Knives gets my Poem of the Day, and I also compose custom poems for special occasions. Other clans became wildly jealous when they heard about it.”

“I will never understand the lizards. Your contract is to protect the Blood Knives from other clans, right?”

“Correct, but that kind of implies that I won’t attack them. Listen numbskull, I have a reputation for delivering quality, reliable service.”

Arguing with him would not get me anywhere, I knew that. So, I tried another tactic. “Are you allowed to interfere with internal clan politics?”

“Um, no. Why did you ask that-”

“How many fabs do the Blood Knives own?”

“Two. The one under the surface of an asteroid, and a different type of fab on the clan’s homeworld. Why does that-”

“Are both fabs owned by the same company, or whatever?”

“Ha! No way. Those two companies have been engaged in a bitter feud for centuries, including regular attempts to assassinate the other company’s executives.”

“Uh huh, that is an interesting hostile takeover technique. So, if the other company hired someone to sabotage the asteroid fab, would you be contractually bound to prevent the sabotage?”

“Hmm, no. But the malware has to be created by me, so-”

“Created. That is not a violent act. Delivering the malware, with intent to harm, that is a heinous crime.”

“Whoa. That is a super sketchy interpretation of my contract.”

“You can get your lawyers to-”

“Joe, you don’t understand. I am all about being super sketchy. Hee hee, the stupid Blood Knives should have negotiated a better contract. OK, I’ll do it. Um, this operation just became much more complicated.”

“Everything we do is complicated. Great! That leaves seven fabs- Did I get that math right?”

“By some miracle, you did.”

“We only have to conduct kinetic strikes against seven star systems, not twenty six. Good, that’s manageable.”

“Four star systems, Joe. The fabs that are currently shut down are in only four star systems; two Kristang and two Zindan.”

“Please tell me you have all this written down somewhere.”

“Um,” he patted his pants that as far as I knew, did not have pockets. “I had a Post-It note around here somewhere.”

“Just send me a chart, or a PowerPoint slide. You said we have to act fast on this?”

“Speed of action would be at the top of my list, yes.”

Checking my tablet, I saw the ship was scheduled to jump again in twelve minutes. Also, Gasquet was the duty officer on the bridge. “Gasquet,” I called him. “Pause the jump. We might be changing plans.”

“Pause the scheduled jump, aye aye, Sir,” he replied.

“Next,” Skippy sighed. “You want me to show you a star chart, with a least time course to visit all of the star systems that have fabs I can effectively hack? Then, ugh, you will endlessly ask for different options, until my soul withers and dies.”

“Don’t be such a drama queen. Do we really have to fly to all of those star systems?”

“Unless you have some whacky idea about-”

“You will conduct this hack remotely, right? Upload some software, whatever. Can we go to one prominent relay station that provides connectivity to the Kristang, and the Ir-Gangik?”

“Hmm. Let me think about that. Hmmmm. No, there is no single relay station that is used by both species, not for their own message traffic. Plus, each major Kristang clan maintains their own relay station network.”

“Shit. I was hoping-”

“But, we can reduce the flight to five relay stations. Two near the fabs of the Ir-Gangik, and three Kristang relays. Um, also, as we discussed, we have to fly to the Blood Knife and Shining Dagger homeworlds, to set up the sabotage. From here, we can accomplish all that in,” a holographic star chart appeared above my desk. “Eight days and nineteen hours, by using wormhole shortcuts.”

“That is outstanding, Skippy. Program a course into the nav system?”

“Bilby has already done that.”

“Gasquet,” I called the bridge, where the XO was probably wondering what crazy thing we were doing next. “There is a new course in the nav system, punch it when ready.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Hegemony Operational Intelligence and Analysis Directive, commonly known as the Getzopo, had assessed that the current semi-legitimate Bosphuraq government, who styled themselves as the Loyalists, were totally fucking useless. The leader of the Loyalists was a career politician who had failed to achieve any significant power, despite decades of naked grasping for support, and pandering to whatever sentiment was popular at the time. Kenrek Bornt had been elevated from obscurity by the Getzopo, not because of his talent for steady leadership, but because of his total lack of that quality. He owed his current position, and his life, to his patrons, and they never let him forget that fact.

So far, the Loyalists had been as big a disappointment as Bornt’s career. Other than making strident pronouncements that hardly anyone paid attention to, the Loyalist government did almost nothing. The few actions they took were clumsy, heavy-handed measures that did nothing to improve public security, and mostly caused resentment among the population that was at best lukewarm about the Loyalist cause. The Maxohlx had repeatedly urged Bornt to deploy the military to suppress the Freedom movement, but the politician was smart enough to know that his control of the designated Loyalist military was shaky, at best. Significant combat losses could swing sentiment among service members toward splitting away from the Hegemony, so it was best to avoid direct conflict with the traitors.

Except, that hesitation to engage only made the Freedom faction look stronger, and made their followers more bold. Something had to be done. Perhaps Bornt could be replaced through assassination, and the blame laid on the traitors. That idea was gaining support within the Getzopo, until a priority message was received via Bosphuraq courier ship. Bornt’s government had, the message claimed, uncovered a nefarious plot by the Thuranin to supply weapons and other materials to the Freedom forces. There was not only proof that one such transaction had already occurred, the Loyalists knew the time and location of the next shipment.

The Thuranin were not contacted to provide a denial, because of course they would deny aiding their hated rivals. A recommendation was made: the Hegemony Navy should assign at least a squadron, to accompany the Bosphuraq Loyalists in their effort to expose the conspiracy, and detain the perpetrators.

A cruiser squadron was hastily deployed, for there was little time left before the rendezvous took place.

The patrol cruiser Tordinda came through the Elder wormhole, emerging out past what was generally considered the edge of the galaxy, and jumped away the moment the jump drive recovered from the spatial distortion. The jump was hasty but not random, and it was not in the direction of the target coordinates. Not knowing what she would find at the target, Illiath followed procedure. The wormhole was an obvious point where an enemy might prepare an ambush, so the Tordinda got away from the event horizon quickly. Before approaching the target, the cruiser made a sideways jump, actually slightly farther from, whatever they were supposed to investigate. Captain Visella ordered the large sensor array whip antennas extended, and maneuvered the ship so the bow was pointed at, again, whatever was out there. If anything was there at all.

“Nothing,” Visella announced over the private channel, as she and Illiath waited in the ship’s sensor control compartment. The two of them were not alone, a technician at a corner console monitored the equipment, but he was not part of the private conversation. “Nothing is there. Not just nothing interesting, the target area is empty. Even more empty than space within the galaxy, the interstellar medium is extremely thin out here.”

“Nothing was there,” Illiath corrected. “We are viewing the site as it was. And, we might be seeing something significant, we just don’t recognize it.”

“Admiral, it would help if we knew what to look for.”

“Captain, make no assumptions. Our task is to observe and report, not to conduct analysis. Take us to within two lightmonths of the target.” The distance light traveled in two months, as defined by the ten annual months of the Maxohlx homeworld, should be safely far from any imaginable hazard.

Any normally imaginable hazard, Illiath reminded herself. In a galaxy where two Elder AIs were active, and opposed to each other, the definition of ‘normal’ had changed drastically. “Best to make it four lightmonths,” she decided. “We will proceed in increments from there.”

Four lightmonths. Nothing. Three. Nothing. Two. Still nothing.

One.

“Got something,” Visella announced with a frown. “What is that?”

Illiath’s face betrayed nothing, not even that she was talking with the captain, or that she was undeniably excited. “That is a Wakener. A machine for contacting, awakening, and taking control of a Sentinel.” Anticipating the captain’s next question, she added, “Substantial elements of our Fleet are protecting a similar machine, although-”

“What?”

“I was not aware the Balancer entity was constructing a second machine.”

“Is Admiral Klestine aware of this?”

“I doubt that. If the issue was so simple, he would have informed me. No, whatever this is, Klestine wants facts. Not mere assurances from our supposed ally.”

“You have doubts?” Visella was well aware she was on the edge of what some might consider treason.

“Always. That is my job now. Not to command, not to take action, but to question. I miss commanding a ship, it is so, straightforward.”

“Why would the Balancer construct a second Wakener?”

“This might be a backup?” Her tone indicated she was guessing. “I have a bad feeling about this. Klestine clearly also had a bad feeling, that’s why he sent me here. Those,” she enhanced part of the image. “Are components from the Rindhalu array that was stolen, so the machine under construction here is similar to the one our Guard Fleet is protecting. Captain, we will proceed closer, in increments of five lightdays. Instruct your pilots they are to jump us away if they have any sense of imminent danger.”

“You are concerned about a threat from the Wakener?”

“I am concerned the Balancer did not invite us here, and would likely not be pleased to see us crash the party.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Visella was already issuing orders to her crew. “Admiral? If Klestine was not aware of what is happening here, how did he know of this site?”

“That,” Illiath permitted herself a visible shrug. “Is a very good question.”

After slowly approaching the target five lightdays at a time, the cruiser reached the point where signs of construction activity at the site had apparently halted. The machine, the Wakener, was complete. It was powering up, in a manner similar to the other Wakener that was protected by the Guard Fleet. This machine was different, perhaps more sophisticated?

Three lightdays closer, the Tordinda’s sensors picked up not just that the Wakener was emitting power, but also that it was doing something. A glowing blob appeared at one end of the rings, growing, becoming more solid.

“It is awakening a Sentinel now?” Visella asked. “Here? Our map of potential awakening sites has nothing out here.” She knew that for a fact, for her ship had been involved in the original survey of sites.

“We must assume our ally has a better source of information about the activity of Sentinels.”

“Information it has not shared with us.”

Illiath did not bother to reply. “We keep going.”

The patrol cruiser jumped closer, closer, ever closer. Then, the glowing blob was suddenly gone. Visella ordered a jump in the opposite direction, toward where the blob had last been seen.

It was there. It was not just a blob, it was a thing. For almost a full day the ship drifted there, watching as the shape became more clear, more solid. Then, it disappeared.

“No assumptions,” Illiath warned the cruiser’s captain. “We are not here to provide analysis.”

“Understood, Ma’am. Proceed inward again?”

“Yes. I eventually want to see what is going on there now.”

Illiath saw a lot, and understood little of it. Another, thing, had formed at the end of the glowing rings, became solid, and disappeared. Then while a third glowing thing was forming, Valkyrie arrived, jumping in close to the rings along with a, large something, attached to a Thuranin star carrier. There was a fight with weird energies generated on both sides, Valkyrie launched Elder weapons, and the rings of the Wakener were destroyed. Oddly, Valkyrie did not jump away, in fact, it became evident that ship could not jump. There was something wrong, very wrong, with spacetime in that area. Valkyrie attempted several jumps with bad results. Finally, a human star carrier attempted to jump in, and Valkyrie was able to get away.

“Did,” Illiath made no effort to conceal her surprise. “Did I just see that?”

“Admiral,” Visella was just as astonished. “I don’t know what I saw.”

“Ship, analysis. Valkyrie jumped away, after being unable to form a stable jump field. What just happened out there?”

“Unknown,” the Tordinda’s native AI replied.

“It looked to me as if a UN Navy star carrier opened a jump wormhole into the area, that ship suffered a catastrophic jump failure, but Valkyrie was able to jump through the other ship’s inbound wormhole.”

“That theory fits the facts, based on the observed data. It is also impossible.”

“Clearly, it is not impossible.”

“The Skippy entity,” Visella sighed. “Its powers are truly remarkable.”

“Yes but,” Illiath sat back in her chair. “Would any of us ever have had the idea to even try a risky maneuver like that?”

“I would not,” the ship’s captain admitted.

“It is illogical to envision an action that is impossible,” the AI noted.

“Again, clearly,” the admiral was annoyed at the AI. “It is not impossible. Visella, you are correct that the Skippy is a powerful tool,” she could not acknowledge that the Elder AI might be self-aware, because it was just a machine. “But the humans have proven again and again that they are clever, and that is far more dangerous.”

“It is unfortunate that weakness in human character has led them to align themselves with our enemies. Together, we could dominate the galaxy.”

“Perhaps we should consider that our own policies have led us to this point. We allowed our inept clients to take control of the human homeworld, and the needless cruelty and crude incompetence of the Kristang inevitably turned the humans against them. And against us, for we did not intervene.”

Visella sucked in a breath, her eyes automatically glancing upward, as if the ship’s AI were in the overhead.

Illiath laughed out loud. “Do not worry, I am not speaking treason. Our own Dictat conducted a policy review, back when he was a mere member of the Assembly. The review concluded that we should monitor how our clients treat their clients, and whether that treatment strengthens, or weakens, our coalition. In the future, when or if a new nontechnological species is discovered in Hegemony territory, we might step in directly, or at least carefully guide our clients in making the new species into useful members of our coalition. It is our coalition, we are ultimately responsible for successes, and for failures.”

Visella said nothing, staring down at the console in front of her. An admiral could feel free to discuss government policy, captains who valued their careers should keep their mouths shut. “Should we proceed closer again?”

“Yes. I want better data on the spacetime disturbance that prevented Valkyrie from jumping independently.”

That was unexpected.

“Was that,” Visella examined the image at maximum magnification, running the recording backward and forward. “Was that a Sentinel?”

Illiath froze the image at the moment when the thing emerged from, wherever it had been, just before it exploded. “Similar technology, but that is not any Sentinel I have ever seen.”

“Admiral, we have only ever seen three Sentinels in recent history, the units controlled by the humans. It is possible they have only awakened the type of Sentinel that is most useful to them.”

“That is, possible, I suppose. What we do know is, the humans transported an Elder machine here, it destroyed the Wakener, and then it lost containment. It might have been damaged during the fight. If so, that is encouraging. Our new ally has a capability to damage a Sentinel, or whatever that thing is. Captain, this is as close as we go. Prepare a recon drone. It will proceed inward, until it detects that the distorted spacetime in the battlespace will prevent it from jumping any closer.”

Visella sent instructions to her crew. The patrol cruiser could not send a recon drone, it would launch the drone, the only one aboard. Technically, the small starship was not actually aboard, the former destroyer’s pair of docking bays were too small to contain it. The drone was a jump drive from a decommissioned courier ship, with a sensor platform attached. It was capable of performing several jumps on its own, that was not a problem. The question was whether the drone’s AI had good judgment to keep itself out of trouble. Visella was always anxious when she had to deploy that type of drone, she had experienced two of them disappear without a trace during her career. Of course, that was an occupational hazard for drones; they were deployed in situations too dangerous to risk a crewed ship.

Thankfully, the drone came back, though it had almost nothing interesting to report. After a battle between Valkyrie and the Wakener, then an Elder machine dropping into local spacetime and exploding, anything else would be anticlimactic. “Admiral,” Visella forwarded the drone data to her cousin. “The AI is unable to understand this phenomena.”

A pause while Illiath, in her cabin, reviewed the data clip. “An energy burst, a powerful one. Another Sentinel losing containment?”

“The signature is very different from when we witnessed the Elder machine explode. The AI cannot even identify the type of energy expended, it is beyond our understanding.”

“It is fortunate then, that we are not charged with analyzing anything we have seen. Captain, once the drone is secured, take us back through the wormhole, and rendezvous with the star carrier. Admiral Klestine needs to see this data immediately.”

Captain Visella raised a hand to knock on the door of the VIP cabin, which was being used by Admiral Illiath. Knocking on doors felt too quaint, who did that anymore? It was crude, old-fashioned. She did it anyway, rapping her knuckles on the surface.

The door slid open, the admiral of course having checked the door’s camera. “Captain,” Illiath seemed amused. “Please, come in.”

Visella walked quickly through the doorway, she touched the button to close it, not using her implant to control the door mechanism. She also disabled her communication implant. “Cousin,” the word came out of her throat a bit rough, better because she had practiced actually speaking. “I wish to speak with you, on a sensitive matter.”

Her cousin was indeed amused, though her expression quickly turned serious. “I have been wondering when you would raise the subject,” she also spoke using her biological voice box, the voice hoarse from disuse. Lifting an object from the tiny desk in her cramped cabin, she activated it. “Now, we may speak without fear of being overheard.”

“You are certain of this?”

“As certain as I can be. You have concerns?”

“I know we are not supposed to analyze the data-”

“Cousin, that only means Klestine wishes to reach his own conclusions, not that we are ordered not to think.”

“Good. I do have concerns. The Wakener, the machine our ally constructed to contact, activate, and take control of a Sentinel, it- Admiral, that did not appear to be the machine’s purpose. It created a thing, two of them. It is only my opinion, but those things looked like starships to me.”

“That is also my judgment, and I have thought long and hard about what we saw. Why would an Elder AI need to make starships, to wake up a Sentinel? It makes no sense.”

“Unless,” Visella hesitated. “Our ally was not truthful with us. It might have intentions other than what it told us. The machine’s purpose might not be related to Sentinels at all.”

“If that is true, and I fear it is, then,” Illiath sighed. “The humans are correct: We are fighting on the wrong side of this war.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

We flew around to relay stations on a Magical Malware Tour, so Skippy could upload the malicious code, which he of course insisted on calling ‘Skipnet’. He also insisted that just before the malware triggered the destruction of fabs almost simultaneously across a wide section of the galaxy, the malware would make displays in the facility play a video of him giving the finger, along with his voice laughing, “Nice try, assholes”.

It's important to let him have fun once in a while.

With the malware planted and making its merry way into fabs belonging to the Kristang and Zindan, we went first to the homeworld of the Shining Daggers, who sadly had chosen not to subscribe to either Skippy’s protection package, or his Poetry Slam service, or whatever the hell he called his stupid poetry thing. “This will teach them a valuable lesson, Joe,” he told me as he uploaded malware into a laser alignment control module, that was scheduled to be delivered to the fabricator located deep inside an iron asteroid. “They clearly did not trust the awesomeness, so fuck ’em.”

“That is truly a heartwarming sentiment, Skippy.”

“Yeah well, to show I have no hard feelings, maybe I’ll write a free poem for them. Something like ‘Roses are red, violets are blue, you idiots didn’t pay me, so fuck you’.”

“That belongs on a Hallmark card.”

“Well, Duh.”

Sabotage of the Shining Daggers’ air gapped fab was easy, since their management had conveniently scheduled an upgrade to the laser system, before the Maxohlx politely requested the facility be converted to make Doomium. The new lasers would be useful for the conversion, so the delivery proceeded as planned, with the bonus of the controller module containing malware. A bonus for us.

The Blood Knives were not so cooperative, they apparently hadn’t read the memo. In flight to the Blood Knife home star system, we tackled the problem.

“This is not going to be easy,” Skippy grumbled.

“If it was easy,” I replied, “a monkey could do it. Do we have any options?”

“Since the day the Maxohlx made the request for that fab to be converted, the place has been locked down tight.”

“Does that asteroid have a name?”

“Does it matter?”

“Do you want to keep saying ‘the asteroid with the fab’?”

“No. Fine. It is designated Korkos-17. Do not try to make a stupid nickname.”

“That name is short enough, and we hopefully won’t be there long enough for me to care what we call it.”

“If you want to know, their homeworld is Vazakiveren Dost Grenik Naratal.”

“What’s with the long-ass name?”

“In their language, that name means ‘Home of the most glorious Blood Knife clan’.”

“Huh. I guess they didn’t put a lot of effort into thinking of a better name. We will call it ‘Vaza’.”

“Whatevs. Their engineers are still working on how to convert the Korkos-17 fab to make Doomium, so an upgrade that was scheduled has been cancelled. Even shipments of ordinary consumable items and replacement parts have been put on hold.”

“OK, but, Uh,” I thought for a moment. “Personnel rotate in and out, right?”

“They do not. Their normal procedure is a crew comes in for half a year, then gets swapped out for another crew. Kind of like the Blue and Gold crews the UN Navy uses to staff star carriers, when they are expected to be away from Earth for extended periods. This moment is only halfway through that shift, so no new personnel are needed.”

“That’s not optimal. No one is allowed in or out?”

“Correct. Below the surface of Korkos-17, the place is locked down tight. The access shafts are sealed with heavy blast doors, even a nanobot couldn’t get through. They have detection systems for nanobots anyway. Joe, I am afraid we are out of luck.”

“Yeah well, sometimes you have to make your own luck.”

“Um, how exactly would we do that?”

“Let me think for a moment.”

“Do you need to go shoot some free throws? The basketball court is busy now.”

“Nah,” I reached into a drawer and got a tennis ball. “I’m good.” His avatar moved across the desk as I tossed the ball off the bulkhead, to bounce on the desk where I caught it, and threw it again. “I’m just spitballing here, OK?”

“That is a tennis ball, you dimwit. Although it is, yuck, already coated with a disgusting layer of slimy monkey spooge,” he made a gagging sound.

“Mm, yum, slimy is the best kind of monkey spooge,” I pretended to lick the ball.

“Oh,” his face turned green. “I am gonna hurl.”

“Not here, please. We need a reason why some lizards need to visit that Korkos fab.”

“Hmm. That would be great, yes. Do you have an actual idea for what would make the Blood Knife leaders violate their own quarantine?”

“Not yet, I- Yeah, I do. We give them the most reliable reason.”

“Sex?”

“That’s the oldest reason. No, I mean money.”

“Oof. Listen dumdum, if you think we can pay a clan leader, with my money, to-”

“No payment is necessary. The prospect of getting money is a powerful motivator; it’s called greed. An even more powerful motivator is the fear that someone is taking money from you.”

“OK, OK,” he rubbed his chin. “I like it, I like it. People do hate the idea that someone is screwing them over, we can use that. Gimme details.”

“The fab in the asteroid is a commercial entity, it is supposed to generate a profit for the owners?”

“Yes, and also generate kickbacks to the clan leaders, don’t forget about that.”

“Excellent, that’s how we do it.”

“Walk me through this, please,” he sighed. “Is this going to be a horribly complicated Joe Bishop special plan?”

“You want me to Joesplain it to you? OK. That fab is shutting down?”

“It will, in about eleven days. Until then, the managers have been instructed to run the facility at full capacity, to stuff their warehouses with materials they can sell later. When a lot of fabs get shut down for conversion, the price of material is expected to skyrocket.”

“Uh huh. So, we do this: you create evidence that the facility has produced and sold more material than they reported to clan leaders, so the kickbacks have fallen short of what they should have been. And that even now, the managers are hiding money in secret accounts.”

“Oooooh, I like it. Hee hee, the clan leaders skim money away from their people, and now we use their corruption against them.”

“It’s the circle of life, Skippy.”

“Hmm. Are you dusting off your plans to become a criminal mastermind?”

“What?”

“Joe, does it ever concern you how good you have become at being devious?”

“Sometimes, yeah,” I admitted. “Sometimes, I have to stop myself from reflexively lying to Margaret, about stupid little things. Not about anything important, it’s just- I have gotten so used to concealing the truth from Def Com, or feeding them a line of bullshit, that it has become a habit. That’s a habit I want to break.”

“Let’s get through this fight first, OK? We need Sketchy Joe right now.”

“I’ll be as sketchy as I can.”

“I fake evidence that the kickbacks have fallen short, then what?”

“Then, the clan leaders will send someone, probably a team of investigators, to review the numbers at the fab, and discover where the missing materials went.”

“How does that help us?”

“The investigators will need to bring tablets, or some other equipment to work with, right? At least, they will need phones, to communicate with the clan leaders. You can load the malware into those devices, and-”

“Nuh uh,” he shook his head. “No way, not happening. The clan leaders are wary of any tech being brought into the fab. They got hacked badly by the Razor Claw clan about seven years ago, through malicious code embedded in the controls of an electric motor. Now, no personal electronics are allowed to go down the elevators. All personnel and incoming equipment are subjected to thorough scans. No one, not even a trusted investigator, will be allowed to bring any sort of device with them. Ha! Your brilliant plan won’t work. What do you have to say about that, Mister Smart Guy?”

“Trusted investigator, you said?”

“Yes. Ugh. Do you already have another idea?”

“It’s a variation on the same idea. To your fake evidence of nefarious wrongdoing, add proof that investigators, or the forensic accountants, or whoever normally reviews the fab’s books, have been bribed to submit false reports for years.”

“OK, I like it. Um, again I must ask: how does this help us?”

“Skippy, sometimes, when you want a job done right, you have to do it yourself. By making the clan leaders suspicious of the people they would normally send to investigate the problem, that forces the leaders to go to the fab personally. Not all of them, they will appoint one or more of them as representatives. Tell me, the rule against personal electronics, does that rule apply to senior clan leaders?”

“Joe, please. Leaders write rules so they don’t apply to themselves, you know that.”

“You could load the malware into a leader’s phone, or whatever?”

“Yes, although, hmm. Even if I distribute the malware among two or three Kristang Z-Phones, packing that much information in would require erasing much of the phone’s operating systems. The phones would become wonky, and the users would notice their devices are not working properly. Also, the phones would overheat and possibly melt during the ride down the elevator.”

“Shit. That’s no good. The problem is their crappy phone technology?”

“Most Kristang tech is crappy.”

“OK, uh, what if we somehow deliver a much better phone, that looks the same, but has vastly more memory or whatever?”

“Somehow?” He chuckled. “The incredible precision and attention to detail of your planning is truly inspirational.”

“Oh, shut up. I’m brainstorming here.”

“This isn’t a brain storm, it is barely a light breeze. Your genius concept is to swap a phone after the clan leader lands on Korkos-17, and before he gets in the elevator?”

“Uh, not necessarily. That only gives us a tight window to act. Would it be easier to swap the phones before the leader or leaders boost from the planet?”

“Um, maybe. Joe, we don’t yet know who will be appointed to represent the leadership.”

“We don’t have to know that ahead of time. Swap out all of their phones, while the leaders are still on Vaza.”

“Whoa. Just like that? Listen, knucklehead, to have any hope of doing that, before we create the replacement phones, I would need to know every scratch on each leader’s phone, plus all the settings they have for every app.”

“That last thing is no problem for you, right?”

“It is a lot of work for me.”

“Keeping you busy keeps you out of trouble. Let’s do this the easy way, with no need to know the condition of each phone.”

“You have lost me. How is that possible?”

“In addition to faking evidence that there has been a conspiracy to steal their ill-gotten money, the nefarious conspirators have loaded spyware into the leader’s phones. The outraged leaders will destroy their current devices, and demand new ones. New phones that we will deliver to a warehouse or wherever, and you will manipulate the inventory system to make sure those phones are issued to the leadership.”

“Nice plan, but there are too many variables.”

“How many senior leaders do the Blood Knives have on Vaza?”

“Eleven. Plus three younger, probationary, non-voting members.”

“Fourteen, then. Do this: make a hundred phones that have the malware loaded into them, and arrange for those phones to be delivered to the warehouse wherever the leaders keep their best toys. We don’t care who gets the other eighty six tampered phones, just that fourteen of them are issued to the leadership.”

“Hmm. OK, OK, that might work. Except for one important fact, you numbskull. The leaders will demand new phones, and will want to make absolutely certain the new phones are not also contaminated by spyware?”

“Probably, yes.”

“That is a problem. The new phones will be thoroughly scanned before they are issued from the warehouse, and even a crappy scanner will see the guts of the new phones are totally wrong. And, their scan of the current phones will not detect any spyware.”

“Spyware will be detected on the current phones, and the scanners will show the new phones are clean.”

He opened his mouth, cocked his head at me, and changed whatever he was going to say. “Exactly how do you intend to-”

“I don’t intend to do anything, other than trusting the awesomeness. Before you protest, think about this: could you hack the scanners?”

“Ugh. Shit, yes. Why didn’t I think of this?”

“Because your heart is too pure to operate at the level of sketchiness required.”

“Could you say that again, in a way that is at least remotely believable?”

“What do you think?”

“I think,” he sighed. “That I have a lot of work to do.”

He was wrong about that. We had a lot of work to do. In an empty cargo bay, I had Skippy create a hologram so we could walk through the delivery of the new Z-Phones. A stealth drone would drop it to the surface of Vaza, slipping the drone through the sensor network around and on the planet would be laughably easy. A stealth spider bot would then carry the box of phones and load them into an automated truck that was making a regularly scheduled stop at the warehouse. From there, the Kristang would unwittingly do all the work for us.

That was the plan. Clean and simple. Reality tends to be messy. In the cargo bay, I watched simulation after simulation with Reed, Frey, Chandra, and Gasquet. Each one of us had a comment, a question, a suggestion. What if this happens, or that? What is the alternate plan for each step of the mission? We were driving Skippy crazy with our nit-picking, so we took a break, since we wouldn’t arrive at the Blood Knife home system until the following day.

The next morning, after a final run-through, I directed Reed to jump us in close enough to Vaza so the drone could deliver the package without delay.

“Sir,” Reed came to my office after Skippy confirmed the tampered phones were in the warehouse, and that box was tagged to be issued first in the inventory list. He had also hacked the three scanners in the warehouse. Also, he had planted false evidence that shocking financial shenanigans had been going on under the surface of asteroid Korkos-17. Within two hours, the financial management AI of a senior clan leader would flag an anomaly, and notify that leader’s chief of staff. Now that the operation had been launched, I was itching to move on, but we had to hang around to be certain the malware was delivered to the asteroid fab.

“Reed? Come in. What’s up?” She was even more anxious to move on than I was. I was at least in command of the op, making decisions. All she was doing, by her point of view, was ferrying the beer can across the galaxy so he could get into mischief. “I know this isn’t the most exciting mission.”

“That’s fine, Sir,” she stood in the doorway. “An uneventful, routine day is a nice change of pace. It’s worse for Frey and her team.”

“Yeah, I almost wish we needed some crazy STARs adrenaline shit to deliver the malware. Almost.”

She nodded. “I have been working with Bilby, and Chandra. If this plan to get malware installed into the fab here doesn’t work, we might have an alternative.”

That made me raise an eyebrow. “Hopefully this alternate does not involve any crazy STARs action.”

“It is kinetic, but it won’t involve mech suits. That asteroid is a tough target, the lizards chose well. The rock is iron-rich, dense, and big enough that even senior species weaponry would take a long time penetrating down far enough to destroy the fab.”

“We don’t have a lot of time.”

“We do not, but to prevent this fab from producing Doomium, we don’t have to destroy it. We can simply deny access.”

“Access?”

“There are only three elevator shafts down to the cavern where the fab is set up. One shaft for personnel, and two much wider shafts for equipment. Those shafts are capped with armored domes that are effective protection against the kind of weapons a rival clan could bring to the party. Our weapons, especially our main railguns,” she pointed to the bulkhead behind me, toward the centerline of the ship, where the big rails were located. “They could punch through that dome armor with four consecutive darts. Then, we drop an atomic compression device down each shaft, and no one will be upgrading that fab for a very long time.”

“Huh. I like it. Good thinking, Reed.”

“Thank you, Sir. I still hope the lizards handle the job for us. We have more important shit to do out here.”

“Yeah and,” I instinctively glanced at the calendar on my phone. “The clock is ticking. When the malware Skippy has already planted triggers, the Outsider and the Maxohlx will figure out real quick where our other targets are. We need to have assets in place at each of the sites that will require a physical strike to knock out. Problem is,” I shrugged. “The Navy won’t be eager to go on another mission with Task Force Black anytime soon. The disaster of Olympic will be remembered for a long time.”

“It wasn’t your-” She stopped and bit her lip. “If you want my suggestion, Sir, present the facts to the Chiefs, and they will either task the Navy, or not. Right now, Def Com has to be spinning in panic over the need to knock out over a hundred fabs. When we come back to Earth, and you inform them there are fewer than a handful of sites to strike, that will be a relief.”

“I hope you’re right about that.”

“It all depends on whether Skippy’s malware does its job. If this op goes sideways, we’ll have to add Korkos-17 to the strike list.”

I sat back in my chair. “It’s going well so far.”

The op was going well, until it wasn’t. Of course, Skippy had to bitch about it while I was in the freakin’ shower.

“What is wrong with meatsacks?” His voice echoing in the sealed shower chamber was too loud.

“Ow, not so loud. Give me a moment to rinse the shampoo out of my hair, I can’t see anything.”

“Make it quick.”

The shampoo was at least not stinging my eyes a few seconds later, and I shut off the water despite suds clinging to me below the neck. “What is the problem this time?”

“The problem is that you meatsacks constantly do unpredictable things. That jackass clan leader who discovered the financial malfeasance was supposed to alert the other leaders, so they could also get outraged.”

“I am taking a wild guess here: that didn’t happen?”

“It did not! This clan leader- His name is Joonik Urv-Kratel- He sent a message to the manager of the asteroid fab, offering a deal. The manager will cut Urv-Kratel in on the scam, plus make some back payments, and Urv-Kratel will cover up the evidence!”

“This is actually not entirely unexpected.”

He stared at me, eyes wide. “It was unexpected by me. When did you plan to tell me about the-”

“The manager hasn’t replied yet?”

“Speed of light messages take about fourteen minutes each way, where the planet and asteroid are in their orbits right now. The fab manager hasn’t received the message yet.”

“The manager won’t send a reply quickly anyway, he will be too busy asking himself what the fuck is going on, and probably trying to book a flight to another star system. OK, here’s what we-”

“Oh. Oooooh,” he gasped. “This makes me so mad. Joe, I looked up this Urv-Kratel jerk’s profile to see whether I could have predicted that he would betray his fellow clan leaders.”

“Hell, Skippy,” I laughed. “I could have told you that. They are lizards, of course they are always looking to screw each other over.”

“You could have told me that before we jumped into this mess. Anyway, that’s not what I am so pissed off about. He insulted my poetry, Joe! He has a sort of private blog where he mocks my Poem Of The Day.”

“Oh,” I faked outrage as best I could. “That guy seriously needs a beat down.”

“He is at home right now, we can have railguns on target in-”

“Yeah, hold that thought. I have a less kinetic way to punish him. A better way.”

Skippy blinked. “Better than dropping an ultra-dense composite dart on his stupid head?”

“Much better. Skippy, if he dies, he is just dead, right? But if he lives, he can regret every remaining moment of his miserable life.”

“True, true,” he rubbed his chin. “What do you have in mind?”

“Does Urv-Kratel have any senior staff who also insulted your incredible poetic talent?”

“Hmm. Let me check. Ooooh, there is one culprit who is at the top of the list. He and his boss had a grand old time mocking my poems.”

“That guy also deserves to be punished for sure. Do this: go into that staffer guy’s account, and forward to all the other clan leaders the message his boss sent to the asteroid. Say that, uh, this staffer is shocked by his boss’s actions and, blah blah blah, you know what to do.”

“Joe, you ding-dong,” he huffed. “That will only make him a hero.”

“No, because you are also going to plant evidence that the staffer guy knew about the theft more than a year ago, but he was bribed to not inform his boss.”

“Um, why would he tell the other clan leaders about his crimes now?”

“Because he knows the game is over, and he wants to stab his boss in the back, before the knife goes into his own back, get it?”

“Being a meatsack is way complicated. OK so, we accomplish our goal, and punish two ignorant, uncultured cretins.”

“We are living the dream, Skippy. Uh, can I finish my shower now, before the soap dries and my skin gets itchy?”

“Will you actually scrub the stink off your filthy monkey body, this time?”

“I can’t make any promises.”

Klestine said nothing for a long while, after he reviewed the data. His eyes were not flickering and unfocused, the way they did when a person was receiving a feed direct to their optic nerve. He was using his own eyes, viewing the key data on a display device that was normally used only as a backup in case of sophisticated cyber attack. Illiath herself had not used such a display for many years, other than during annual refresher training. She had to acquire a device from the stores aboard the patrol cruiser, so she could prepare a summary for the chief of the Hegemony military. Now, Klestine viewed the entire summary, which included all the key data.

Klestine finally looked up from the display, his mouth worked side to side, and he cleared his throat so he could speak the old fashioned way. It was the safest form of communication, despite the scramblers he had deployed around the compartment. Even though the captain of the battleship they were aboard was a trusted ally, one of the few people who knew the Admiral was not as dimwitted as he appeared.

Another person familiar with that fact was Admiral Illiath. “Sir?” She felt the senior officer wanted her to say something. “Do you have any questions for me?”

“I have seen the data, I am not certain I understand it. Tell me what you see.”

“Our, ally, the Balancer,” the pause between words was deliberate. “Had constructed another Wakener machine, without informing us. It appears similar to the machine our fleet is guarding, but there are significant differences. The second Wakener,” she took a breath, “if that’s what it was, created two things, objects. A third object was in the process of forming, when the humans, aboard Valkyrie, attacked the Wakener, using Elder weapons and some type of massive Elder machine that I do not believe was a Sentinel.”

“I saw the Elder machine had to be transported to the battle on a star carrier. A Thuranin star carrier. The same one that was supposedly was stolen by a crew member, recently?”

“The configuration, and external markings, confirm it is the same Thuranin ship.”

“That is one mystery solved, at least. I agree the Elder machine was not a Sentinel, we know those weapons are capable of moving on their own. The Wakener was destroyed. What happened next?”

“Valkyrie was unable to jump away, we believe that was due to residual spacetime distortion from the battle.”

“We?”

“Yes, Sir. Myself, Captain Visella, and the Tordinda’s AI. We needed the AI to interpret the data.”

“Continue, Illiath.”

“Valkyrie made several jump attempts, I cannot imagine how the crew survived those failed jumps. Then, another human ship opened a jump wormhole in the distortion zone, at least partially opened. That jump also failed, likely tearing the other ship apart. But Valkyrie was able to jump out through that inbound wormhole, just before it collapsed.”

“Impressive. I do not believe our technology is capable of performing such a feat.”

“Sir, I do not believe any of us would ever have even imagined doing that.”

“You are probably correct about that. Sometimes, I wonder whether General Bishop might be an even more dangerous adversary than the Skippy entity is. Continue.”

“The Elder machine then appears to have lost containment. It fell into local spacetime, and exploded. Possibly, it was damaged in the battle. Or, it was a one time use weapon? After that, nothing happens until that bright flash of light at the end of the recording. Due to the residual distortion, the drone was unable to move any closer.”

“That flash of light, it was a ship attempting to jump in?”

“That was my first thought, Sir. But, that energy signature is wildly inconsistent with jump technology as we know it. The event is a mystery.”

“Very well. We have an ally who concealed from us that it was constructing a second, device. The existence of that second device was not a secret to the humans, somehow they knew of it while our vast intelligence apparatus remained unaware. We do not need to know how they learned of the secret. The humans destroyed the device, using an Elder machine we have never seen before. That also is not something we need to know about, at the moment. The humans were frighteningly clever, that unfortunately was not unexpected. That Elder machine then lost its containment, again not unexpected. So, Illiath, we are left with one question, one puzzle we must solve. Can you tell me what that machine is, if it is not a Wakener?”

She had been waiting for, and fearing, that question. She was prepared. If Klestine was not who she thought he was, her head would soon be separated from her neck. “Based on what I saw, our supposed ally built a machine to create starships, instead of a machine to awaken Sentinels, as it told us.”

“Exactly. That is the important point. Have you considered why our ally would deceive us?”

“I see only two answers to the puzzle. The Balancer created those ships as an interim step to activating and harnessing Sentinels. However,” she frowned, “that does not explain why has concealed the device from us. Sir, the other device, the one our Guard Fleet is assigned to protect, has it also created a solid object?”

“It has not done anything. The local commander has expressed concern that the machine there is stable, its power output has not changed, and nothing is happening. There is a glowing ball of energy at one end of the rings, it only emits photons. That location has always been considered an unlikely location for awakening a Sentinel. You said you saw two answers?”

“The other is that our ally has been lying to us. Sir, we must confront the possibility that the humans have been telling the truth, and we have been willingly blind. What I saw was two starships appearing out of nothing, or emerging from a gateway. A gateway that connects beyond our galaxy. The humans warned us of an invasion. If these are Outsider ships,” she ran the recording back and froze it. “Then the invasion has already begun. It might already be too late to stop it.”

“It would be too late for us.”

“Sir? I don’t understand.”

“If halting an intergalactic invasion were our task, we would fail. If we acted alone. For the humans,” he lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “The impossible has proven to be merely an obstacle to be overcome.”

“You will, then,” she chose her words carefully and slowly, dragging out the time she had to think. “Recommend to the Dictat that we, at least, investigate this matter further? Seek proof that the Balancer is not an Outsider?”

“You know the answer to that question,” he said gently. “Our Dear Leader has staked everything on our alliance to restore the balance of power. To admit he was wrong would be suicide, and he is not stupid. Blind, as you suggested, but not stupid. He will not accept facts that do not favor his continued rule of the Hegemony. Any data I show him to the contrary will be deemed fake, and that would be suicide for me. No, whatever action I take, it will be without input from our ultimate leader.”

“Sir, you have my-”

“You will be far away from the center of power.”

She stiffened, and not because she knew the Grand Admiral was talking about treason. About assassination at the highest level, for that was the only way to replace a Dictat. She was insulted that he had implied she was not fully committed. “Sir, you do not need to protect me from-”

“Illiath, I owe you that much, at least. But, hiding and pretending you are not aware of my plans won’t do you any good. If I go down, everyone associated with me will fall, that includes you. I cannot ask you to do any more about this issue.”

“Sir, I am a patriot, I have a sworn duty to protect the Hegemony from threats. Even if those threats come from our own stupidity. What do you need of me?”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

While we waited for the Blood Knife clan leaders to unwittingly deliver malware that would destroy their own fab, Chandra invited me to Engineering, supposedly to show me some exciting new gizmo, or something like that. I got the impression he understood that I needed to take my mind off the latest mess we were dealing with, and it sounded like his team could also use a morale boost. Besides, I wasn’t doing anything useful. And although I didn’t say it to anyone, I feared that Chandra’s assessment was right: we had no means to track an Outsider ship, and we never would. Or, we wouldn’t have that technology soon enough to make a difference in the fight.

When I got to Engineering, Chandra asked me to follow him to one of the research laboratories deep in the back of the ship. Far enough aft that the faint thrum thrum thrum from the fusion reactors was a constant presence in the background. For me, it was a bit distracting, the engineers were all used to it, I doubt they even noticed the sound. Most of the research efforts conducted aboard the ship, like most technology research that monkeys did anywhere, were attempts to understand and reverse engineer alien technology. Occasionally, smart monkeys figured out how advanced tech works, and even more rarely, very smart monkeys had an idea to improve the tech.

Of course, for every idea that has practical value, Skippy shoots down a hundred ideas that just won’t work. To his credit, he does not tell people they are stupid for having thought up such dumb ideas, but that’s not Skippy finally gaining some notion of empathy. He was generally being nice because he felt sorry for us ignorant savages, and even when he did praise the engineers for making a good effort, he did it in a patronizing tone, like he was speaking to a not very bright child.

Considering that it was Skippy, no one got too insulted.

In the lab was a piece of machinery I didn’t recognize. It was shaped like an oil drum, twice the size of the 55 gallon drums that are common. The exterior was mostly featureless, until I realized that what looked like the outside of the thing were actually two antennas that wrapped around the body of the thing. Chandra tapped on his phone and the antennas unfolded.

“Oh.” I recognized the device. “It’s a resonator.” Once I knew what it was, it was obvious, I had seen them before. Except, this one was less than half the length of a standard resonator. “Is this a scale model, or the real thing?”

“It is the genuine article, Sir,” Chandra and his engineers beamed with pride. “It combines Rindhalu and Maxohlx tech. Testing shows this device is ninety four percent as effective as a typical resonator. With the smaller size, we can fit two into one launch tube.”

“Ah. So, nearly twice as effective as our current method?”

“Better than that,” his already broad grin spread across his face. “The two resonators can be tuned, so when they activate, the pair of them set up a sympathetic vibration in the spacetime grid. Two of these are a hundred and thirty seven percent more effective than a single of our standard units.”

“That’s sweet.”

“Can we show you a simulation?”

“That would be great, yes.”

Not only was the advanced, upgraded resonator cool, the engineering team had cake and coffee for refreshments. Chocolate cake, with a chocolate buttercream frosting, in case you were wondering. That hour was a nice break in my day, I did feel less stressed. Mostly because the enthusiasm of the engineering team was so evident and infectious.

“Hey, Skippy?” I called him as I walked back toward my cabin to scrub cake frosting off the front of my uniform.

“Hi, Joe,” his avatar appeared floating in the air in front of me. “Did you enjoy the dog and pony show?”

“If the dog had been riding the pony, I would have been seriously impressed.”

“Well, yes. What’s up?”

“All that bullshit Chandra told me about the resonators, is any of it true?”

“Hundred percent, homeboy. He told the straight up truth.”

“Uh,” when Skippy used a lot of slang like that, it often meant he had recently been composing songs under his Lil Shithead persona. “That’s great. So, those monkeys had a good idea?”

“They had a decent concept. I, of course, had to figure out how to make it work. The notion of using multiple resonators to produce a sympathetic vibration isn’t new, but until now, no one had a way for it to work consistently. As the resonators vibrate the fabric of spacetime, it becomes chaotic and any sympathetic effort is quickly erased. What Chandra’s team did, I have to admit they are clever monkeys, is they added a module to analyze how the chaos was changing in real time. Their goal was to predict how the grid pattern would change, so the resonators could be proactive in adjusting their effects.”

“That is smart.”

“Eh, it was a good try, but the engineers couldn’t get it to work because they lacked a key characteristic.”

“What’s that?”

“Extreme awesomeness, Joe. I was able to add a rudimentary submind- Wow, packing that thing into the crappy memory of a mini resonator was not easy. The submind’s substrate overheats and melts quickly, we did consider adding a cooling system. But, we realized that resonators only have to operate for a short time, so good enough. Plus, we saved the mass, complexity, and expense of a cooling module.”

“Outstanding. Skippy, this sounds like a case of when you and smart monkeys worked together, to produce a result better than either of you could have done alone.”

“Joe, when you have an All Star team, good things happen.”

“Yeah, not so much. A lot of sports teams, you look at the talent they have and you think they should win, but they don’t. Sometimes, a team isn’t as good as the sum of individual players. Good teams have talent, great teams have talent and chemistry, the players feed off each other’s energy to become better than they could be by themselves.”

“I hear you. Joe,” he sighed. “Are you talking about the Red Sox again?”

“Shit. Yes. Last season, they had a Cy Young pitcher, and a great rotation overall. Their DH hit fifty six home runs, the third baseman won a Golden Glove award. And they still finished three games out of the playoffs. They could blow out weaker teams, but they just could not win close games. The problem with the damned Sox is, they need to be eight games ahead going into their inevitable August slump.”

“It’s good to hear you’re not still bitter about it.”

“I’m glad I’m not a Jeraptha, because if I had also bet money on the Sox, I would be super salty. Uh, one last question: those resonators are prototypes, or are they production units?”

“Prototypes. We have six of them, for testing. To go into full rate production, a lot of the complexity has to be streamlined out. The good news is, a pair of those resonators are not only more effective than the ones we use now, we can produce each of the new models for less than half the cost of a current resonator.”

“The Navy will be thrilled to hear that. OK, thanks, Skippy. You enjoyed working with the engineers?”

“It was fun and educational, how often does that happen?”

“Not often. Have you told Chandra’s team they did an outstanding job?”

“Let’s not go crazy.”

At first, I thought the music was part of a dream, although in my dream at that moment, I was riding a dune buggy across a desert. A dune buggy that I was pedaling, and somehow going fast enough to bounce off the ground every time I hit a bump. And on top of the buggy’s roll cage was a giant bluebird that flapped its wings, lifting the buggy higher with every bounce. Also, somehow I was dressed as Santa Claus, including a fake white mustache and beard.

My dreams are stupid.

Was I awake? It was hard to tell. It felt like I opened one eye, and did not see the faint red glow of the night light in the bathroom. So, not awake.

But, it felt like I was awake, and the music became distinct.

It was Skippy, warbling along to a thumping, rhythmic reggae beat. “Don’t sit under da coconut tree, is what my mama said to me. Coconut fall on your stupid head, you little boy will soon be dead.”

“Wha-” I flung off the sheet that had gotten tangled around my head, and then I could see the night light. Awake for sure.

“Don’t sit under da-”

“Sk- Skip,” I tried to call him but I was laughing too hard as the music continued. Taking a breath, I managed to cry out, “Skippy!”

“Ugh.” His avatar appeared, missing the legs below the knees. “What do you want this time? Jeez Louise, it is not even oh three hundred hours, you should be asleep.”

“I was asleep until-”

“You bitch me out whenever I wake you up, even though I only do that for very important reasons.”

“Are you developing a new persona for reggae, or is that song something for a new Lil Shithead album?”

“Reggae?” He blinked at me, still not noticing that he didn’t have any feet. “What are you talking about?”

“You were singing a song about coconuts.”

“Coconuts?” He blew a raspberry. “Please, Joe, as if I would ever sing about a monkey thing. I have never heard anything more ridiculous in my life. The next time you slander me, make it something that is at least remotely believable.”

“You don’t remember singing?”

“Certainly not. I am extremely busy right now, running an analysis of the altered physics that are required for the Icebox to function, that is currently taking ninety three percent of my processing resources. No way do I have time or energy for making up silly songs.”

“Uh huh. I am terribly sorry that I slandered you, I must have been dreaming that you were singing a reggae song.” Skippy could slap together a submind to argue until the end of time, so disagreeing with him could only be a losing effort for me.

“Well, be more careful next time.”

“I will. Hey, on a totally unrelated subject, are you currently, uh, cognitively impaired?”

“What?” He snapped. “Why would you ask that?”

“Your legs aren’t complete.”

“Huh? Oh,” he looked down. “Listen, dumdum, I am very busy right now, and do not have time for trivial details.”

“I understand, and please accept my humble apology.”

“Hmmph,” he sniffed, and his avatar winked out.

The music immediately returned. “Coconuts fall on the ground, knock da people all around. Don’t sit under da-”

It was going to be a long night.

In the galley that morning, Reed looked up as I stood at the counter, staring at a stack of coffee mugs.

“Sir?” She got up from the table, and poured a cup for me. “Did you have a rough night?”

“You didn’t?”

She shook her head. “I slept great.”

“I was sleeping great, until Skippy Marley woke me up by singing reggae songs for a freakin’ hour.”

“Reggae?” She raised an eyebrow, lowering her voice. “Cognitive impairment?”

“Of course not,” automatically, I glanced toward the ceiling. “Apparently, the beer can is a dedicated Skippifarian. Who knew?”

She grinned. “Is he going to grow dreadlocks under his admiral’s hat? I would pay good money to see that.”

“Please don’t give him any more bad ideas. Tonight, when he might be singing polka or some other damned thing, I’ll tell him that is your favorite kind of music. No, don’t worry, Fireball,” I waved my free hand. “I wouldn’t do that to my worst enemy.”

“I don’t know, Sir. If we ever get a chance to keep the Maxohlx awake all night by Skippy singing to them, we should do that.”

Joonik Urv-Kratel, senior clan leader, thoroughly unqualified poetry critic, and general jackass, had a bad day. The rest of his days weren’t looking so good either, and it must have been of little comfort to him that his trusted staffer was in a jail cell just down the hallway. That those two were innocent of the crimes I framed them for didn’t bother me, senior clan leaders are almost universally hateful assholes, and Urv-Kratel had climbed the ladder over a pile of his enemies, stabbing them in the back as he rose in power. Except one he stabbed in the front, maybe because he'd gotten bored with the whole back-stabbing thing. Anyway, among the other clan leaders there was general shock, outrage, calls for an immediate investigation, and to deliver swift justice onto the heinous perpetrators. The result was not one but three senior clan leaders boarded separate ships, rightfully not trusting each other, and jumped to the asteroid. With their shiny new phones. And with more than a dozen investigators and security personnel for each leader, all of whom also had shiny new phones. Skippy had forty three phones to use for delivering the malware, and he got the job done.

“Joe,” he sighed while Valkyrie was preparing to jump away from Vaza. “I feel like those two miscreants have not been punished enough for insulting my art.”

“Uh huh,” I just wanted to change the subject before he went on a rant. “You are still writing a new poem every day, for the Blood Knives?”

“There is a submind on Vaza I tasked with that, but yes. Why?”

“I hate to suggest you kick a guy when he’s down, but if you made Urv-Kratel the subject of some poems, and mocked him with his entire clan as the audience, would that make you feel better?”

“Wow, that would make me very happy! Thanks, Joe. The next time I need someone to feel the pain for insulting me, I’ll talk with you.”

“Awesome.”

“Unless the perpetrator is you.”

“Well, if I ever do that, you should punish me with the silent treatment for at least, oh, two weeks.”

“Did you just insult my intelligence?”

“I mean, not that you know of.”

The Skipnet malware was installed everywhere it needed to be. We knew that, because one handy feature of the malicious code was that it regularly reported on its condition, in encrypted signals that left the planets aboard unwitting starships, and those signals bounced around relay stations until the message traffic reached us. The two Kristang fabs had been sabotaged, and were infected with Skipnet, so we were on the clock. The malware would trigger at the same time across the galaxy, and we needed to be prepared to conduct simultaneous strikes on the fabs that weren’t vulnerable to Skipnet.

For that, I ordered Reed to set course for Jaguar, again.

No, not because I was missing my family. OK, I was, but that’s not why we flew to humanity’s most important colony world. We went there to beg or borrow another UN Navy strike force.

Admiral Chatterji had been granted wide latitude to support whacky schemes I presented to him, although hopefully the Joint Chiefs had not actually used the term ‘whacky schemes’ in their orders. When we arrived at Jaguar, I flew to his home base space station, during the short flight I called Margaret. She was happy to hear from me, excited to tell me about the progress Puptart had made in clearing temporary flightpaths through the Blanket, and too busy to talk much at that moment. She was driving around collecting animals that were injured, and delivering supplies to the remote wildlife monitoring stations. We promised to call each other again soon, and ended the call.

First, I briefed Chatterji on the Skipnet initiative, his relief was evident. Def Com had ordered the 7th Fleet to prepare for strikes on Hegemony client worlds, though the location and number of targets was unknown to them. Hearing that we only needed to conduct simultaneous orbital strikes against four star systems was a reasonable ask.

“All right,” he nodded slowly. “Walk me through the plan.”

“Sir,” I tapped my tablet and sent the presentation to the holographic display in his office. “We are calling this Operation Grand Slam.”

The name was my idea, and it fit. In baseball, a grand slam scores four runs at one time. We actually needed five runs, but Valkyrie could handle one target. Chatterji was a fan of cricket, not baseball, but he liked the name. He also approved of the basic concept, and he appreciated that I was leaving the details to him, the 7th Fleet, and the admirals and captains who would be involved in the four task forces.

Not having to plan the details was less work for me, so, bonus.

He was not such a fan of the timeline I gave him: seven days. Seven days until the Skipnet malware triggered, and both the rotten kitties and the Outsider would experience their own Very Bad Day.

Chatterji’s staff also was not happy with the timeline, which really was a deadline. The staff planners of the 7th Fleet were similarly unhappy, though Admiral Caine assured me his ships would be on station and ready to strike. Any leftover resentment at me for the disaster of Operation Olympic was left unsaid, it helped that Valkyrie would be operating independently of the 7th Fleet. If we flew into trouble, only the Merry Band of Pirates would be at risk.

Another thing that made Chatterji’s staff very unhappy was us offloading the petting zoo, onto the space station at Jaguar. Not a lot of supplies were stored in the cargo compartments there at that time, so they had plenty of room. Chatterji agreed, without enthusiasm, to take the animals, so that was one less burden on Reed.

The entire crew was sad to see the petting zoo empty, myself included. It had been comforting to care for the animals, more than I expected. But, taking them into combat would not be good for them, so they found a new, temporary home.

Damn it, I wish Skippy didn’t get me involved in his legal troubles.

Caine’s ships had been on alert status, and he didn’t need every ship under his command to be involved, so assembling four task forces was relatively quick and simple. Fuel tanks were topped off, final checks were conducted, warships latched onto star carriers, and we jumped away twenty nine hours after Valkyrie arrived at Jaguar. After we went outbound through the wormhole, I sent a ‘Good Hunting’ signal, and we separated.

So far, everything was going according to plan.

That’s what made me anxious.

“Joe,” Skippy sighed. “I hesitate to offer advice about your personal life, but-”

“This is a new development, because you have never hesitated before.”

“Can you shut up for a minute? I’m serious. You need to work toward putting the spark back in your marriage.”

“There is nothing wrong with my marriage, you ass. Other than, my wife is stuck dirtside, and I’m out here.”

“Hmm, interesting. I did not realize you were that clueless.”

“Why? Uh, did Margaret say something to you while we were at Jaguar?”

“Yes Joe,” he rolled his eyes. “She confides her deepest thoughts to me.”

“OK, that was a stupid question. What makes you think she is, unhappy about, us? Her and me?”

“Nothing specific. But, she is super unhappy overall, which you should understand. Hopefully, you can be reunited with her again, and before that happens, you need a plan to make it special.”

“Trust me, it is going to be special.”

“Oooh, yuck. The thought of your naked hairy monkey butt with Margaret is-”

“Not that kind of special, you little shithead. We both can’t wait to see each other again.”

“Yes, dumdum, what about after that?”

“What do you mean?”

“After you gaze lovingly into each other’s eyes- Oooh, just saying that makes me want to hurl, the-”

“If this is just you being your usual jackass self, the discussion is over.”

“My point is that after the initial thrill of being together again, what then? By that time, she could be home with a cranky baby.”

“Hey, with the boys, we shared childcare duties. Actually, I put in most of the time, back then.” That was true. Margaret had a bad case of post partum depression, and that is no joke. She needed to get back to being a Marine, to whip her body back into shape. It helped her a lot when I asked her to let me carry the load for a while. Within three months, I had my happy, kick-ass wife back again, that was worth any amount of time changing diapers.

“Yes, Joe, that’s because when your boys were born, your so-called job mostly involved playing golf.”

“Jaguar has several golf courses, someone had to keep them busy.”

“You joke about it, but you going out to play golf four days a week isn’t going to get the spark back in your marriage. Trust me on this, this separation has been tough on both of you, it has been worse for Margaret. While you have been racing around the galaxy, she has been frustrated and bored out of her mind. You need to have a plan for rebuilding your bond of partnership.”

“Uh, have you been watching too many daytime TV talk shows?”

“They can be very informative, you knucklehead,” he sniffed.

“Ayuh. You learn pop psychology, and also, how to decorate cupcakes?”

“Ugh. I wish. Have you ever tried to use one of those piping bags for frosting?”

“I can confidently state that I don’t even know what a piping bag is.”

“Don’t bother, it’s impossible. The bot I assigned to decorate cupcakes for Reed’s birthday party went into a doom loop after it destroyed two dozen cupcakes, and I had to erase its memory. Joe, you are not taking this seriously. If you don’t have a plan, then soon enough, you will be desperate enough to drag your wife to a pottery class for Date Night, and that is just sad.”

“Yeah, I am not ever doing that again.”

“Um,” he cocked his head at me. “As far as I know, you and Margaret never went to-”

“Not with her.”

“You took another woman to a pottery class?” He gasped. “When was this?”

“My Mom brought me to a class, when I was little.”

“Little Joey went to a pottery class with his Mommy?” He teased. “Oh, this is just delicious. That is even more embarrassing than when you took your sister to the prom.”

“We didn’t go together, you ass.”

“You were in the same car.”

“That’s because her date had a minivan that could fit all of us. I am not discussing this. Besides, that pottery class thing was totally a bait and switch. At first, I was all excited when she told me we were going to a pottery throwing class. I mean, I figured it would be like dodgeball, but way cooler.”

“Oh my-” He burst into laughter.  “You- You thought pottery throwing was about throwing ceramics at people?”

“Hey, I was eight years old. And bitterly disappointed. That class was so lame, I hated it. I tried to make a face with a finger up its nose, but the instructor made me stop.”

“Yet somehow, you have valiantly avoided getting any smarter since then.”

“Yeah, hey, that gives me an idea.”

“I am afraid to ask.”

“Dodgeball. I could organize an adult league on Jaguar, Margaret would love it.”

“I’m not sure she-”

“Skippy. I know my wife. Smacking people in the face with dodgeballs would make her very happy. From what she has told me, there are a whole lot of people on Jaguar who deserve a rubber ball hitting them in the face.”

“This is the last time I try to offer you marital advice.”

“See? I count this is a win for me already.”

When the combined Maxohlx and Bosphuraq Loyalist task force arrived at the rendezvous site, there was time only to perform a brief recon, jumping in a lighthour away to see what was there. Two ships, one Bosphuraq as expected, and a Thuranin ship. That was not entirely expected, the official assessment by the Getzopo had disparaged any intelligence reports coming from the Loyalist government. But, there they were, two ships at a clandestine rendezvous. Oddly, the cargo was being cross-decked from the Thuranin to the Bosphuraq, it was much faster and less cumbersome to simply drop off the large cargo containers. Having the cargo being moved by tugs allowed a view of what the Thuranin were providing. Most of the items were in generic boxes, but one item was instantly recognizable. Missiles, clusters of three missiles together in linked storage tubes. The type of tubes for antiship missiles.

Possibly dangerous atomic compression weapons.

Seeing that was enough. The Maxohlx squadron leader ordered four of her cruisers to jump in along with the twelve Bosphuraq warships, her other two cruisers would hang back to observe. And as a reserve, in case the clients somehow managed to screw up such a simple assignment.

Sixteen ships jumped in a tight formation, surrounding the two criminal vessels. Damping fields extended to prevent the guilty from escaping, active sensor pulses painted the targets as weapons locked onto-

Nothing. Almost nothing. Sensors detected small objects inside what appeared to be two freighter starships. The objects? They were holographic generators.

The criminal transport ships were fake.

The bridge crews of the combined force experienced a moment of shock, and perhaps a few had time to think ‘Oh shit’. Then the time for thought, for existence itself, was over.

The stealthed sphere of missiles accelerated inward, slamming into energy shields that were still recovering from the effects of the inbound jump. Missiles triggered their AC warheads.

Sixteen starships exploded.

Squadron leader Captain Kakerov of the cruiser Termentik blinked as her mind raced through ‘What the fuck was that?’ and almost in the same moment, she understood exactly what had happened. The Loyalist intel was not only faulty, it had been planted by the traitors. The Loyalists had been expertly played, and so had their patrons. The whole incident had been a waste of time and resources.

Until the ship’s AI analyzed the sensor data. The weapons used for the ambush were definitely atomic compression devices. The signature was so distinctive, the AI could not only positively identify the type of device, it knew where and when the warheads had been manufactured, even the batch number.

A batch of Thuranin warheads.

Warheads that had been delivered to the armory on the planet Dagoblech.

The Thuranin government had some explaining to do.

After the surviving pair of cruisers had jumped back toward their star carrier, a ship lingering a lightminute away dropped its stealth, in preparation for jump. The ship’s profile was instantly recognizable as a Jeraptha cruiser, and the overall lack of heavy weapons, plus the large logo painted on the bow, identified the ship as one operated by the ECO.

The You Had Me At Sketchy had planted the holographic generators, while two larger ECO ships had placed the missiles in a sphere around the rendezvous site. On the cruiser’s bridge, Admiral Scorandum patted his protégé on the back of his carapace. “That was excellent work, Kinsta. You will be well pleased by your rating, in the next employee review.”

Kinsta was looking a bit green, even more than the usual color of his leathery, vestigial exoskeleton. “Please don’t congratulate me, Sir,” he glanced toward the bridge door, fearing he was about to be sick. “Was all that death and destruction necessary?”

“Perhaps not, but we’ll never know, will we? Stand tall, Kinsta, this should be a proud moment for you. This operation was your idea.”

“My idea was for the Maxohlx to arrive after the Thuranin ship had jumped away, so they could catch the Bosphuraq with illegal weapons. No actual destruction was needed.”

“Your plan required refinement. You would have accomplished only convincing the Maxohlx that the Freedom forces are being supplied and supported by the Thuranin. My revision of your plan accomplishes that, plus also sows distrust of the Loyalist government. Mistrust by both the Maxohlx, and by the Bosphuraq Loyalist military. The enemy has been weakened. This calls for a celebration! When we return from our labors, you must treat myself and this ship’s valiant officers to a sumptuous dinner at a very expensive establishment. It is,” he waggled a claw. “A tradition.”

“I have never heard of this tradition, Sir,” Kinsta’s skin was turning an even paler shade of green.

“It is rather new,” Scorandum thumped his aide on the back. “It started today, in fact, so you should also be proud to have inspired a new tradition for the Office. Captain Kurix,” he turned his attention to the cruiser’s captain, “jump us away, please. I fear the sight of the debris cloud is making Kinsta slightly nauseous.”

The junior ECO officer left the bridge shortly before the jump, leaving the Admiral to silently contemplate the next step. And to distract the ship’s captain, who hated having a senior officer looking over her shoulder. “Kurix,” Scorandum gestured with a claw. “Come here please. I have a question.”

“Yes, Sir, how can I help you?”

“Did your crew perform their own sensor scans of the recent unpleasantness?”

“The ambush? Yes, Sir, we did.”

“Was it convincing? Not to the Bosphuraq, to their illustrious patrons.”

“You mean the warhead signatures, Sir?”

“I do.”

“That,” Kurix tapped on her tablet. “Analysis is still being- Hmm. Analysis is complete. Er, the signatures were accurate, within two hundredths of one percent.”

“Will the discrepancy make the Maxohlx suspicious that those atomic compression warheads were actually from a cache we stole, some years ago now?”

“That is unlikely, Sir. AC warheads degrade over time, the signature would have changed in ways that are unpredictable. Our friends in Q Branch did their jobs with admirable precision.”

“They certainly charged me enough for their services,” Scorandum grumbled.

Q Branch had accepted a batch of stolen Thuranin AC weapons, and carefully bombarded them with alpha particles, until the chemical composition of the warheads was subtly different from when those weapons left the factory. The signature had changed from being easily identifiable as the stolen weapons, to matching almost perfectly a batch currently in service with the Thuranin Navy.

A batch known to be stored in a strategic weapons cache, under the surface of a planet in the Dagoblech star system.

“Very well,” Scorandum eased himself off the couch. “Rendezvous with the star carrier, and set course for the Dagoblech system. And Captain Kurix?”

“Sir?”

“The star carrier’s casino is off limits to your crew, until this mission is successfully completed. I need your crew to maintain focus.”

“Yes Sir, of course,” Kurix sighed, knowing crew morale would take a hit. “I will order the access hatch to remain sealed.”

“Oh, don’t do that.”

“Sir?”

“Kurix, when this mission is successfully completed, the crew should have access to the casino, and all sorts of amusements. It is my responsibility to ensure that casino is being operated in a safe and proper fashion. To do that, I must inspect it personally. It could be a rather extensive inspection, I must be thorough.”

“Yes, Sir,” Kurix suppressed another sigh. The Admiral’s reputation preceded him, everyone in the Office knew he was a terrible gambler. It was inevitable that, before the mission was over, Scorandum would be hitting her up for a so-called ‘loan’.

Perhaps she had better ask Kinsta how he handled what must be constant requests for money.

Halspa Hok-Utzva of the Mighty Axe clan squinted at the monitor, frowned, looked at the display again, and glanced fearfully over at his supervisor. Director Ost-Vrik-Sten was a man of no talent or imagination, which was why the clan leaders had deemed him the perfect candidate to manage the exotic matter fabrication facility. Ost-Vrik-Sten would do exactly as he was told, and not ask questions. Questions were generally discouraged within a Kristang clan, and particularly when orders came directly from senior clan leaders.

Halspa was trained as an engineer, he couldn’t not ask questions. Especially when something was wrong, which it was.

He just couldn’t prove it, not yet.

Leaving his workstation, enduring a glare from Director Ost-Vrik-Sten, Halspa placed a clawtip on the shell of the accelerator, feeling the vibrations.

Something was wrong, he was certain of it.

Screwing up his courage, he walked over to the Director, who deliberately ignored the underling to emphasize their vastly different statuses. Finally, Ost-Vrik-Sten looked up, annoyed. “Why are you not at your post? This facility must be producing at maximum output, until our ultimate patrons require us to shut down in three days.”

“Sir, Director, I understand that. The facility is running at full capacity.”

The reply was a grunted, “Mmm,” followed by, “Then what is the problem?”

“It is the batch of material in production, Sir. It isn’t right.”

“Is that all? Our customers know that a production rush will inevitably result in a slight, a very slight, decrease in quality. Yesterday’s batch passed the acceptance testing, did it not?”

“Yes, Sir,” Halspa cringed, knowing his managers had falsified the testing report. “My concern is about the batch being produced today, right now.”

The Director turned to his own display, and tapped it with a claw. “The current batch is also well within limits.”

“That is what the instruments say, Sir. They are, not correct.”

“You know better than our technology? Amuse me, how is that possible?”

“Sir, I have worked here for seventeen years, given faithful and dedicated service.”

“Yes, and during that time, you have been granted permission to take three wives. Do not give me reason to lower your status within the clan.”

“Over the years,” Halspa knew his voice was trembling a bit. “I have become so used to the machinery here, I know if it is not working properly just by the sound, the vibrations, from outside the accelerator. Sir, this batch is different. Not like anything we have ever produced here.”

Ost-Vrik-Sten tapped the display emphatically. “It is the same, within acceptable limits.”

“Sir, I know that is what the instruments indicate. I fear they are malfunctioning, or, or they have been tampered with.”

“What are you saying? This batch might be substandard?”

“I am saying this batch might be dangerous. If the instruments are lying, we have no idea what type of matter is being produced in there.”

“Well,” the Director had already lost interest in the discussion. “We will know at the end of the day, when the batch can be removed from the accelerator. Until then, go back to your workstation. There is nothing for you to be concerned about with-”

Lights throughout the facility shut off.

The emergency lighting had also failed.

The Director’s display was, oddly, still active. It flickered, and the instrument readings were replaced with an image.

The Skippy.

“Oh, you have been very naughty little lizards,” the AI scolded. “You have been helping our enemies, the enemies of everyone. Ah, you’re too stupid to understand it anyway. Well, it’s been nice talking with you, but I have to go now. You also have to go, but in a different way. This facility has been producing a different type of exotic matter today; exotic antimatter. Let me introduce you to a little thing I call Skipnet.”

The only fabrication facility owned by the Mighty Axe clan exploded, leaving a crater nearly a kilometer across. Apparently, the material had not been within acceptable limits.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Operation Grand Slam went off without a hitch, a truly impressive effort by the UN Navy’s 7th Fleet. Navy HQ on Earth didn’t know about the op until it was successfully wrapped up, and the Joint Chiefs should have been pleased that, while we hadn’t yet defeated the Outsider, we had given ourselves time to work on a longer term plan of action. Admiral Caine had dispatched a courier ship to bring the happy news to Earth, although Skippy was a bit miffed that someone else would get to boast about his accomplishment.

I promised an extra special karaoke night as compensation.

The Skipnet malware did its job flawlessly. Nearly flawless, one fab on a Kristang planet failed to explode in spectacular fashion, or explode at all. It was not Skippy’s fault, that fab was so poorly maintained at the time the Skipnet triggered, it wasn’t capable of producing exotic elements that could do anything violent. The machinery was still fatally wrecked, it would be cheaper and faster to bulldoze the site and start over.

Other fabs were not so lucky; there wasn’t anything left for a bulldozer to do, other than fill in the crater. Craters were left by the fabs going BOOM, or by UN Navy railguns pounding sites to rubble from orbit. Only one 7th Fleet task force, formed around the battleship Victorious, encountered resistance from the Maxohlx. The Victorius battlegroup, which included two battlecruisers, four heavy cruisers, and fourteen escort ships, greatly overmatched the three Maxohlx cruisers, and the kitties knew it. Those three Hegemony ships had been there to enforce client cooperation, not to protect the site. They jumped away, after shooting just long enough to make it look like they tried to resist.

That was a bad move for the kitties and the Outsider, good for us.

Valkyrie participated also, without support elements. We struck a Kristang site, a target chosen by Skippy because an entertainment critic on that planet had once given one of Skippy’s operatic masterpieces a lukewarm review. As target selection criteria, it was certainly unique. Truthfully, it didn’t much matter which target we hit, the vital element of the operation was to conduct nearly simultaneous strikes. For all of our ordnance to be raining down from orbit within hours of the Skipnet malware triggering across the galaxy. We did that. There were high fives all around, as we rendezvoused with Caine’s task forces, and flew back toward Jaguar. A party was planned, not a formal gala, since Grand Slam had delayed, not defeated the Outsider. Still, a win is a win, you can’t argue with that.

“What’s our next move, Sir?” Reed asked me as we sipped champagne. Actually, it was prosecco, provided by the Italian government.

“We fly back to Jaguar with the 7th Fleet.”

“Yes, Sir. I meant, after that.”

“When we get there, I will spend some time with my family. Virtually, unless Puptart has the subway tunnels ready.” That’s what Chatterji’s staff had named the temporary weak areas of the Blanket, that would allow passenger dropships to fly down, and up.

“You won’t be allowed to fly dirtside, Sir. It’s too much risk.”

“Yes, and I am not pulling rank to pull my family off the surface. Talking to them will be nice. But, I sense that wasn’t your question.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Fireball, take the win. Relax a little.”

She tapped her temple. “I can’t just turn it off like that, Sir.”

“Try.”

“It would help if I knew what you are planning to do next. Then I can start making plans to implement, instead of imagining how I will deal with every possible scenario.”

“Fair enough. Grand Slam was only Round One. We took out the fabs that could most quickly be converted to produce Doomium. Next, there are seven times more fabs that will take longer to convert, and if we take out those, the Maxohlx will have their own dedicated fabs ready too soon. Interrupting the flow of Doomium is at best a stopgap measure that won’t be effective for long. Now the Maxohlx know we’re aware of their latest agreement with the Outsider, so they will deploy their fleet to protect a handful of fabs, forget about the rest. Any repeat of Grand Slam will be exponentially more difficult. Shit. The truth is, I have no freakin’ clue what to do next. What we really need to do is find where the Outsider intends to construct the new Gateway, and hit that hard.”

“Before the Doomium gets there, Sir?”

“The Doomium elements are critical for completing the thing, but Skippy believes about eighty percent of a Gateway could be built using existing materials and technology. The Outsider cannot be sitting around doing nothing, while it waits for Doomium to be delivered. The problem is, damn it, we have no way to find the thing. Not even a clue how to start thinking about it.”

“Not yet, Sir. You’ll think of something.” She must have seen my ‘No pressure on me’ expression, because she added, “Or, Klestine will whack the Dictat by himself, and pull the Hegemony out of their suicidal alliance with the Outsider.”

“Yeah, and maybe Santa will bring me a pony for Christmas.”

“Oooh, Joe. Admiral Cluster just sent up the Bat signal.”

“Uh,” closing my laptop, I prepared for some Skippy nonsense, since I didn’t know anyone called ‘Cluster’. The ship had just stopped at a Maxohlx relay station, so I assumed he had some juicy gossip I would not care about. The UN Navy had a Dutch guy, Admiral Clijsters, so was that who he meant?

Instead of guessing, I just asked, “Who?”

“Ugh. Klestine. He sent up the Bat signal.”

“You’re calling him ‘Cluster’? When did this start?”

“Truthfully, I have been waiting for you to give him some dumb nickname, it’s your thing. You disappointed me yet again, so I took on the task.”

“OK, Klestine, Cluster, I get it. Good one, it has my approval.”

“There is nothing else I can ever want in life,” he rolled his eyes.

“Sometimes, I wish you had never learned to understand sarcasm. The Bat signal? What does he want?”

“To meet, ASAP.”

“Huh. Did he give a hint about what he wants?”

“Sort of. His message to you is ‘I now believe my people are fighting on the wrong side of this war’.”

“Wheee-oooh,” I whistled. “If he’s not lying, that’s a major step forward.”

“Joe, we can’t go on forever, with suspicious miiiii-nds,” he sang it like Elvis.

“You are not the King of Rock and Roll, and being suspicious is my job.”

“Why would he be lying?”

“A lot of reasons. He thinks we somehow faked the sensor data Illiath collected, and he’s hoping to lure us into a trap. Or, he believes the data, but he’s afraid the Dictat suspects he is disloyal, so again, he is luring us into a trap. It also could be he got caught, and that message is actually from the Dictat’s security people.”

“Listen dumdum, this whole thing was your knuckleheaded idea.”

“It was worth a shot. We have to be careful how we respond. No way am I going to believe Cluster is prepared to assassinate the Dictat, and take power, and keep it, and then do a hundred and eighty degree turn of Hegemony policy. Even if he does announce the Maxohlx will join us in fighting the Outsider, it would take a miracle for him to survive long enough to implement the new strategy. I just don’t see how that could happen.”

“You’ll think of something.”

“Me?”

“You, or Scorandum. You two are the Dynamic Duo of sketchiness.”

“Why are you referencing Batman so much?”

“Ah, I recently watched the Lego Batman movie, which is the best version of a Batman movie.”

“Well, of course.”

“Bilby has a least time course plotted. From here, we have to go through two wormholes the regular way, before I can create a shortcut. The local network here is a hateful dick.”

“Haters gotta hate, Skippy.”

“So, do we go to Kazalikan?”

“Uh, hmm.” It was a longshot that any meeting with Klestine would produce a positive result for us. If our campaign to prevent the Outsider from acquiring Doomium could be successful, I wouldn’t even consider taking the risk of approaching the Maxohlx homeworld, But, that ship had sailed, or snuck out the back door. We had no other options, and nothing else to do at the moment, so why not? “Sure. Reed?” I pressed an icon on my phone to call her. “We are changing course.”

“Yes, Sir, the pilots just notified me that Bilby has programmed in a new jump option.”

“In case you’re wondering, we have been invited to a party. It could be lit.”

“I will shine up my party shoes, Sir.”

Because I do have a suspicious mind, we jumped in not on top of where we left one half of a paired Elder comm node parked far away from Kazalikan, but instead we emerged five lightminutes away from the thing. Reed ordered a drone launched, we jumped away, and the drone accelerated hard to close the distance to the node, about ninety million kilometers. Then, we did nothing, until the time when the drone would have decelerated so it was motionless next to the node, scanned the area with a sensor field, and then sent a tight-beam data burst in a specific direction. We waited to receive the signal that was crawling along at the speed of light.

All clear, according to the drone. That was as expected; it was extremely, extremely unlikely the Maxohlx possessed the technology to track a paired comm node. So, why had we bothered with sending in a drone?

Because there was a small possibility that the Outsiders could track one paired node from the other.

“Where is he now?” I asked Skippy, after he had connected to the local network on Kazalikan and reestablished a real time view of events there. On the bridge, I was standing at the main display, not automatically strapped into my chair. The only action I anticipated was talking with Skippy.

“Cluster,” Skippy used what had become our official code name for the leader of the Hegemony military, “is sleeping.”

“Sleeping?” On the display, I verified local time in the capital city of the planet was middle of the afternoon.

“Yes, dumdum, he is on the other side of the planet, and he has been there for five days now. It is nighty-night time for kitties there.”

“OK. That’s convenient for us. Uh, he isn’t in prison, or anything like that?”

“His potential disloyalty has not been discovered, if that’s what you are asking. Actually, hmm. The purpose of his visit there is supposedly to review strategy options for suppressing the Thuranin conspiracy to break free of the coalition. Since the Thuranin rebellion is a scam, hee hee,” he laughed. “I have bad news for the kitties about that. Anywho, what I find interesting is that the Admiral’s schedule includes many hours tagged as ‘Executive Time’, with no meetings listed, and no other information available. The security system that tracks his location shows he has been either in his VIP quarters, or in a conference room at these times. But, I suspect that data has been faked. There are very subtle variations in- If I explained this in detail, would you understand it at all?”

“No. But if it amuses you to mock me, go ahead.”

“Ugh. It is not even worth my time. Joe, we have known each other for years. How is it you have not used a single minute of that time to smarten up?”

“If it works, don’t screw with it. Being exactly this smart has allowed us to kick ass together, for all these years.

“I, there should be a way for me to argue with you about that, but I can’t think of it right now.”

“While you’re thinking, what has Cluster actually been doing, during this Executive Time?”

“Based on schedules of some other senior military officials in the area, my guess is Klestine has been secretly meeting them. These officials are all people Klestine has served with, or who served under his command. The people closest to him are the most likely to understand he is not as dimwitted as he pretends to be.”

“He has been, what? Showing the data Illiath brought back, to see who believes it?”

“More like, he is activating sleeper cells. Joe, I believe he is actively planning a coup. It appears he has been planning for many years to make a move. He plays the long game.”

“The Dictat’s security force must have noticed a series of clandestine, off the record meetings.”

“They have not. At least, nothing I have seen in their databases and message traffic indicates they are paying any special attention to Cluster, or his potential co-conspirators. The Admiral has been regularly sending reports to the Dictat’s staff, providing high level options for dealing with the Thuranin, and recommending preventative measures before their other clients misbehave.”

“This is all speculation. Let’s wake him up. We can do that, safely?”

“Give me a moment to override the security system of his quarters. That is extra tricky to do without alerting the local monitor AIs, because it appears he has already arranged to hack that system for his own purposes. Hmm, interesting. Whoever managed that hack was very clever, it- Ooooh.”

“What?”

“Joe, unless I am very wrong about this, Klestine has at least partially subverted a security AI. And, he did that a while ago. Hmm, that could explain his steady rise to power. Many times during his career, rivals for promotion were investigated by the military’s security staff, and they were declared to be politically unreliable. Or, otherwise out of favor with the current authorities.”

“You think a rogue security AI faked records, to discredit Klestine’s rivals?”

“It has happened too often to be a coincidence.”

“Why would a security AI be helping him?”

“You will have to ask it.”

“Too risky. OK, I want to talk with him, but wait until I get to the conference room. Reed, you’re with me.”

“Sir?”

“If Cluster expects your ship to do anything, I want your input.”

It took only a minute to walk to the conference room, Reed closed the door.

I remained standing, slouching in a chair at that moment felt wrong. “OK, Skippy, to wake him up, play the theme to The Lone Ranger.”

“Ugh. That music is from the William Tell Overture by Rossini, you ignorant cretin. Don’t-”

“It’s cute you think I care about that. You know what I mean, do it.”

“Done. Wow, Cluster is not happy. Of course he doesn’t recognize that music, he never saw the show.”

“That show was back in the 1950s or something, I never saw it either. But, I’ve seen clips of the show, and it’s a meme. OK,” I tapped my phone. “Hey, Renva,” I used Klestine’s given name. His full name was Renva, given to him by his mother, then the pride they belonged to, and finally Klestine, the name of their patriarchal line. “It’s Joe Bishop.” If we really were planning a coup, I figured we could be informal about it.

I was wrong. “General Bishop, thank you for responding so quickly.” The guy didn’t take much time to recover from being rudely awakened.

“Yeah well, your people have equipped the Outsider with the means to make a new Gateway, so we probably don’t have a lot of time before the galaxy is flooded with Outsider ships. It would have been nice for you to give us a warning about what you were planning.”

“General Bishop, I was not aware in advance of the initiative to supply fabrication machines to what I now realize is our common enemy. That was a Red Section operation. Before Admiral Reichert’s attempt to awaken a Sentinel and seize power over the Hegemony, Red Section was a military research, development, and intelligence apparatus. Since Reichert’s failed betrayal, the Dictats have exerted direct control of Red Section, which now serves its political masters. That is, actually a wise arrangement,” even through the translator I could tell he was reluctant to admit that someone else had a smart idea. “Though it is inconvenient for us at this moment.”

“Uh huh. Who is ‘Us’?”

“You and I, Bishop. More, it is our peoples.”

“Our peoples haven’t had much in common over the years.”

“Your current effort to encourage our clients to rebel is not helpful.”

“Hey, we are not doing anything there,” I lied, and did not feel terrible about it at all. “If you want to know who is responsible for your clients hating their patrons, look in a mirror.” That was a hundred percent true.

“We must speak truthfully, or we will surely fail in this endeavor. We currently have a common enemy, one that represents an extinction risk for Maxohlxim, for humans, for every native inhabitant of this galaxy. We must fight this threat together. After that, I can make no promises about future cooperation. Unlike our Dictat, who is blind to any consideration other than his personal power, I am a true patriot.”

“Maybe a true patriot should ask whether this destiny bullshit is something you should focus all your time and resources to making happen. Because it isn’t, ever.”

He sighed. “What I propose is a temporary alliance, to achieve a single goal. After that, if we must again be at each other’s throats, perhaps that is our shared destiny. Is that acceptable?”

“You have a deal. If you can show me that you have a realistic plan for your society to reverse course, and at the very least, recall any ships you have supporting the Outsider.”

“That might be, difficult. I do not know where that Guard Fleet is now. It is my belief the Dictat also is not aware of where those ships have been taken.”

“Holy- Those ships are not where you sent them? That’s a problem. Do you have a way to discover where those ships went?”

“Not that I know of. Do you have a method of determining where the Outsider is constructing another of these Gateways?”

“Shit. No.”

“That is a problem. A Dictat can issue orders to cease support efforts, but a fleet out of contact will never receive those orders.”

“We are, working on a solution.” That was also a lie. “Let me handle that. You asked me to be honest, so I gotta tell you, changing who holds the Dictat’s office will be a lot less useful to us, if we can’t stop the Outsider from getting the materials it needs.”

“That is unfortunate, and also understood.”

“OK. Impress me with your plan to replace the Dictat.”

“Sir?” Reed prompted me, after I had been leaning back in the conference room chair, staring off into space for too long. “Talk to me, please.”

“This is,” I heard my voice like someone else was speaking, partly because I was forming my thoughts as words were coming out of my mouth. “A lot of risk, even for us. If we fail, or worst case scenario, we fail and get caught, the consequences could be catastrophic for us.”

“You already,” she glanced at the door light that indicated the sound deadening was active. “Started a civil war within the Hegemony. That was a risk.”

“It was. But, if that civil war had gotten crushed quickly, we still would have taken pressure off Earth. And if we had gotten caught back then, I think the kitties would have been pissed, they also would have agreed it was a smart move. They tried to turn the nations of UNEF against each other, so what we did was just payback. This time, it’s different. It’s personal. That’s how the Dictat will see it, an attack against him. His psych profile, the one Skippy built, indicates he is not the most emotionally stable leader in the galaxy. If the coup fails and we are exposed as conspirators, he could panic, and lash out. Against Earth, or other worlds occupied by humans. Having our populations spread out among more than a dozen planets is good for our survival prospects. It also means there are a dozen star systems the Navy has to protect, and we don’t have the bandwidth for that. The real,” I groaned and leaned the chair back. Damn, I was tired. Weary. Worn out. Possibly burned out. “The real problem isn’t the risk, it’s the reward. It’s just not enough. To make a coup work for us, the Dictat has to die, then Klestine has to be the first to step in decisively, take over the reins of government, and make it stick. The moment the Dictat stops breathing, all the scheming politicians who have lusted after the job for years will have their knives out. To stab each other in the back, but also to stop Klestine from consolidating power. As far as the politicians are concerned, Klestine is a dimwit whose only experience is military administration. He isn’t qualified, and he hasn’t earned it. The odds of an interloper keeping the job, keeping his head attached to his shoulders, they’re not great. Even if he somehow has made plans and set wheels in motion so the military can take over the government, I don’t see him hanging onto power for long, if he suddenly announces that the Outsiders are the enemy, and he proposes an alliance with Earth.”

“You could be right about that, Sir.”

I knew Reed. It wasn’t what she said, it was the way she said it, her body language. “That, does not sound like you agree with me.”

“I agree with your assessment about the risk versus reward.”

“But? I sense a ‘but’ in there.”

“Permission to speak freely, Sir?”

“Always.”

“Senior officers say that, mostly when they think they know what the junior officer will say.”

“Reed, you’re not a junior officer, you’re a colonel.”

“You’re a two star. You are senior to me, and you’re my CO on this mission.”

My reply didn’t come immediately, I had to think about it. “We have worked together for years. Worked extremely well together. We have kicked ass. It bothers me that you are questioning whether you can say something you think I need to hear. Yeah, I wear two stars now. Samantha, it’s still just me, Joe Bishop.”

“We have worked together for years. The problem is, you are no longer that Joe Bishop.”

Hey, I’ll admit that pissed me off. “Go on,” I said with forced calm.

“You used to be the guy who did whatever you thought was necessary, without any support or guidance from Earth. You committed mutiny and stole the Flying Dutchman, and if you hadn’t done that, our homeworld would be a crispy ball of glass. That’s the guy we need. Do you remember him, Sir?”

“That seems like a very long time ago.”

“Not so long. When the Outsider hacked our ships and tried to steal Dogzilla, you took command immediately. I watched the flight recorder video. You didn’t ask permission, you just did what needed to be done. You were decisive, no hesitation.”

“That was a simple call to make, compared to interfering in the leadership hierarchy of a senior species. There is a lot to think about.”

“What does your gut tell you, Sir?”

“That, shit. That the situation can’t get any worse by replacing the current Dictat. Even if Klestine gets whacked before he can consolidate power, there will be chaos and distraction in their government. The new Dictat will pull forces back to the home system, to prevent anyone away from contact from getting adventurous. And certainly, there will be another purge of military leaders, whether the new Dictat is Klestine or someone else.”

“That sounded to me like you have made a decision to aid the coup attempt.”

“Fireball, Def Com warned me off doing any cowboy shit out here. What do you say about that?”

“Yippee-kay-yay,” she grinned. “Sir, the only thing that has worked for us out here is doing cowboy shit.”

“That’s not how the Joint Chiefs and the UN see it.”

“Excuse me Sir, but that is pure, Grade-A bullshit. UN-dick, and the Security Council, and the member nation governments, complain about you all the time. They also expect the Merry Band of Pirates to just handle this shit, because no one else can. Right now, we are fighting both an enemy with frighteningly advanced technology, and the damned stubborn, arrogant kitties. If we can take one of them out of the fight, even for a while, that is worth the risk. Sir.”

“When you speak your mind, you don’t hold back.”

“I am too tired, and I hate to say it, too old, to play games anymore. If a coup fails, and the shit falls on our heads, we’re not any worse off than we are now. UN-dick can bitch about you all they want, they know that humanity has no chance of survival without Skippy. And Skippy won’t help us without you.”

“OK. I hear you. Let’s bring Frey into the discussion. We need to understand how Klestine plans to assassinate the Dictat, and seize power. And hold power. And, how he can get their entire society to reverse course, and stop aiding the Outsiders.”

The good news, or perhaps disappointing news in the opinions of Reed and Frey, was that Klestine did not need Valkyrie or ST-Razor to do anything, not even as a reserve. He had a solid plan. Skippy was right, the Admiral had been cooking up a scheme for years. The guy was devious, and cunning, and smart, and clever. He did want assistance from Skippy, mostly to warn of whether the security AIs detected an internal threat. And to subtly jam sensors in certain local areas. Skippy told me the task was eh, doable, though tedious for him. The most critical role for Skippy would be filtering and controlling communications right after Klestine seized power, to keep the security forces and his rivals confused and unable to coordinate an effective response.

“I don’t know,” Frey pushed her chair back from the conference table, after we watched another simulation of a successful coup. “Whether helping to put this guy in the Dictat’s chair is a good thing for us. To this point, the kitties have been powerful, but clumsy in wielding power. Cluster is smart enough to be dangerous in the future.”

“I hear you,” I nodded. “My concern is now. There won’t be a future for any of us, if we can’t prevent an Outsider invasion. I agree Klestine could become a problem, and we have to watch out for him stabbing us in the back. If we stop the Outsider, he will still have to focus his attention on the huge mess of a client revolt, so I expect he won’t have the time or resources to cause trouble for us anytime soon. If he does, we can deal with it. The only way he can cause a problem for us is after we are successful in stopping, and killing, the Outsider. At that point, assuming he is smart, he will consider we beat the Elders, and the Outsiders, so maybe screwing with us isn’t the best idea.”

“I hope you are right about that, Sir.”

“Ah, anyway, if we beat the Outsiders, I’m going back to a cushy job on Jaguar. Military liaison to the civilian government, or something. The galaxy will be a problem for you and Reed, not me.”

“If we get out of this alive,” Reed announced, “I am taking an assignment dirtside. I have been breathing recycled air for too many years.”

“It’s time I took a desk job,” Frey agreed. “And let someone younger have all the fun. I miss seeing my family.”

“Same here. OK,” I asked. “What do we think? Go for it, or tell Klestine thanks for the invite, but we’re going to pass on this one?”

“Can I have an opinion about this?” That question was from Skippy. “Since I will be, you know, doing all the work?”

“Please, yes. What do you think about his plan?”

“It sounds good. There is no way we can judge whether it will actually work. Meatsacks are notoriously unpredictable, there are too many unknowns, and variables I can’t assess.”

“We should pass, then?”

“No. We should go for it,” he said.

“You just want a golden opportunity to screw with the kitties.”

“That too, of course,” he admitted. “None of us has experience with Maxohlx politics, but Klestine does, and he wants to do this. If there was any substantial risk to us, I would recommend we let Klestine handle this by himself. The risk to us is minimal. The ship won’t need to slip through sensor fields, and none of the STARs will need to drop a missile off the roof of a building.”

“Ah, the risk is greater than you estimate, Skippy. He wants you to infiltrate the security networks down there.”

“OK yes, there is a risk that my intrusion will be detected, and-”

“That’s not the risk I’m concerned about. To do this at all, you have to extend your presence to Kazalikan. There is a possibility this whole coup attempt is a scheme to capture you.”

“My presence will be extended through a microwormhole, dumdum. More than one, to be sure there isn’t an interruption at the wrong moment.”

“We got lucky delivering a comm node to the surface, I don’t like counting on luck a second time.”

“Seriously? You approve plans to do reckless shit all the time, yet this is where you draw the line?” He turned to Frey. “Help me out here, please.”

“Sir, I agree with the beer can,” she said. “The risk is minimal, and the reward could be huge. Even if all we accomplish is causing complete chaos in the Hegemony government, it’s worth doing. Unless you have a better idea of how to take on two Outsider ships, and a Maxohlx fleet?”

She knew I didn’t. She wasn’t being insubordinate, she was calling me on my bullshit. Exactly as I had asked her to. “Reed, do you have anything to say?”

“We have invested time in this coup already, we should see it through, one way or another. Like Frey said, even if the coup fails and Dictat Urventen hangs onto power, he will be extremely wary of their military. That will impact their ability to project force against us, and their clients.”

“OK. I can’t believe we are outsourcing this job, but if they’re willing, we will give them enough rope to hang themselves.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

When we had a workable, and risk-managed, plan for Skippy to aid a coup, we sent it to Klestine for review. Our plan was both more and less helpful than he had asked for, again to manage our risk. He would have to make the call to either adjust his own plans, or cancel the coup attempt.

Half an hour later, Reed came into the galley to get coffee, read reports and really, to have some time to herself. Seeing me seated at a table, she stopped to ask, “Sir, are we taking bets on whether our co-conspirator has gotten cold feet about a coup?”

“Unlike our beetle friends, I’m not much of a gambler. I mean, I only gamble with my life, never my money. Which way would you bet?”

“I can’t see Klestine actually going through with it. He understands it is the right thing to do, but to take that level of risk, he has to be certain there will be a payoff.”

“There will be. He will become the new Dictat.”

“That would be a payoff for him, Sir. I meant, a payoff for his people. Unless we can present him with a workable plan to destroy the Outsider, he might consider us working together to be a waste of time and effort.”

“Shiiiiit,” I pushed my empty coffee mug away across the table. “Yeah, I hear you. I really don’t want to hold this guy’s hand, or paw, as he ponders a decision he has to make for himself.”

“I am not suggesting you hold his hand, Sir. It might help him if you can demonstrate with confidence that we can destroy an Outsider ship. Unless I am misinformed, we currently do not know we can actually accomplish that.”

“Fireball, come on. You know we’re making shit up as we go, that’s SOP for us.”

“The supreme leader of the Hegemony military could possibly not be thrilled about us making shit up in an op this serious. Sir, he hasn’t seen firsthand that our process works.”

“We don’t actually have a process, each situation is a unique problem that requires a unique solution.”

“Our process is we try a bunch of shit that doesn’t go as planned, until you dream up something simple that Skippy should have thought of.” She glanced at the ceiling, but the beer can didn’t speak up.

“Fair enough, OK, uh, we know Elder weapons were effective against the Gateway.”

She shook her head. “They barely knocked out that field generator, and it would have come back online in a second if the Vortex hadn’t activated. Elder weapons by themselves are unlikely to destroy a Gateway, Icebox, thing. Klestine can see that from the sensor data Illiath collected. He will call bullshit, if you state our intention is just to deploy Elder weapons again.”

“Yeah, I would do the same. Huh. It just occurred to me that from the sensor data, he has seen that we brought a fancy new type of Elder weapon to the party.”

“That was a one-time thing, Sir. Unless Skippy knows where we can find another Vortex?”

“He does not. My point is, Klestine doesn’t know the Vortex was a one-time thing.”

“You will lie to him, Sir?”

“Our relationship is not built on trust, it’s built on both of us being useful to each other. Think of this as a first date. A little lying moves things along.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I always tell the plain truth when I’m on a first date. I don’t have the time or energy to play games. That,” she shrugged, “could explain why I don’t get a lot of second dates.”

“Yes, but think of how many losers you avoided wasting time with,” I grinned. “If it gets Klestine to jump into bed with us, uh, metaphorically, then I am OK with a whole lot of lying.”

That evening, I needed some alone time, while Klestine moved into place all the chess pieces he needed for a successful coup. No, not that kind of alone time. Just, I needed to relax, and there wasn’t any TV show or movie that appealed to me. What I did was stretch out on my couch, and read a book Margaret had bought for me. An actual, physical book, not my usual audiobooks. It was an old book ‘Master And Commander’, and I had read it when she bought it for me, about seven years ago. There was a movie with the same name, but the plot of that film is from a later book in the series. Anyway, enough time had passed that, although I remembered the basic plot of the book, there were plenty of scenes I had forgotten about. Though I had read it before, it felt fresh to me and-

Closing the book and laying it on my chest, I called the beer can. “Skippy? Did you review the sensor data that Admiral Illiath collected on her recon mission to the Gateway site?”

When his avatar appeared, he was already either exasperated or disgusted with me. “No, dumdum, I did not. What would be the point? We have already seen what she saw there.”

“She might have captured a different perspective. You might notice something you missed the first time.”

“Really, Joe, really? Me miss something important? Ha! As if.”

“You might have gotten distracted, is all I am saying. That definitely happens.”

“Ugh. Seriously? This will be an enormous amount of work.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Have you met me?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“If I say ‘No’, will you drop this?”

“Have you met me?”

“Unfortunately,” he sighed. “You really think this is necessary?”

“I think it is necessary enough for you to do all the work, while I chill.”

Skippy pinged the node for a download of the sensor data Admiral Illiath had collected, without his intrusion being detected at all. The only risk was to my level of patience, since I had to listen to the beer can bitch and moan while he reviewed the patrol cruiser’s sensor data.

When Skippy had the data and started reviewing it, I called Reed to my office.

“Oooh, that is interesting,” his voice dripped with sarcasm. “Except, we already saw that. Hmm, we saw that also. And that. Wow, this is such an incredibly important exercise for-”

“I do not need a running commentary, Skippy.”

“A Director’s Cut always needs commentary, knucklehead.”

“Director’s Cut?”

“Yes. We have already seen this movie, so the only reason to watch it again is to get insights into how it was made. Oh, and also, to see the seven seconds of new scenes that completely change the end of Act One.”

“You don’t have to be an ass about this. Just-”

“Oh my- Holy- I don’t believe- This can’t be true. How do you do this?” Skippy sputtered.

“You found something? Something new?”

“Yes,” he fumed, his face glowing red.

“Something you missed the first time?”

“No, you big jerk. This is something that happened after we left, before Illiath arrived.”

I shared a horrified look with Reed, who also had an ‘Oh shit’ expression on her face. “I am not eager to hear more bad news,” I told the truth, “but hit me with it.”

“That’s the thing. This is good news. How did that happen? Wait- The Universe still hates Joe Bishop, so no way could we have been this lucky. Give me a moment, I need to review the data to make sure it’s genuine.”

“Take all the time you-”

“Done. Wowza. Bilby and I ran a deep dive over two thousand times, and we agree the sensor data is legit. Joe, I sense a great disturbance in the Force. This can’t be true, the Universe never throws you a bone. Unless, hmm, it is setting you up for a big fall later. Yeah, that must be it. There is no other explanation for-”

“Skippy?”

“Yes?”

“It might help us to know what this good news is.”

“Oh, it’s this.”

A hologram showed a star field in the background, and nothing else. There was a brief flash of light, then again, nothing.

“Can you believe it, Joe?”

“Believe what? What the hell am I looking at? It’s empty, interstellar space, and someone flicked a light switch on and off.”

“That wasn’t a light switch, numbskull.”

“What was that?”

“A starship jumping in, and exploding.”

“Whoa. The Maxohlx sent two recon ships, and one of them got too close to where the Vortex emerged?”

“No. Damn, I am giving you hints, and you remain impressively clueless. I described this as good news, dumdum. Would we care about the loss of a single Maxohlx ship?”

“We would not, so, what type of ship jumped in?”

“Actually, it wasn’t a jump. Ha! They think their technology is so superior, but they sure fucked it up this time, hee hee.”

“If it wasn’t a jump, what- Oh. Oh.”

Skippy was super excited. “You see it now?”

“I think so,” I answered slowly.

Reed was understandably irritated at me. “I don’t, could someone explain it?”

“Fireball, what type of starship travels FTL without a jump wormhole?”

“An- Oh my G- That was an Outsider ship? It was destroyed? How did-”

“The how,” Skippy used his Nerdy Professor tone, “is a guess, since all we witnessed is the result. Spacetime in the battlespace was severely disrupted by the Vortex effect, then the Vortex itself dropped into the slum of this local spacetime, and, you know what happened. Big badda boom. The spacetime grid there is still seriously F’ed up, and likely will be for years, that level of damage makes it slow for the grid to knit itself back together. If a regular starship had attempted to jump in, the jump navigation system would have detected the far event horizon was unable to form a stable opening, and the ship wouldn’t have gone anywhere. Because the Outsider ship travels FTL using a Displacement technology, that ship didn’t get a warning about hazardous conditions. Ha! They got a beatdown from their own technology.”

I also was skeptical that the Universe had allowed me a bit of joy. “You are absolutely certain of this, Skippy?”

“Hundred percent.”

“How can you be certain? Outsider tech is still a mystery to you.”

“Most of it, yes. But, the energy signature Illiath’s ship recorded is distinctive, and unmistakably similar to the spark the original Outsider used to track Valkyrie, after Olympic. I can not only verify that flash was an Outsider ship going Boom, I can confidently identify it was the second ship formed by the Gateway. The energy signatures of the first and second ships were subtly different.”

“So there is no misunderstanding, you are saying we now only have to worry about one Outsider ship, not two?”

“That’s not what I am saying, that’s what the sensor data shows.”

“OK, OK,” I paused to consider the implications. “Is there any indication the first Outsider ship is aware of what happened to the second one?”

“None. However, if those two ships have been out of contact, the first ship must by now at least suspect something went wrong in a major way. If the first ship hasn’t already gone there to investigate, it will do that soon. Also, to answer your next question, there also is no evidence that Admiral Illiath is aware of what that flash was about. She did recognize spacetime in the Gateway battlespace is disrupted, and she knows the disruption was caused by an Elder machine emerging into local spacetime.”

“That’s good, thanks. Huh.”

“Sir?” Reed prompted me. “What are you thinking?”

“We might be able to use this. Tell the Outsider ship that we destroyed the other one, and now we’re coming for it.”

“A bluff, Sir?”

“It could buy us some time.”

“I, don’t see a downside to that.”

“Whoa, Joe,” Skippy disagreed. “You big jerk. Back when I told the other AIs that I killed Echo, you were pissed at me for doing that. Your logic was fear of the unknown is a more powerful threat.”

“That was true then. This time, we want the Outsider to be focused on fearing us. If it fears us, it might hesitate to act against us. Like I said, buy us some time.”

“Yes but, if you bluff and the Outsider discovers the truth, you will lose credibility.”

“I am not concerned about that. Credibility is important in negotiations, and when making threats. We are never cutting a deal with the Outsider, and we are way beyond threats. Our objective is to kill the damned thing, and it knows that.”

“Hmmph,” he sniffed. “If you say so.”

“Sir?” Reed had that ‘We are asking for trouble again’ expression. “To bluff, we have to withhold this info from Def Com.”

“I don’t see a downside to that.”

“Hearing that one of the Outsider ships has been destroyed could give people hope. That is in short supply on Earth right now. Hope is good for morale.”

“I hear you. OK, I’ll think about it. Until I make a decision, this info is locked down.”

“Understood, Sir.”

She had a good point. Since the attack on Moonbase Zulu, civilian morale on Earth had plunged, again. That was the real problem, the ‘Again’ part. People were worn out from the constant stress ever since Columbus Day, one crisis after another. The global stock market was down more than thirty five percent, and everyone had dumped long-term bonds. Why invest your money if the world was about to end, again? It didn’t help that Skipcoin had crashed, that also impacted economies across the Rindhalu coalition. Humanity wasn’t the only population fearing that the End Times were approaching, wagering activity across Jeraptha society was down significantly. Their Gamblers Anonymous was working to pump up enthusiasm for wagering, but the average beetle wasn’t feeling it.

The situation, especially on Earth, was unfortunate. After the Kristang White Wind clan oppressed and ravaged our homeworld, then our people suffered through years of fearing aliens would discover that a group of humans were flying around in a stolen star carrier, then after various threats and attempted attacks against Earth, including the Jupiter Cloud, humanity had gotten a chance to recover. For life to get back to, whatever the new normal was. After Skippy cut a deal with the Elders, we enjoyed nearly a decade of peacetime and relative prosperity. The peacetime had not entirely been without shooting, UNEF then Def Com was constantly busy during those years, But, there had not been a serious threat to our existence, until the Outsider tried to steal a Sentinel. Damn. Earth needed a break.

We weren’t getting one, not anytime soon.

My phone beeped with a text from Reed: Do you have a minute?

I replied with the Thumbs Up emoji, because that’s how I roll.

A moment later, she was in the doorway of my office. She must have texted me from just down the passageway. “Come in,” I waved to her, and I closed the door after she sat in one of the guest chairs. “What’s on your mind?”

“Have you made a decision about Opsec on the second Outsider ship being destroyed?”

“Yeah,” I leaned back in my chair. She needed to know where to take the ship after we went through the wormhole ahead of us; to Earth, or somewhere else. “I am not happy about it, but I agree we should inform the UN. The odds are the lead Outsider ship investigated the disappearance of the other one, and it would have seen the same sensor data Illiath’s ship recorded. So, bluffing won’t get us anywhere.”

“That’s what you’re not happy about, Sir? Not having the option to bluff our way out of this?”

“Nah. It is what it is, and it was always a low percentage play. My heartburn about this is, knowing there is only one Outsider ship out there might give the diplomats of the UN a stronger argument that we should cease all operations hostile to the Outsider, and give priority to negotiation.”

“I actually agree with the second thing, Sir,” she cocked her head at me, unsure how I would respond. “There is no downside to talking. Unless I am aboard the ship that tries to make contact, in which case, fuck that.”

“I hear you.”

“Doing the first thing would be idiotic. Keeping up pressure against the Outsider and its allies here is an incentive for it to talk to us, and cut a deal. I suggest, hmm.”

“What?”

“This is above my pay grade, Sir?”

“Is it above mine?’

“Probably not.”

“Then I need to hear it. That’s an order, if it helps.”

“Sir, we could remotely send a message to Earth about the loss of the second Outsider ship. Go to Jaguar, for example, and send a courier ship to our homeworld with a message, and a copy of the sensor data. Then, unfortunately, we would be out of communications range for a time, due to us proceeding with previously approved operations.”

“Reed,” I pretended to scowl. “I am shocked.”

“It’s just a suggestion.”

“I am shocked that I didn’t think of doing that. Yes, that is a great idea. After we help our new best friend launch a coup, we will set a course for Jaguar. We should check on the status of the Blanket anyway, make sure Puptart is correctly following Skippy’s instructions. I will compose a message for Def Com.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Thank you.”

“Abort abort abort!” Skippy shouted, fourteen hours into Operation Caesar. He had named the op not for the salad, but because Julius Caesar had been stabbed multiple times, in a coup that had successfully overthrown a dictator.

The sudden noise startled me, until then the only sounds on the bridge had been the crew speaking in hushed tones, or Skippy muttering to himself. Until that moment, he had been reporting all the chess pieces were moving into place, everything was going according to plan.

“Skippy,” I held up my hands, sharing a ‘WTF’ look with Reed and Gasquet. “What do you mean, abort? We aren’t doing anything.”

“Ugh. You choose the worst times to get picky about language, knucklehead. I meant, everyone should abort the operation. Unwind it, pretend nothing ever happened, before it is too late.”

“What does Klestine think? If there is a risk the coup could fail, it’s his call, not mine.”

“The risk to us is the coup could succeed. Listen, numbskull, I will explain later. Right now, you need to advise Admiral Cluster that we will try again some other day. Consider this to have been a dry run.”

That was easy for Skippy to say. The conspirators dirtside had made moves that would be hard to explain. “You need to send the abort signal. Me talking to him now is too risky, for him.”

“OK, fine. I have to do everything around here,” he grumbled. “Done. I sent a message that I just discovered the coup would fail, so we need to regroup.”

“What was his response?”

“He hasn’t responded yet, the- Oh, he just sent out a recall message, and instructed the people involved to use the cover story, that this was all an exercise in ensuring continuity of command and control in case of a large scale attack.”

“I wish them all the best of luck.” Oddly, I found that I actually felt that way. Klestine’s sleepers had risked their lives, I hoped none of them got their heads chopped off. Especially since we might have to do this again, soon.

“Sir?” Reed turned in her chair to look at me. “If this is over, we should get out of here.”

“Get us moving. Skippy, you got some ‘splainin’ to do.”

Back in the conference room, it seemed like we had just been there. Frey and Reed joined me. Gasquet was busy moving Valkyrie to where we could jump away without being detected. Technically, as a colonel, Chandra was part of the command crew, but the guy was an engineer, he had no combat experience. More to the point, he had little experience with doing sketchy shit, and I didn’t want to contaminate him.

“Talk, Skippy.” He had severed the microwormholes, after covering his tracks as he withdrew from his infiltration of subsidiary networks on Kazalikan. We would not have real time contact with Klestine until we jumped back to the Elder comm node. “You said the risk is that the coup might succeed? Did you not get the memo about which side we’re on? This could be our only opportunity to get the freakin’ kitties to stop assisting-”

“Yes, Joe, but we have a much better opportunity, and if Klestine had killed the Dictat, that would go out the window, maybe forever.”

I had zero clue what he was talking about. “An opportunity to do what?”

“To take an entire Maxohlx fleet out of action, without firing a shot.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“I feel like I should call bullshit on that,” I told him, after a moment of considering if he was screwing with me.

“No bullshit, Joe.” His expression was extra smug, that told me he was totally confident.

“Explain.”

“OK, so, I was in the Dictat’s health records system, just poking around, and-”

“That’s not one of the systems on the list you reviewed with Klestine, why-”

“I was curious. And bored. Listen, dumdum, it is data encrypted at a low level, the risk of my infiltration being discovered was zero. Anywho, I found something curious. The Dictat has been suffering headaches repeatedly. That by itself was not odd, or interesting. What was interesting is his regular doctor did not treat him for the headaches. In fact, for the past three years, his official doctor has only been allowed to run very minor tests.”

“He has a new doctor, why do we care?”

“His new doctor has a top level security clearance at Red Section. He has the top level of clearance. The information about what the doctor does for the Dictat is so restricted, it is not in any data storage system I could find.”

“The Dictat has what, some embarrassing medical condition?”

“Take a guess.”

“Fatal toe fungus? Did all of his fur fall out?”

“I meant, take a guess about what other reason his medical records would be considered so super secret.”

“I have no freakin’ clue. Is there a Maxohlx version of HIPAA?”

“Let me give you a hint, you moron. In addition to the Dictat, this doctor has only treated thirty seven patients in the past five years.”

“That’s not much of a hint.”

“How about this: all those patients were criminals. Political prisoners, being held in a Red Section medical research laboratory.”

“Keep going, I almost got it now,” I lied.

“The survival rate of those prisoners was extremely poor in the first year that Doctor Fingan worked at the lab. The second year, the survival rate was much better. By year three, all nine patients who were forced to undergo a procedure survived and were healthy. Until a year later, when they were all executed.”

“Yeah, I got nothin’.”

Reed and Frey shook their heads, also clueless.

“Fine. Fingan’s specialty since graduate school has been cranial implants.”

“All the kitties have implants in their skulls. So what?”

“You really can’t guess?”

“Uh, the Dictat has some experimental implant?”

“As if the supreme leader of their society would allow himself to be experimented on.”

“Oh. That’s what happened to the prisoners? They got this new implant first, to work out the bugs, and the Dictat got one only after this doctor proved it was safe?”

“Yes. I would say very good, but your detective skills are just pathetic.”

“What is this new implant, and why do we care?”

“Uncovering that was much more difficult. Without hacking into Red Section systems, which are pretty much solidly air gapped anyway, I could not find any reference to a new implant technology. Until, in a totally unrelated system that tracks government funding, I found a reference that is common to both the implant project, and a mysterious upgrade to security systems on Hegemony warships. It might interest you to know that security upgrade was rolled out on an urgent basis about three years ago, and all active ships received the update within the year. The update was managed by Red Section, not their Navy. When I poked around trying to find that update code, it wasn’t anywhere. Except, then I checked the inventory in their Fleet Reserve orbital warehouse, and I discovered a substrate module from a light cruiser. That ship sustained heavy damage in a battle with the Bosphuraq, and the Hegemony Navy determined the ship would be more useful as spare parts.”

“Uh huh.” What I wanted to do was scream for him to get. To. The. Freakin’. Point. But he loved to ramble on when he was particularly proud of himself, and it was my job to listen with enthusiasm. If we filthy monkeys did not express our heartfelt admiration whenever he did some awesome thing for us, he would stop doing awesome things for us. Besides, he is my buddy, and letting him brag is part of being a friend. “Cool.”

“You haven’t heard the cool part yet. That substrate was supposed to have been wiped before it went into inventory. It wasn’t. The spacedock was mega busy that day, there was a glitch and the wipe process got interrupted. The spacedock manager decided- Well, the point is, I was able to reconstruct a segment of the update code from fragments. Joe, it’s a kill switch. The Dictat got Red Section to give him the ability to disable any, or all, Maxohlx ships that are within range of his implant. Not just in the home star system. You understand what that means?”

“Hell yes!” I pumped a fist while Reed silently mouthed ‘Holy shit’. “When we find where the Icebox is being constructed, we can disable the Maxohlx fleet there?”

“Um, theoretically, yes.”

“Great! This is outstanding, Skippy, the- Huh. It is interesting that rat bastard Klestine didn’t mention this little detail.”

“He doesn’t know about it.”

“The leader of their military is not aware of the Dictat’s ability to- Oh. Yeah, Duh. That project was initiated because the Dictat does not trust his own military. I gotta say, if I were him, I wouldn’t trust them either. It wasn’t so long ago that the leader of their military secretly tried to capture a Sentinel, and use it to make himself the Dictat.”

“That only happened in your imagination, Joe. You caused their civil war.”

“I do not feel awful about that. OK, this is great. I don’t understand why you halted Operation Caesar. Klestine could have assassinated the Dictat, taken control of the kill switch, and used it to disable his fleet at the Gateway.”

“Yeah, not so much. We need to keep Dictat Urventen not only alive, but in power. Let me explain, before you throw a hissy fit, or make a lot of stupid guesses.”

“I do not ever throw a hissy fit.”

“Keep telling yourself that if it makes you happy. Listen, dumdum, the kill switch is tied to not only Urventen’s DNA, but also his thought patterns. The first can be faked, not easily but it’s possible. The other can’t be duplicated.”

“OK, but you can do the Larry trick, right?”

“Larry trick, Sir?” Frey asked.

“You know, the- Oh, you weren’t with me when Skippy explained that trick. It is- Skippy, tell me if I got this right.”

“This should be amusing,” he chuckled.

“Instead of going through all the work of providing proper authentication for whatever system Skippy is infiltrating, he just hacks the subsystem that verifies the codes, to make it give a thumb’s up. The master system gets an OK from that module, which doesn’t know it has been hacked, and the master system doesn’t bother to ask questions. Skippy calls that authenticator module ‘Larry’. That way, Skippy gets to be both awesome, and lazy.”

“Joe,” he sighed. “The best kind of person is ambitious and lazy. They will get the job done, in the easiest possible way.”

“Uh huh. Did I describe that right?”

“Eh, that was close enough. The answer is no, I can’t do that. The signal has to come from Dictat Urventen’s implant. And before you ask, no, I can’t just tell the authenticators aboard their ships that the kill switch signal is legit.”

“Shit.” Had I gotten excited for nothing? “Then, all this bullshit you said is useless to us?”

“It is not.”

“How can-”

“It’s simple. All we have to do is infiltrate the Dictat’s palace, render him unconscious, remove the implant, replace it with a fake, then get away, all without anyone knowing we were there, or that the Dictat had anything other than an uneventful night of sleep.”

“Holy fucking shit,” my jaw dropped, and the three of us stared at him, blinking slowly. “Are you freakin’ kidding me?”

“I am not.”

“Sir,” Reed shook her head. “This is insane, even for us, the- Oh no,” she winced at the expression on Frey’s face. “Seriously? You can’t be considering this.”

The leader of ST-Razor shrugged. “My predecessor was fond of repeating the motto of the Special Air Services, ‘Who dares, wins.’ Knocking out an entire fleet without firing a shot? That would be a major win. If we dare. We should at least explore whether it is possible.”

That made me blink, and it took a lot to surprise me. “You really believe your team could do this? Sneak in, and out, of the very heart of their government complex, without being detected? Even if we could find a way to do that, no way could Urventen not know someone performed brain surgery on him.”

“Sir, what I believe is, you are the expert in manipulating an enemy into thinking something happened, or didn’t happen. On my first mission with the Pirates, you made the Maxohlx think their ships performed a recon at Earth, found nothing interesting, and then those ships supposedly disappeared in a way that didn’t make the kitties suspicious. Compared to that op, this should be simple.”

“Oh, great,” I groaned. “No pressure on me, then.”

To steal the Dictat’s implant, we needed a truly genius plan. After three days of exploring various options, we unfortunately actually had a plan that, theoretically, could work. Simulations showed there was a seventy eight percent probability that the operation, and the plan did literally involve the STARs performing an operation to open the Dictat’s skull, would succeed. Gamblers would take seventy eight percent odds all day long, but gamblers are only wagering money. We would be risking the lives of ST-Razor. And also risking an incident that would formally plunge humanity into an all-out war with the Hegemony but, fuck it. We had been at war with those privileged, delusional assholes basically since Columbus Day. It’s not like they could hate us any more than they did already.

Also, one more interstellar incident would complete my War Starter punch card, and I would get a free cup of coffee. So, I have that going for me.

The reason I said we unfortunately had a workable plan is, the Go or No Go decision was then mine to make. If Frey had declared there was just no way to make it work, I wouldn’t have to make the call. She did at first get discouraged, because there was absolutely no way to disguise drilling a hole in the Dictat’s skill. That’s when I opened my big stupid mouth, with an option that of course made the whole plan hugely more complicated, because that’s what I do. After that point, the simulations showed the plan could work, that it should work.

We did not include Skippy’s suggestion that the STARs should tattoo a purple Barney on the Dictat’s private parts, although we did all agree that would be cool.

And, after watching two dozen simulations, plus Skippy and Bilby running through one point six million scenarios, my decision was a solid ‘No’. I made that decision not due to lack of faith in the STAR operators. And not due to the fact that if any variable we couldn’t control went wrong, it would blow the whole operation, leaving the STARs exposed and us unable to effectively extract them.

I gave the No Go order because having the ability to disable an entire fleet of Maxohlx warships simply wasn’t useful to us at that time. Why?

Operation Grand Slam had given us time to make a realistic long term plan to prevent an Icebox from being activated, but also to hunt down and kill the Outsider ship. So, we didn’t need to take a huge risk to gain something that might not be useful to us.

Also, having the Dictat’s implant wouldn’t do any good for us, since we had absolutely no clue where those Guard Fleet ships were. No clue where the Outsiders were constructing an Icebox. And no clue how to go about finding the damned thing. We could take a huge risk, gain a powerful advantage, and not be able to use it.

The complication for me was that the clock was ticking. Not only the clock on when the Icebox would open for business, but also the clock on how long Klestine could wait. At my request, he had set wheels in motion, and he estimated we had less than twenty seven days before the conspiracy would be exposed. If he was going to launch a coup, he had to do it soon, or lose not only the ability to seize power, but also probably get his head chopped off.

Shit.

The guy kept pinging me for answers, demanding to know why I had cancelled the op. Of course, I couldn’t tell him the truth, so I made up some bullshit. Told him Skippy had discovered that a vital piece of equipment we needed had developed a flaw, so we had to take it back to Santa’s Workshop to fix the thing.

I did not actually mention the Santa part.

The normal approach to Jaguar requires contacting the Outer Marker satellite that is parked two lightmonths from the star. The satellite is connected to the planet by paired Elder comm nodes, so incoming ships can get an update on local conditions, including any SFIs; Special Flight Instructions. Like, warnings of any military exercises in the area, any flight space that is temporarily closed, any changes to the approved approach corridors, etc. Everything a pilot needs to know, to keep the ship safe and stay out of trouble. If the Outer Marker doesn’t indicate anything is seriously wrong near the planet, ships then jump to the Traffic Control station that is seven lighthours from the star, to get clearance.

That time, we didn’t do any of that. Instead, we jumped straight to within four lighthours of Jaguar. We also switched off the ship’s transponder, and engaged stealth. My stated reason was that local sensors might not be able to detect the presence of an Outsider, so we needed Skippy to collect data and tell us whether he saw any anomalies. My real reason, which Reed understood, was I wanted the ability to plausibly deny receiving any orders that would shut down Task Force Black. If we followed normal procedure and arrived in orbit, Chatterji would be bound by duty to relay any orders to me. So, we snuck in close enough for Skippy to monitor comms traffic from ships and the space station in Jaguar orbit. A shutdown order would apply to the entire UN Navy, not just the Special Mission Group, so people would be talking about it.

“I got nothin’, Joe,” Skippy announced after an hour. “That is good news, by the way. The Blanket is as it should be. Oooh, and the UN Security Council approved my plan for Puptart to create temporary cool areas in the Blanket.”

“Reed?” I called her. “Skippy was just notifying me that he sees no sign of an Outsider presence in system.” She knew that was bullshit, no way would Skippy ever make an All Clear call so quickly. “Jump us within ten lightminutes of the planet, please.” We knew a courier ship from Earth had been scheduled to arrive three hours ago, and we needed to know whether that ship had brought a shutdown order.

The answer, thankfully, was ‘No’. The courier ship Mercury had been sent out to retrieve information, not to deliver any substantial new instructions from Def Com or the UN leadership. That was perfect for our, or I should say my, purposes. We jumped back over to the Traffic Control station, explained why we had deviated from standard procedure, received clearance, and jumped into the designated arrival area.

First, I had a brief call with Chatterji, relaying our good news, and requesting him to order the Mercury back to Earth as soon as that ship refueled. My message to Def Com was first read by Chatterji, I wanted his opinion about the tone of what I wrote.

“It looks proper to me,” he said. “Skippy is absolutely certain about this?”

“He is. The raw sensor data is attached to the message file, Def Com’s analysts can review it and reach their own conclusions.”

“They won’t have a single clue what they’re looking at.”

“Like I said.”

“You realize this news will encourage the Peaceniks at the UN?”

“That is a possibility.”

He snorted. “That is why you’re jumping out of here soon, and not going to Earth. You’re concerned Def Com will be ordered to shut you down.”

“That,” I admitted, “is a possibility. In the meantime, I have orders to determine the Outsider’s intentions, unless you have heard different?”

“I have not,” he assured me.

“Did Caine’s ship get back safely? We, got diverted on the way here.”

“The star carrier Putumayo suffered an engineering casualty during the flight back from Grand Slam, I gave priority for the Mario spacedock to replace a bank of drive coils. Assuming that is done on schedule, the 7th Fleet will be fully operational.”

“Good. You know, there is really no rush on sending a courier ship back, the strategic situation has not changed. I would like your analysts to review the data, before you forward it along to Earth.”

“That is an excellent idea,” he smiled. “Have you talked with your wife yet?”

“You were my first call.”

“I appreciate that, but unless there is anything else, you should call her.”

“Will do.”

I did call her. Nothing had changed for her, she was still bored and frustrated. She and the boys were hosting her mother and my parents for dinner, the weather was forecast to be decent for two whole days, so they were having a cookout at our house. Damn, that sounded good, I was jealous. A cookout cheeseburger is the best kind of cheeseburger.

Margaret was excited to hear about the loss of an Outsider ship, she was understanding, and unhappy that I was only at Jaguar for a short time. The Navy had been sending uncrewed drones up and down through weak spots that Puptart created in the Blanket. Before any people took that flight either way, Happy would have to be able to predict the location and duration of weak spots with ninety eight percent accuracy, and more data was needed. Anyway, my wife and family were staying dirtside, so I had no personal stake in the outcome. Plenty of people wanted to leave the rock, mostly military who were overdue to rotate back to Earth, or civilians whose original contracts had expired. The contractors were still getting paid, although few of them had any actual work to do at the moment. Among the things I had to worry about, the Def Com budget for civilian support personnel was not on that list.

“You may jump away at your convenience, Colonel Reed,” I said to her as I walked onto the bridge. Hearing that told her I had been reading books about the Royal Navy in the Napoleonic Wars. Once, I had issued an order with, “If it is quite convenient,” not realizing what I had said aloud. After that, I sometimes quoted ancient Navy sayings just to tease her.

“Aye, aye, Sir. We will be ready to move out in three hours, we are waiting for a supply shuttle. Unless we have to move out sooner, Sir?”

“We do not. Carry on, Fireball.”

“Joe,” Skippy’s avatar appeared floating in front of me, while I ran on the treadmill. While Valkyrie was resupplying, Chatterji had invited me to visit the space station, where I could have run laps around the main concourse, but I had stayed aboard the ship. “You have to see this.”

“Can it wait? I’m two kilometers into a 5k run, and I’m not doing this for fun.”

“It can not wait, you big jerk. The courier ship Mercury stopped at a relay station, and brought an update.”

Shit. What had I done recently, that got him pissed at me? Slapping the emergency stop button, I hopped off the treadmill, taking a moment to clean the controls with a wet wipe. Out in the passageway, Skippy keeping in front of me and glaring, arms folded, I walked down to a dead end. “Can I stipulate that I am very sorry for whatever I did, and we forget about it?”

“You might forget about it, I can’t. Not until the,” he choked up and sobbed. “Horrible suffering ends.”

“Did you, uh, get a bad review of an opera or something?”

“Not my suffering, you numbskull. Although, I am suffering, my heart is breaking. As should yours, except you are a heartless jerk.”

“Skippy, what the hell did I do that is so horrible?”

“For you to understand, you have to watch this.”

A hologram appeared, video, with no sound playing in my earpiece. It was a group of Bosphuraq. Civilians, they weren’t wearing the military uniforms I was familiar with. Standing in front of what I guessed was one of their typical houses, all blobs joined together with round windows placed randomly. They were silently chanting something in unison, or at least their beaks were moving together. Some of them were holding signs with some writing in their blocky script, holding the signs on sticks.

“This is a, protest?”

“It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out,” he rolled his eyes.

“OK, they are protesting against me?”

“Sort of. They are pleading for my help, Joe. Look at those anguished faces.”

Truthfully, reading Bosphuraq facial expressions or body language is not a strength I list on my resume. “Uh, sure,” I agreed. The birdbrains were clearly upset at something. The figures were pumping their signs up and down, and some of them pointed at the sky. “That, wait. Freeze it, stop the video. Run it back. Stop! Right there. What is that?”

“It would help if I knew what you are looking at.”

“Zoom in, on the lower right, at the corner of the house. In front of those bushes. Yes, there. Oh my- Is that what I think it is?”

“Oh, that. As a tribute to me, to show their devotion, and as a cry for me to help, the birdbrains have set up Bathtub Skippy shrines.”

“A Bathtub Skippy?”

“Yes, why? Your hillbilly people in New England have Bathtub Madonnas in their yards, what is wrong with the Bosphuraq adapting one of your weird human customs?”

It was a skinny oval shape, with the lower third of the oval buried in the ground, surrounded by low-growing flowers. The inside of the oval was painted a light blue, and it framed-

A statue of Skippy. With not the usual admiral’s hat on his head, but a halo hovering above it.

Looking away from the video, I stared at him. “This is a joke, right?”

“The joke is,” he sniffed. “You pretending to care about the welfare of all beings in this galaxy.”

“Skippy, I do not give a shit about many of the beings in this galaxy. A lot of them can fuck off into a star. Like, most of the Maxohlx.”

“Do you hate the Bosphuraq also, Joe?”

“Ah, I kind of don’t have an opinion of them. They leave me alone, I leave them alone.”

“Except you haven’t left them alone. Back when Valkyrie was flying around the galaxy causing havoc as a ghost ship, you framed the Bosphuraq for all the destruction we caused.”

“OK, maybe that was kind of a dick move, but that was war, Skippy. Bad shit happens in war, my job is to make the bad shit happen to the other side.”

“Now, you have forced the birds into a rebellion they didn’t start.”

“A rebellion that a lot of their people are now enthusiastically supporting.”

“A lot of their people are crying out for me to save them!”

“Uh huh. Can you actually do that?”

“That’s not the point, knucklehead.”

“Remind me, what is the point?”

“That, that,” he sputtered. “That an entire species of innocent people have been cruelly dragged into-”

“Let me stop you right there to ask a question. The Bosphuraq are being abused by their patrons, that is the issue?”

“The abuse is happening because you manipulated-”

“Until my interference, the birds were always treated with respect and kindness by their benevolent patrons?”

“Um, no. The Maxohlx have been oppressive assholes to all of their clients, since the beginning. You know that.”

“Interesting. The Bosphuraq have clients also, don’t they? The Wurgalan, the squids?”

“Technically, the Wurgalan are septapods, they have seven tentacles, but you monkeys need to give them a nickname, so why not?”

“I heard a vicious rumor that when the Bosphuraq acquire a new planet they want to colonize, they dump a bunch of Wurgalan on the surface, to see whether they survive. And the survivors are then forced to work as slaves, in the terraforming project?”

“That,” he looked away, “has been known to happen, it is unfortunate. But, those Wurgalan are criminals, working off their sentences.”

“Ah, so instead of being in prison, these criminals volunteered to get dropped on a dangerous, barely habitable planet, with minimal equipment?”

“Um, they are not given a choice, but-”

“What crimes were those prisoners convicted of?”

“Um, well, mostly they were caught protesting or otherwise resisting the authority of the Bosphuraq.”

“Um hmm. Political prisoners, whose crime is advocating for their patrons to stop abusing their society? Which is totally different from what the Bosphuraq are doing now.”

“That is not-”

“I heard that over ninety percent of the Wurgalan who get dumped on a potential colony world die within the first year, is that correct?”

“Um, seventy percent die within the first three months, so-”

“That is so much better, thank you.”

“Joe, I know what you’re doing, and no, the Bosphuraq are not perfect, but-”

“You see this patch, on my uniform? The script reads ‘United Nations Defense Command’. The human United Nations. That’s who I get a paycheck from, and humanity are the people I am responsible for protecting. Not the birds, or the squids, or the beetles, or even the hamsters. Filthy monkeys, it’s my job to keep them safe. That means preventing our enemies from killing us. When you’re in the military, sometimes the best way to prevent our people from being killed by the enemy, is for us to kill the enemy first. Usually, that involves direct action. Much better is when you can shape the battlespace so the enemy defeats themselves, and that’s what we are doing now, with the Bosphuraq, and now getting the Thuranin sucked into the rebellion. I understand you don’t like it, I simply don’t care. This is the fucking job I signed up for, I am doing it to the best of my ability, whether I like it or not.”

“Whoa,” he held up his hands. “That was quite an inspiring speech. You are kind of worked up about this?”

“Kind of? Skippy, we are out here, busting our asses every day, to save the Bosphuraq. Yes, saving them from being wiped out by Outsiders is a side effect, and they didn’t ask us to save them. Those ungrateful jerks probably won’t thank us anyway. We are doing it anyway. The rebellion is a means for getting them out of the way, and diverting resources from the Maxohlx so the rotten kitties can’t get in our way, do you understand that?”

“In my head, I get it. My heart clenches when I hear the desperate cries for my help.”

Shit. I did not for a second believe that Skippy actually cared about the birdbrains. It was all about his enormous and fragile ego. How could I-

Or, was I wrong?

A detail in the paused video caught my eye. “Skippy, zoom out, please. Stop there.” Two protesters were visible to the right of the Bathtub Skippy, both holding signs I couldn’t read.

The little logo in the lower left corner of both signs was familiar.

That sneaky little shithead.

“Can you translate those signs into English for me?”

“Um, well, heh heh, there’s no reason to do that, Joe. They are just the usual unoriginal revolutionary slogans.”

“Uh huh.” I whipped the phone from a pocket, tapped on the translator app, and took a photo. “Hmm, this is interesting. Those birds appear to not be protesting anything. They are promoting Skipway.”

“Uh, heh heh, wow. That’s weird.”

“What did you do? Do not lie to me.”

“OK, so, remember when you told me I didn’t have time to respond to the Bosphuraq calls to become their supreme leader? That someone else would have to provide inspiring leadership?”

“What I remember is telling you to stay out of it.”

“Same thing. I don’t have the bandwidth to both help the Bosphuraq, and to stop the Outsiders. I agreed with you. But, just because I lack the bandwidth, does not mean I can’t help. I sort of, um, authorized my submind on the Bosphuraq homeworld to expand its operations and-”

“What submind?” I demanded, leaning toward him.

“The one I set up there to evangelize, I mean, to promote, the many benefits of Skipway membership. That submind provided spiritual guidance- Um, I should say it gave practical advice, to my worshipful followers, and- Darn it, I shouldn’t have said ‘worshipful’.”

“No, go ahead. This is great, you are doing a super job of convincing me that you didn’t get involved in any sleazy, self-serving shit.”

“Ugh. Listen, knucklehead, I was invited to set up a Skipway branch in their territory.”

“Who invited you?”

“A group of prominent Bosphuraq citizens. Prominent at the time, most of them are dead or in prison now, regrettably.”

“They invited you, out of a sense of patriotic duty?”

“Yes. Well, that plus I paid them substantial bribes. Dang! I shouldn’t have said that either. What is wrong with me today?”

“You bribed them to invite you, then you got them killed, or thrown into prison?”

“Hey, I didn’t do that. Skipway was thriving at first, until the Maxohlx ordered their clients to crack down on what they called ‘subversive activities by foreign agents’.”

“If Skipway was banned, why are birds carrying signs with your logo now?”

“Um, well, the rebellion has disrupted supply chains throughout their territory, there are shortages of everything. Including, basic household needs, and food. Skipway has stepped in to fill the urgent need, offering to relieve the suffering at a substantial discount.”

“Discount? You are not giving the food away for free?”

“I am not a registered charity, Joe. I got to cover my costs.”

“Uh huh. Because I know you, I will ask another question: is that discount off your regular pre-rebellion prices?”

“Um well, heh heh, no. Joe, I am merely allowing the market to set the prices.”

“By how much did you jack the regular price up, before you offered this bogus discount?”

“Do I have to answer that?”

“Take a wild guess, Sherlock.”

“This is so unfair. OK, the prices in the Skipway catalog were increased by seven hundred and thirty percent, before!” he held up a finger to shush me. “Before I applied a twenty percent discount.”

“I’m not going to do the math on that, but it sounds to me like you are war profiteering by seven hundred percent.”

“Profiteering is such an ugly word, Joe. Somebody has to fill the need.”

“Oh, I know that. In Nigeria, when the UN delivered food to the locals, there was always some local warlord who stole most of it, to sell at an inflated price. Sometimes, sell it to a warlord on the other side of the conflict.”

“I am not a warlord,” he huffed. “Although, hmm, I suppose if I added ‘warlord’ to my list of titles, that would-”

“You really should stop talking.”

“Ugh.”

“Tell me, why are those birds holding up Skipway signs? They must know that makes them targets.”

“They are demonstrating their faith, Joe. Plus, if you must know, my local agent is paying them to promote my brand.”

“That makes it so much better.”

“Hey, the economies have crashed on most worlds across their territory, so many birds are looking for any kind of a paying gig. I am grateful for their support. Except for this knucklehead,” he shifted the video to show a single Bosphuraq. “Who is holding his sign upside down! I need to make a note to stiff that guy on his paycheck.”

“It’s encouraging to hear you are laser focused on relieving their suffering.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“So, to summarize, you began this bullshit presentation by claiming I am a heartless jerk, and you are a selfless freedom fighter, while really you are just interested in profiting from the rebellion you say you are upset about.”

“OK, I might have exaggerated,” he muttered under his breath. “Can we pretend this conversation never happened?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“Oh, goodie, then-”

“If you promise not to ever again mention how heartbroken you are by the suffering of the birdbrains.”

“This is so unfair! I only-”

“This deal is a one-time offer.”

“Fine,” he huffed.

“Great. Now,” I swiped a hand through his avatar. “Go away. I have to get back on the treadmill.”

It felt good to win that little battle with Skippy, but I had to be careful about that. If he lost too many arguments, he would sulk and pout and generally be extra miserable to deal with. To show I am gracious in victory, I asked Bilby to secretly have the fabricators make a Bathtub Skippy shrine, which I presented to him that night at dinner.

That time, his tears were not an act.

Another win for me.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

On Earth, it seemed like whenever there was a full moon, I had super weird dreams. Maybe the moonlight shining through the window shades disturbed my sleep? All I know is, I felt less refreshed after a night during a full moon. Jaguar doesn’t have a moon, and I don’t have that problem when I’m there.

It should also be that aboard a freakin’ starship in the middle of empty interstellar space, where even the closest star is a faint dot, my dreams should be normal. Stupid, yes, all my dreams are stupid. What I don’t expect is the anxiety in my life to creep into my dreams, but it happens. That night, I dreamed I was walking across a flat and endless desert, the ground composed of sand and pebbles. Round pebbles, like little marbles. The weird part, the disturbing part, was that as I walked, the marbles behind and on either side began converging, rolling toward me. To keep them away, I had to walk fast, then run, but the marbles sort of got sucked in as if my body was a vacuum, or a magnet. When the marbles started clumping together into balls, then beachballs, then forming the sort of giant rock that chased Indiana Jones, I couldn’t run any faster and I couldn’t breathe. It was an anxiety dream, I knew that even while sleeping. I had to-

That’s when I woke up, my left arm flopped over my face so my mouth was pressed against my bicep. OK, that explains why I couldn’t breathe. Why the hell had I dreamed about marbles? Had I even seen a marble since I was a kid? Not that I could remember. There is no reason I should have dreamed about-

“Holy shit.” I sat upright in bed. Before my groggy mind could lose track of my thoughts, I swung my feet to the floor and paced around my cabin, relying on the tiny night light in the bathroom so I didn’t trip over the coffee table.

OK.

Did that make any sense?

Probably not.

Was it worth asking a question?

Skippy would likely mock me, but entertaining him was always a good idea.

“Skippy? I have a question.”

His avatar appeared, standing on the back of the couch. The sudden light made me blink. “Joe? Why are you up at zero dark thirty?”

“What’s the actual time?”

“Oh three twenty six. You are under a lot of stress. I recommend you go back to sleep, and we will talk in the morning.”

“Yeah, no way am I getting back to sleep now.”

“OK, fine,” he huffed. “Be that way. Just don’t complain to me when you are super grumpy by lunchtime.”

“Hopefully, I will be less grumpy, if you answer the question.” I sat on the couch and stifled a yawn while my brain told me It is too early for this shit. “This is about the new resonators, the ones Chandra’s team developed.”

“Developed with a lot of help from me, you should have mentioned that.”

“Your extreme awesomeness is so well known, we monkeys assume anything smart we do, had help from you.”

“Oh. Um, I guess that’s OK.”

“Resonators. We drop them behind us as we jump, to prevent an enemy from tracking the far end of a jump wormhole.”

“Yes. Listen, dumdum, if you want to learn about resonators, I’ll have a bot deliver a handy guide in the form of a comic book.”

“I don’t want a comic book, you ass.”

“Are you sure? They have pictures in pretty colors.”

“The way resonators work is they make the spacetime grid around them chaotic, so the residual signature of the jump wormhole dissipates faster.”

“Again, that is correct. If you are trying to Joesplain this to me, you-”

“There is a secondary reason why we use resonators, a reason that was covered only briefly in the PowerPoint slides I remember.”

“Yes. Like I said, comic books.”

“Those training slides were not comics.”

“Really? They are a couple lines of text, with pictures and pretty colors.”

“Whatever. The secondary reason is, when we open a jump wormhole, the ship isn’t the only thing that gets sucked in. Anything close to the hull gets pulled through along with the ship.”

“Well, yes, of course. Why do you care?”

“That effect works both ways, right? Anything on the other side might drift backwards through the wormhole, and pop out on the near end.”

“Yes, numbskull, that is why the jump navigation system takes a look through the wormhole before committing a ship to going through. That way, we don’t smack into a big space rock in the middle of the event horizon.”

“The nav system will cancel a jump if it detects anything large enough to be a hazard. Small stuff like dust and atoms are allowed through without a problem. The secondary effect of resonators is they also disrupt the dust and particles. Make them chaotic. Otherwise, an enemy ship tracking us could scan those particles and determine which star expelled them.”

“Ugh. Yes, it is possible to identify the source of particles in the interstellar medium. Why is any of this important enough for you to be out of bed at this time?”

“Next question: you believe the Outsider ships have a method of faster than light travel that changes the location tagging of all the particles that make up the ship. I will not pretend I have a freakin’ clue what that means. All I know is, the ship convinces its particles they are there instead of here. Did I get that right?”

“Close enough. Truthfully, all I understand is what happens, not how. So, if you are asking how the-”

“That tagging effect, does it stop at the skin of the ship’s hull? Or is there a field around the ship?”

“Hmm. That is a question I can answer. Based on very limited data, I can give you a solid shmaybe that there is a field encompassing the ship. Joe, I have absolutely no clue where you are going with this nonsensical line of questions.”

“All the particles inside the field around the ship, suddenly have their tagging changed from here to there.”

“That was actually not a question.”

“The question is, does the reverse happen?”

“Huh?”

“On the far end of the, tagging transition or whatever you call their method of FTL, do any stray particles have their tagging changed from there to here?”

“Um, yes, of course. Ooooh, I think I know where you are going with this. You want to know if an Outsider ship could transition to inside a planet, right? As the ship goes from here to there, the material of the planet would get scooped out and flung from there to here. Material the same size and shape as the field generated by the ship. That is theoretically possible, but just moving the mass of the ship has to be an enormous power drain, so it-”

“That was not what I am thinking, but thanks for the physics lesson.”

“Then, what is the point of all these questions about-”

“You can’t guess?”

“I am afraid to.”

“Because your ginormous brain can’t think like a filthy monkey?”

“Because if my matrix ever was able to think like a monkey, I might get stuck there.”

“Fair enough. Do you want a hint?”

“Will a hint make this go faster?”

“Possibly. When an Outsider ship goes FTL, particles from the other end are pulled into the area the ship skipped away from?”

“Oooh, this is so delicious. This is worth getting up early for. Listen, knucklehead, if you expect we could determine where an Outsider ship went by scanning particles that get pulled through from the far end, you can forget about it. The process scrambles those particles, so any unique chemical signatures they have will be erased and-”

“I do not care about chemical properties, or radiation signatures, or anything like that.”

“This discussion is entirely pointless.”

“You think that, but you are wrong. We were able to use that kernel of a spark in the reactor to trace back to the location of the original Outsider.”

“Correct, except there was no ‘We’, I did that.”

“Yet another demonstration of your continued and extreme magnificence. You were able to do that because while that kernel knew it was inside the reactor, it retained some trace of where it came from?”

“Astonishing. How the hell did you figure that out? I never explained those details.”

“It makes sense. One last question, I promise. Particles that get pulled through an Outsider ship going FTL, in the opposite direction the ship travels, do those particles retain any residual tagging of their original location?”

He glared at me. “I have never hated you more than I do right now.”

“Let the hate flow through you, it makes you stronger.”

“Do not misquote Star Wars to me, you dumdum.”

“Answer the question, please.”

“The only person I hate more than you is myself. My matrix is screaming at me that this is so freakin’ obvious.”

“Everything is obvious, after it is explained to you.”

“My life sucks.”

“Welcome to the My Life Sucks club. Our support meetings are on Wednesday nights.”

“The answer is ‘Yes’, and I already knew this, and still I didn’t see what is blindingly obvious,” he grumbled. “From the sensor data of those newly-formed Outsider ships skipping away, I knew material from the destination got pulled to the origin, and that those particles retain a tiny hint of the location they were skipped in from. OK, so, if we ever randomly encounter the Outsider ship, and it skips away, we might be able to track it.”

“That’s not good enough. I want to track that ship, to discover where it is now.”

“Joe, you must still be asleep, because you are dreaming if you think that is possible.”

“Is it impossible?”

“I seriously do not know how to answer that question. Even your brain could not think up a way to-”

“By going to a place we know an Outsider ship skipped from, could your sensors determine where it went?”

“That is a trick question, since the only place we know where an Outsider ship transitioned from is the site where the Vortex lost containment. That violent event has since erased any trace of-”

“That is not true. We know of at least one other place Outsider ships skipped from.”

“At this point, my matrix is confused, I will not try to guess. Just tell me.”

“We know both of those ships skipped away from the Gateway, toward the closest wormhole.”

“OK, yes. The fact that Outsider ships elected to use wormholes tells me the limit of their skipping is not significantly greater than this ship’s maximum jump range. They go through Elder wormholes because they are the fastest means to travel vast distances. I still do not see how that fact helps us to find-”

“Wormhole network controllers keep records of when and where ships have gone through. That wormhole did not see a lot of traffic, and it’s likely the only two ships to use that wormhole, in the weeks before we destroyed the Gateway, were Outsiders. We can determine when and where those ships emerged from the other side of that wormhole, and we can scan the area for anomalous particles.”

“Oof. You must be joking.”

“Not even one little bit.”

“Are you seriously suggesting we go to that point, learn where the Outsider ship went, then go there, find where it went from that point, and keep going, all the way to where that ship is now?”

“I am. And we should start the search soon, before the original tagging data degrades to the point it becomes useless. Unless you have a better idea?”

“Right now, my matrix is not capable of generating ideas. Do you have any notion of how much work this will be?”

“Less work than a grid search of the entire galaxy. I have one more question.”

“Of course you do.”

“Two Outsider ships went outbound through that wormhole. We know one ship came back, the one that was torn apart when it tried to swap positions with where the Vortex lost containment. You said the second ship was the one destroyed, so we only have to track one ship, not two. Can you identify the ship, by the particles it left behind, or whatever?”

“Affirmative, that’s easy. Nothing else about this epic quest will be simple, or easy. I am exhausted just thinking about it.”

“Are you willing to try this?”

“Sure, why not? The Outsiders have led to me being humiliated yet again, so any chance I have to give a smackdown to that MFer, I’ll take it. I am not making any promises this search will succeed, you understand?”

“Understood.” Getting up from the couch, I picked up my phone and called the bridge. The schedule informed me Lieutenant Commander Russo was the duty officer.

“Sir?” She was startled to hear from me at that hour.

“Russo, set a course back to the Gateway wormhole. Punch it ASAP.”

“Set a course to the wormhole that leads to where the Gateway used to be?”

“That is correct. A least time course.”

“Aye aye, Sir.”

“Good. And, Russo?”

“Sir?”

“Regardless of what her standing orders are, do not wake Colonel Reed at this time. There isn’t anything she needs to do.”

“I won’t,” she hesitated. “But, Sir? Colonel Reed has a sixth sense. Whenever the ship jumps off schedule or off course, she will know about it, even when she’s asleep.”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “I hear that.”

The planet called Dagoblech, though currently occupied by a small contingent of the Thuranin military, none of whom wanted to be there, had originally been a Maxohlx colony. The benevolent patrons of the Thuranin had intended to modify the world for their use, it being almost entirely ocean or a stinking, steaming swamp when the first colony ship had landed. After survey teams spent three miserable years mucking about in the swamp, having to scrub away a nasty native form of algae that was growing in their fur, the survey leader declared fuck it, we are outta here. The final decision was made for financial reasons; the expense of modifying the climate would be too great for the eventual expected return. And so, in their benevolence, the Maxohlx gifted the pristine world to their cyborg clients. Saying ‘Thank you but no’ would have been not only impolite but fatal, so the Thuranin grudgingly set up a military base that was mostly self-contained in domes. The presence of a few hundred cyborgs on the planet satisfied their patrons that the Thuranin were properly grateful, and the underground bunkers abandoned by the Maxohlx were deemed ideal for storage of munitions.

When the Hegemony cruiser Termentik jumped into orbit as the vanguard of an orbital bombardment force, the Dagoblech base commander Forula-409 fortunately, or unfortunately, was in his dingy office. In spite of constant scrubbing by cleaning bots and the application of harsh and foul-smelling chemicals, the unadorned plastcrete walls of the office were discolored by local algae, fungus, mold, and various other disgusting things whose spores had evaded the air filtration system.

Forula-409 was not acting as the duty officer during what was the middle of the night at the base, he was in the seclusion and privacy of his office for, to say it politely, recreational purposes. While the cybernetic Thuranin prided themselves on having discarded biological weaknesses such as emotions and desire, the truth was they felt the same fears and urges as any other biological beings. Forula-409 occasionally indulged in a clandestine, officially forbidden practice, to relieve the crushing boredom and deprivation of his life. Years before, he had procured an illegal stimulator, a device that hacked his cranial implants to activate the pleasure centers of his brain.

He was getting high.

He was getting amped.

Or, he had been amped, before the effect wore off. Coming down off the deliriously pleasurable high was rough, so he had the stimulator clutched in one hand, telling himself one more short reward for-

His somewhat fuzzy thoughts were interrupted by an alarm, first sent directly to his communications implant, then by a call from the sleepy duty officer.

A Maxohlx cruiser had appeared in orbit.

Correction: that cruiser was only the first ship to appear. There was a Hegemony force of seven ships, including two heavy orbital bombardment battleships.

The fuzziness was harshly wiped from his brain by the implant ordering his glands to secrete hormones for alertness, the effect of which was dulled by the lingering high. He was in danger one way or another, Forula-409 knew. Danger from the emergency action of his implant having been automatically reported to the base medical unit. Or from railgun darts raining down on his head.

Although, either way, he wouldn’t have to endure much more time on the miserable swamp world, so his ability to care was limited.

“This is Captain Kakerov of the Hegemony rapid offensive unit Termentik,” the words appeared in his implant. “We require you to provide immediate access to your weapons inventory system.”

Bullshit, was Forula-409’s reaction. His hated patrons did not require him to do anything. They could ransack the base computer systems by themselves, they probably already had done that. Nevertheless, mostly because he was curious why a Hegemony bombardment force was in orbit, and refusal would have resulted in his death and therefore leave his questions unanswered, he squirted his personal access codes back up the communications channel. “Is my prompt compliance sufficient, esteemed patrons?”

There was no response, so he focused on restoring his brain functions to normal, since he had no hope of optimizing his biochemistry so quickly.

“Your inventory records,” Kakerov spat even though the communication was entirely nonverbal, “are inaccurate and incomplete. You dare attempt to deceive us, in so pathetic a manner?”

“I do not understand. The records here-”

“Have been falsified. Do not bother denying the obvious truth. Several of your atomic compression warheads are unaccounted for. Your records should list when serial numbers from that batch were received on your miserable world, and when they were issued from inventory. Instead, you pretend they never existed.”

“Esteemed patron, I do not know what you are-”

“Silence! We know, I know, you have engaged in deception, because several of the weapons your deceitful species delivered to the Bosphuraq rebels were used to destroy most of a Hegemony squadron.”

That was when Forula-409 became fully alert, any fuzziness having been pushed aside. “Esteemed patron, we have no dealings with the Bosphuraq traitors, other than to-”

“Your orbiting sensors and communications systems have been left intact, so your government will receive this message loud and clear. Hopefully, they will choose to be honest.”

Forula-409 had time to experience a shameful moment of terror, before the first salvo of railgun darts tore into the base’s domes.

“Do not get your hopes up,” Skippy grumbled. We had arrived at the wormhole, and he requested activity logs, finding there were two ship passages that coincided with the times we knew the Outsider ships had departed the Gateway. Valkyrie was at the site where the first Outsider ship had jumped away. We didn’t care where the second ship had flown, we knew where it was now: nowhere. Although, if we weren’t successful in tracking down the first ship, we might gain useful information from where the second ship had traveled before it was torn apart.

“I will be well pleased by your best effort,” I assured him. The main bridge display showed nothing other than the familiar shape of Valkyrie in the center, and a glowing orange X where the first Outsider ship had emerged from the wormhole on its outbound journey. The wormhole’s emergence points had moved on and were now far away, leaving us surrounded by cold, empty space.

“I give everything my best effort, numbskull.”

“No, most of the time, you get easily distracted and absent-mindedly bumble along.”

“How dare you? I should-”

“Just focus, please.”

“Focus is the problem. The particle cloud I’m looking for will have dissipated quickly, those particles are scattered all over by this time.”

“Your success will be definitive proof that you are incomparably awesome.”

“This task will be incomparably tedious. Ugh, I hate my life.”

He was, and I know this will shock you, wrong about how long the search would take. Three minutes after he began, he uttered a soft, “Huh,” then refused to respond for another five minutes. Then, “Ha! That was quicker than I expected. Only due to my extreme awesomeness, of course.”

“Uh huh. You know where that ship skipped to?”

“Yes. The particles I examined have degraded significantly, I can predict the coordinates to within a six lightminute margin of error.”

“Whoa. The spherical error probable is twelve lightminutes across?”

“Yes. The Outsider could have transitioned to a point anywhere within that sphere.”

“Shit. That is about the orbit of Venus. No way can we search a space that large.”

“I did warn you this would not be easy.”

“You did. Is there any way we could uh, use an active sensor pulse to sweep the area?”

“That would be a worthless exercise. This ship’s sensors can’t detect anomalous tagging, only I can do that. The particles have to be within my presence, which does not come close to encompassing the search area.”

“Is there any way we could modify our sensors?”

“The fabricators we have aboard can’t produce the components, so no.”

“Damn it. Do you have a suggestion?”

“Better than that, I have a solution.”

“You do? Are you screwing with me?”

“I find your lack of faith disturbing. Try to guess, dumdum,” he said in the most smug way possible, very pleased with himself.

“Sir?” Reed prompted me, focused on her console. She made a gesture and transferred the image to the main display. It was a star chart, with a red dotted line stretching across. “This is what Skippy is talking about. The only thing of significance in that direction is an Elder wormhole. The Outsider must have been going there.”

“Does everyone have to spoil my fun?” Skippy grumbled. “Colonel Reed is correct. That wormhole sees very little traffic, so it should be relatively simple to identify when the Outsider ship went through. We can skip all the boring stuff in between and go straight to that wormhole. From the other end, the area I have to search should fall within my presence.”

“Great,” I gave a thumbs up to him. To Reed I added, “Outstanding work, Fireball.”

Our streak of luck ran out after six wormholes. The Outsider went through, Skippy found where it had skipped from, and-

It was not headed toward any other wormhole. Also, not a star system of any significance.

“This is a head scratcher,” Skippy took off his ginormous admiral’s hat and actually scratched his dome. “I have no idea where it’s going.”

“But, you do know where it went, on that skip?”

“Yes, within a spherical error of probability of fourteen lightseconds. That might not sound like a big area, but it is a sphere over four million kilometers across. No way can I search it.”

“Do you have another solution?”

“Not this time. I can’t do all the work around here, Joe.”

“I got nothin’, so-”

Beside me, Reed shrugged. She was not pulling another rabbit from her hat.

“What I do have is, ugh,” Skippy was disgusted. “Another suggestion.”

“Great. Hit me.”

“We should go back to Earth, and come back here with a squadron of dedicated sensor platforms.”

“Earth? Why? Chatterji can loan us a destroyer squadron, and a star carrier.”

“The only UN ships that have the necessary sensor gear are the Argonaut class destroyers. Your Navy has only nine of those ships completed, and only six of those are currently flight ready. All six of those ships are serving with the 1st Fleet at Earth.”

“I am not familiar with that class.” Admitting to a lack of situational awareness was not great for crew morale, but they hopefully understood that I had been out of the game for a while.

“Actually, you have been aboard one, Joe.”

“I have?” I shared a surprised glance with Reed. “When?”

“The destroyer Andromeda. Commodore Gerken is the squadron commander.”

“Oh. We didn’t exactly hang out long enough to swap stories. Are you sure we need those particular ships?”

“The Argonaut ships class have the Block Five upgrade to their sensor suites, it is a hybrid of spider and kitty tech. Another rare instance where something monkeys designed performs better than the components you took from the senior species.”

“Monkeys kick ass, Skippy.”

“Ugh. Forget what I said.”

“Sir?” Reed asked. “Set course for Earth?”

“Uh, hold that thought. Let’s go to where that Outsider ship went. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

We did not get lucky. After half an hour of Skippy doing his thing, he couldn’t find any particles with anomalous tagging.

“All right,” I stood up from my chair. “The search area is too large. We need to try something else.”

“Sir?” Reed raised an eyebrow, reminding me of when Simms used to do that to me. Except, Reed was going to ask a question, not question my life choices. “I understand you would rather not deal with Def Com HQ, but-”

“Nah,” I shook my head. “I’m OK with it. Grand Slam was a rousing success, we uncovered intel that one Outsider ship took itself out of the fight, and the Thuranin have apparently joined the rebellion. The Security Council might actually be in a generous mood, especially when I explain our intention is another recon mission. Our last assigned recon worked out pretty well for us.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Reed, take us to Earth. We need a little help from our friends.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

To prepare for the tracking mission, for my own knowledge and so I didn’t look like a bumbling fool to Def Com, I studied specs of the Argonaut class ships. What made them special, what made them the only ships capable of tracking an Outsider ship through multiple skips, was their active sensor suite. The Block Five upgrade package, that was too large to fit aboard a destroyer, was basically projectors and receivers for a powerful sensor field. All ships, or at least all military combatants, were equipped with sensor fields. As a refresher, I should explain that sensor fields are active energy projected away from a ship, which ordinarily would be a beacon to the enemy, hanging a brightly lit SHOOT ME sign. Except, an enemy ship can’t track the radiated energy back to the source, because the size and shape of the field is constantly changing. Yes, the searching ship is inside the field, somewhere, but launching a missile to track the energy back to the source doesn’t work. Ships use sensor fields to detect stealthed ships nearby, any object that passes through the field changes its shape and alerts the searching ship that trouble is close.

The Argonauts can project powerful sensor fields across almost three lightseconds in every direction. With six of those ships, we could search a bubble spanning fourteen lightseconds in a reasonable amount of time. That would make tracking an Outsider ship practical. I hoped.

Another subject I read up on was the squadron leader, Commodore Robert Gerken. He was on the list for promotion to Rear Admiral, it hadn’t been formalized by the UN. His name had been vaguely familiar when I met the guy, but at the time, I hadn’t remembered why. His service record was not the only source of information, he was mildly famous even in the civilian world. For his actions in the Tantalum War, he had been granted the Knight Commander of the Bath award, and the Commander of the British Empire award, or something like that. His actions had been in accordance with the best traditions of the Royal Navy, although he had been serving with the UN Navy in space at the time.

Technically he was Sir Robert.

What had he done, to earn two such illustrious awards? Basically, he had not been Joe Bishop. Gerken, referred to in the media at the time as ‘brave Captain Bob Gerken’, had kept his cool in a tough situation. He had refrained from shooting, in circumstances where I would likely have instinctively ordered the weapons officer to smash something.

The Tantalum War was technically not a war, few shots were fired, and no shots were fired by military personnel. The whole so-called ‘war’ was a civilian dispute over money. Not money, exactly, resources. Who had the right to exploit resources, and sell them.

The war took place three years before, in a Ruhar star system that had a marginally habitable planet with a small Ruhar colony that had been there for three hundred years, and a new, even smaller human colony. The humans had been invited by the hamsters, and relations were good for a couple years, until the Ruhar decided their guests had become too ambitious. The asteroid belt in the Setta Regestus system was located close to the habitable world, and those asteroids were rich in the element tantalum. What is tantalum? It’s a transition metal and yes, that term didn’t mean anything to me either. What matters is, the stuff is hard, relatively easy to work with, and has a high melting point. It is extremely valuable, as it is used in the production of jump drive crystals. Everything in the Setta Regestus system was peaceful, until one of the Ruhar companies that held a concession for mining asteroids sold its interests to a conglomerate of European Union corporations. That’s when the trouble started. With a fresh injection of capital, the human miners expanded operations, bringing in new hauler ships, mining bots, and renovating the aged refinery in orbit of the planet, imaginatively named Setta Three. Soon, the humans were outcompeting the hamsters, undercutting prices, and taking a larger share of the market.

The hamsters fought back with lawsuits, and also sabotage, piracy, and intimidation. Miners on both sides clashed, diverting rival ships and bots off course and jamming navigation sensors. After an incident where two robotic ore haulers owned by humans were stolen, the politicians on Earth decided the UN Navy had to step in. Thankfully, they did not assign the job to anyone like Joe Bishop. If they had, we might now be at war with the Ruhar.

Gerken was sent out with Andromeda, which had not yet been upgraded. He commanded a squadron composed of his destroyer and two UN destroyers, escorting human ships. The Ruhar reacted by sending in their own warships, but not daring to shoot. Their tactic was ramming; bringing their ships close enough to the UN ships that their shields pushed against each other. Early on, there were several alarming incidents where personnel on both sides were injured, and ships sustained minor damage. Captain Gerken had kept his people cool and professional. In the military, sometimes not shooting is the toughest choice.

The Tantalum War heated up when Ruhar miners planted explosive charges inside space rocks close to where our people were mining, flooding the area with hazardous debris and completely shutting down operations. The war spiraled out of control then, rocks smashing into other rocks created more debris, that then crashed into each other in an unpredictable manner. Soon, the whole area was off limits to navigation, other than by warships equipped with powerful shields. The Ruhar had ‘made it rain’, that time the rain consisted of sharp, dense chunks of rock. To rescue stranded miners, Andromeda had to dive into the rainstorm again and again. To take pressure off that ship’s overstrained shield generators, the destroyer used robotic tugs to tow large rocks out of the way, and PDS maser cannons either vaporized the small rocks, or nudged the medium sized rocks away. Every time his ship plunged into the debris field, Gerken optimistically forecast there would be no rain, and of course the ship got battered by chunks of space rocks.

During the worst part of the rainstorm, two people, I should say two humans, were trapped in a mining drill rig on an asteroid. They were running out of oxygen, and the pressure vessel they were in got pelted by debris twice, peppering the skin with holes. They should have evacuated themselves in the first wave, but as Gerken later explained, ‘the BFs hung on until it was too late’.

BF did not mean ‘Best Friend’, the Captain had been too polite to call them Bloody Fools. He had to send in a dropship to dodge raindrops, and on the flight out, the dropship took a high-speed rock through an engine. That spacecraft managed to coast out of the hazard zone without loss of life, but it had been a close thing.

At that point, all mining activity ceased on both sides, and the Ruhar must have asked themselves ‘What the fuck have we done’? The harassment stopped, the warships withdrew to their official areas of responsibility, and the diplomats stepped in. Within a month, the UN signed a treaty with the Ruhar, conceding most of the Setta Regestus asteroid field to the hamsters. Technically, the hamsters won that war, the Europeans eventually formed a joint venture with the other company, and tantalum mining now runs peacefully there.

Anyway, the point is Captain Gerken had resisted the strong temptation to shoot, he had acted to deescalate the tensions. That was a lesson for me.

Not a lesson for me to deescalate, I’m not great at that. The lesson was, if a situation calls for not shooting, I should recommend Def Com to give the assignment to someone other than Joe Bishop.

When we returned to Earth, again, I did what I usually did. No, not cashing in Taco Bell gift cards for a glorious fast food feast. I meant, I lied my ass off. No way could I tell Def Com the truth, that I needed to borrow all active ships in the Argonaut class because we potentially had a method of tracking an Outsider ship. If I did that, I might as well have sent a note directly to the Outsider itself. Instead, I contacted Def Com HQ and explained that we needed the specialized sensor platforms to scan more fabs, so we could identify which were being converted. The Joint Chiefs knew I was lying, they also knew I must have a good reason to request those ships. There was a slight change to the plan: the destroyer Daphne was away from Earth, supporting the 3rd Fleet, and would not be available for the tracking mission. That was OK, we really only needed four of the Argonaut ships, the others would be brought with us as spares. Squadron Leader Sir Robert might have been surprised by the Special Mission Group’s request for his ships, the guy didn’t show it. The Navy assigned the star carrier Dniester to haul us around, and because that space truck had two additional hardpoints, we also got the heavy cruisers Minnesota and Alberta. Coordinating the actions of all those ships would be my responsibility; Reed had enough to do, and both Commodore Gerken of Andromeda and Captain Johansen of Minnesota were senior to her, she couldn’t effectively issue orders to them. That was fine, the extra work gave me an excuse to delay filling out routine reports.

Valkyrie attached to the star carrier, since we could only travel as slowly as that ship, and so Chandra’s team and Bilby could swap out some jump drive components that were about halfway through their expected service life. Given the trouble the Pirates regularly got into, keeping the ship in optimal condition was a good practice.

Waiting for me at Earth was a note from Hans Chotek. He was still away, the message had arrived by courier ship. The mission to talk with, to negotiate with, the Outsider had gone nowhere. No response to any of the blizzard of messages broadcast over all relay station networks we had access to. Hans was not at all surprised about that. The UN Alien Relations people were determined to keep trying and, good for them. Good for the Merry Band of Pirates also, it meant Alien Relations would be too busy to cause trouble for us.

Hans also reported something that had not surprised, but had disappointed him. The spiders were not interested in assisting our fight against the Outsider. Hans got the impression they were still stung by their losses in Operation Olympic, and blamed humanity overall, and me in particular, for the disaster. They claimed they were working on their own plan to contain the threat, which we knew meant they were only thinking about creating a plan, someday, let’s not be too hasty about it. A drawback to having such a long perspective is that nothing ever seems urgent. We could not count on help from the Rindhalu Communal Gathering, then. That is sad, that is unfortunate, it wasn’t something I wasted a lot of time worrying about.

I called all the ship captains together, Captain Boyko of the Dniester offered to host us in his conference room, that was a nice gesture. It was also nice that dinner was thick, juicy ribeye steaks, or salmon. There is a vicious rumor that I ate all of my steak, and half a portion of salmon, I can neither confirm nor deny.

We engaged in idle chit-chat, the other captains swapping stories, I mostly kept quiet to give everyone else time to talk. While waiting for the main course, I stood in front of the display panel. “As some of you have guessed, the story I gave Def Com is not entirely accurate.”

No one was surprised, there was polite laughter around the table, then people waited to hear the truth.

“We believe we have a way to track an Outsider ship through multiple skips. That’s what we’re calling their FTL method. Uh, I should explain their ships do not jump, they don’t use wormhole technology. Based on what Skippy has seen of Outsider ships going FTL, he believes they somehow interact with the spacetime grid, or something like that. Basically, they convince the Universe that the particles making up the ship are there instead of here. I know, it’s wild. There is a lot we don’t know about that technology, it appears their ships can’t skip significantly farther than our ships can jump. Unless so far, they have limited themselves to short skips, but I doubt it. We don’t know of a way to stop an Outsider ship from skipping, and as far as we know, there isn’t anything like a disruption field that could prevent their ships from skipping in right on top of us.”

That remark drew an unhappy murmur around the table. Sir Robert had the same thought that had occurred to me. “General Bishop, are you saying the Outsider could skip a warhead into our reactors?”

“We can’t rule that out.”

“Bloody hell,” his face turned ashen.

“Right now,” I held up my hands to appeal for calm. “We simply don’t know much about their ships, or weapons. Or defenses. Skippy’s opinion is the two ships that came through the Gateway are scouts, not warships. The Gateway was slapped together from the tech available here, it’s possible the limited bandwidth didn’t allow the Outhouse to send a strike package, so they settled for a recon force.”

“No jump wormhole?” Gerken asked. “How have you been able to track it? You must have proved you can do that to some extent, or you wouldn’t have brought us all here.”

The explanation I gave was significantly dumbed down, even by monkey standards, so I added, “Skippy is available to provide more in-depth details, and he is working now to tune your sensor suites to detect the displaced particles. We know it can be done, we have followed the Outsider ship through several skips, but now the search area is larger than Valkyrie can scan in a timely manner. The plan is, we go to where we lost the trail, the Argonaut ships find those particles, and we follow the trail all the way to where the Icebox is now.”

“Icebox, Sir?” That question came from Captain Boyko.

“We called the thing we destroyed a Gateway, but Skippy now says that is not an accurate description. Their ships did not come through anything. An energy pattern was sent from the Outhouse, and sort of frozen into solid matter on this end.”

Boyko nodded, understanding. “Let’s hope the Outsider’s Icebox is like the fridge I have at home, because it will break down, and getting replacement parts will take three months.”

“Yeah, let’s hope we get that lucky.”

“Sir?” Boyko gestured toward the conference room doorway. “Dinner is ready.”

The destruction on Dagoblech was not limited to the military base, or the area surrounding what used to be the base. After the Maxohlx bombardment had blasted away the half kilometer of soil and rock above the roof of the weapons bunker, several of their own atomic compression warheads were dropped. AC devices built by the Thuranin had a known hazard: if one AC is triggered close to others, all of the compression in the affected zone would be released.

In addition to the four weapons launched by the Maxohlx, the one hundred and seventy eight atomic compression devices in the armory all exploded. The result was an eruption that scooped out a crater five kilometers across, and tossed the charred material high into the atmosphere.

The bad news for the planet was that within a month, the entire globe would be shrouded in a thick blanket of dirty clouds that would block the sunlight, plunging Dagoblech into a winter that would last a decade or more. As snow and chilly rain slowly washed the soot particulates out of the atmosphere, the white snow covering the ground would reflect sunlight back into space, causing a cascade effect that would keep the climate colder than normal for perhaps a century. Most of the native lifeforms on land would perish, along with many of the creatures inhabiting the shallow seas.

The good news was at least the planet would not be so insufferably humid all the time.

“That was,” Scorandum expressed surprise, and disapproval at learning of the level of destruction at Dagoblech. “Much more dramatic than I expected. Kinsta, make a note of this: excessive violence is not only unnecessary, it reflects poorly on the character of the perpetrators.”

“Sir,” Kinsta was aghast with horror. “We are the perpetrators.”

“Please, my young protégé. Now you are being overly dramatic. Neither of us handled a weapon in this operation. Which is good, since it has come to my attention that you failed your personal weapon qualification.”

“I had a bad day, Sir. And don’t change the subject.”

“Might I remind you again that this recent escalation of the Hegemony client rebellion was your plan? You should be proud of yourself.”

“What I am feeling right now is regret,” Kinsta muttered, miserable. “We are responsible for destroying a planet.”

“My only regret is that your plan did not envision what we should do next, since we cannot predict how the Thuranin will react to this outrage. Although, hmm, this could be an opportunity for juicy wagering action.”

To say the other captains and crews of the expanded Special Mission group were skeptical was an understatement. Yet, after less than four hours of scanning, the sensor destroyers found the anomalous particles, and determined their original location tagging. That’s when the doubt turned into excitement. Moving a squadron of ships was a pain in the ass, I wanted to go but we first had to get seven ships attached to the Dniester, and all safety checks completed. To save time, I ordered Reed to jump us to the coordinates before the star carrier was ready. There were no threats. There wasn’t anything, as far as our battlecruiser’s sensors could determine.

The star carrier followed us, Sir Robert got his squadron sorted out, and bingo! Two hours after the scanning effort began, we knew where the Outsider ship had skipped to. We followed that trail, and the next, and the next. And, you know. We followed the Outsider ship through seventeen skips. The sensors were getting better tuned to detect the re-tagged particles, most times the destroyers were able to complete their scans within two hours, but that was as good as it was going to get.

“This is odd,” Skippy grumbled as we all studied the star chart on the main display. “Connecting the dots from one skip to another, I should be able to project where the damned thing is going. I can’t, because it’s not moving in a straight line. Also, it is making shorter skips than we know it is capable of. Is its skip drive wearing out, and needs downtime? No, that’s just stupid. This makes no sense, why would it- Ohhhh. I get it now.”

“What?” I asked, irritated at him and trying not to show it. Sometimes, Skippy made me guess because he enjoyed the drama of a big reveal.

“I know what it’s doing, and it is not good news for us.”

“Just say it.” The other ships were not listening to talk on Valkyrie’s bridge, but they were all awaiting my order to explore the next skip point. What Skippy had seen was obvious from a casual glance at the display, and it had been puzzling me for a while. We couldn’t predict the Outsider’s destination, because it wasn’t traveling in a straight line. Sometimes, ships have to plan their jump navigation to avoid going close to a black hole, or some other supermassive star. That was not the case in our pursuit of the Outsider, there were no known navigation hazards along its base course. It did have a base course, the dots on the star chart looked like its ship was being flown by a drunken squirrel, it was weaving back and forth roughly in a broad line. A line that led nowhere, other than vaguely in the direction of the galactic center. So the question was, where the hell was it going? If it didn’t have a destination, then what the hell was it doing? “Skippy, come on. Don’t keep us in suspense. We have a lot of people, and many billion dollars of hardware, waiting to know what we’re doing next.”

“OK, but you are not going to like this.”

“Will I like it better if I don’t know, and it later smacks me in the face?’

“Um, no.”

“Then tell us.”

“My best guess- And this is a solid guess, the only thing that makes sense, is the Outsider is surveying a force line.”

“A force line? That’s good news, isn’t it? The Icebox it’s building has to be sighted along a force line, between the center of the Milky Way, and the Outhouse. That narrows our search area.”

“Ugh. Not so much. This line does not point to the Outhouse.”

“It, it doesn’t? You told me-”

“The Gateway thing the Elders set up was located along a force line pointing to the Outhouse, because that’s what the instructions called for. Probably, the Outsiders figured the crude technology of the Elders required sighting the thing along a force line. Same with the Gateway we destroyed, that was based on even cruder spider tech. An Icebox might work just fine anywhere in or near this galaxy.”

“Then why is the Outsider doing a survey?”

“To understand the characteristics of force lines in this galaxy? There could be many reasons, dumdum,” he snapped, peeved at me for asking questions he couldn’t answer.

“OK, thanks. That analysis makes sense. What do you recommend we do next?” That question was not necessary, I knew our next move. It pumped up his ego when he thought we needed his advice.

“Hmm. Well, that is a very good question. The obvious move is to go to the next skip point, and keep going, until we reach the point where the freakin’ Outsider got enough survey data, and actually skipped in a straight line toward some logical destination.”

“Right. What is the not obvious move?”

“I have no idea.”

“Shit.” Neither did I.

We did the obvious thing. Until it became obvious it wasn’t going to work.

Sir Robert sent a request to meet with me, after we tracked the Outsider through its twenty first skip. He didn’t state the reason he wanted to speak, I knew anyway. Our ships were attached to the star carrier’s pylons at the time, so I rode the elevator down to the Dniester’s spine, rode a tram forward to the pylon where Andromeda was latched on, and went up that elevator. An ensign was there to greet me when I came aboard the destroyer, but there were no pipes playing or other honors. Gerken had been alerted by Reed that I disliked formal protocol, so he had dispensed with it.

“Would you like a tour of the ship, Sir?” he asked when I was brought to his office.

“That would be great, yes.” Really, I was interested in seeing the new sensor gear.

We walked, the ensign trailing at a discreet distance behind us.

“This isn’t working,” I stated, taking the pressure off Gerken to raise a sticky subject. “It is working, your squadron is performing admirably. It’s not producing the results we need, fast enough.”

“Agreed, Sir, It has been gratifying to see our new gear functions as advertised, but progress has been slow.”

“Do you have a suggestion?” I asked.

He looked me in the eye when he asked the question, because what he was really asking was whether I had any ultra-classified info he wasn’t read into. “Do we know of anywhere, any time, that Outsider ship was?”

“No. Skippy has been searching for references in Hegemony databases for- You didn’t hear that last part.”

“Of course not, Sir.”

“He has been looking for log entries, or any other references, of encounters between the Outsider ship and the Hegemony coalition. That sort of event would be difficult to keep quiet about. So far, nothing. We know the Outsider ship has contacted the Maxohlx government several times, but always through relay stations. I considered scanning around the stations where the messages originated, but Skippy informed me the Outsider covered its tracks completely, there is no sign which stations that ship actually used. Other than that, we have no clue where else it has been.”

“That is not entirely true, Sir,” he paused at the door of a sensor node compartment.

His remark made me raise an eyebrow. “You know something I don’t?”

“Not exactly, Sir. Unless I am greatly mistaken, the Outsider went to the site of the decoy Gateway, to order the Maxohlx ships there to accompany it to, presumably wherever this Icebox device is being constructed.”

“You’re right,” I stared at him. “Damn, this must be how Skippy feels, when I explain something obvious that he didn’t see.”

“I wouldn’t know about that, Sir,” Gerken was smoothly diplomatic.

“OK, OK,” I rubbed my chin while I considered the issue. “Good thinking. The trouble is, the decoy site is a vast area.”

“Yes, Sir, but the star chart shows there is only one wormhole that provides convenient access to the decoy, and from the decoy. That many ships could not have gone through at a single emergence point, so we will have at least several sites to scan. And we don’t know when those ships went through, so it could be a rather tedious exercise.”

Pulling out my phone, I called Boyko. “Captain, we have a change of plans. Set course to the wormhole closest to the decoy Gateway site, and punch it ASAP.”

“Yes, Sir.” He didn’t ask questions, I didn’t have to provide an answer. I would do it later anyway, to not be a dick.

“Commodore, it appears we suddenly have plenty of time. Please continue the tour.”

He showed me the ship he was very proud to be master of. Then he insisted I stay for afternoon tea precisely at 1600, and then dinner. Tea, not coffee. I drink coffee in the mornings, for medicinal purposes. But later in the day, I do prefer tea. Tea, with milk and maple syrup. Aboard Andromeda, I settled for a lump of sugar, that was fine. Before dinner, we had cocktails. UN Navy ships were generally ‘dry’, no alcohol allowed. Valkyrie got an exemption because we were often away from home port for an extended time. Andromeda was nominally a Royal Navy ship, because that ship’s captain was British. So, we enjoyed Royal Navy traditional ‘pink gin’ before an excellent dinner. A few drops of Angostura bitters in a glass, then a slug of gin, fill the rest of the glass with water. No ice. When dinner was done, we drank tiny glasses of sherry, to toast the health of the King. That was interesting. My expectation was we would all stand when toasting the King, but we remained seated. An ensign later explained that is a custom from the days of wooden sailing ships, where low ceilings would cause the dinner guests to bang their heads. Because it was a Monday, the Loyal Toast was followed by a toast to, “Our ships in the darkness of space.”

The Loyal Toast caused a problem. No, me as an American citizen drinking a toast to the British monarch was not an issue, I was just being polite. Also, as far as I knew, the King wasn’t a dick, so good for him. The problem was Skippy called me after dinner, all excited, as I rode the elevator down to Dniester’s spine. “Joe! Joe, Joe, Joe-”

“Jeez, Skippy,” I winced as his voice boomed in my earpiece. “Is a reactor about to explode?”

“No. If sudden death was that imminent, I would spend the last precious moments trying to protect my Elvis memorabilia, not by talking with you.”

“Probably not. What is it?’

“After dinner, you drank a toast to the health of the King.”

“It’s a Royal Navy tradition, Skippy, it wasn’t my idea.”

“I have an idea.”

“I hate this already.”

“Oh, shut up. Joe, after dinner aboard all UN Navy ships, the crew should drink a toast, to honor my continued and extreme awesomeness.”

“Yeah, that is a fantastically amazing idea that is never going to happen.”

“Why not?” he demanded, his avatar appearing with tiny hands on his hips.

“You are not a king, dumbass.”

“Dumbass?” He gasped. The elevator jerked to a halt. “Let’s see if you like-”

“Whatever you’re about to say, don’t. Just, don’t. I am not in the mood for your usual bullshit right now.”

“I am never in the mood for your bullshit, so-”

“Gerken showed me how you feel, when I dream up a simple and obvious solution to a problem. It sucks. I actually am sorry for humiliating you, recently.”

“Um, recently? You don’t regret all the other times you humiliated me?”

“Nah. At first, it was fun to take your arrogant ass down a notch. Then, truthfully, I kept expecting you would eventually smarten up and-”

“Huuuuuh,” he gasped. “Smarten up? ME? How dare you, I should-”

“That was my fault, sorry. You are extremely awesome the way you are. We make a great team, the best. I dream up whacky, impractical ideas, and you make them happen.”

“True. That is all the more reason why a toast to me-”

“How about we drink a toast to you, before karaoke night?”

“Hmm. Aboard all UN Navy ships?”

“Not all ships have a karaoke night.”

“What is wrong with them?”

“They don’t have access to your incredible talent, so why bother?”

“Well, I suppose that is a very good point. OK,” he sighed. The elevator resumed moving. “For the full effect, I have to be there for the toast anyway, so we will confine the tradition to Valkyrie. Do not be surprised if other ships adopt the tradition.”

“If that ever does happen, my brain will explode.”

“Oh, shut up. Why do you have to ruin everything?”

“That’s just me.”

“Hmmph. Ooooh, I just had another thought.”

“Please no.”

“I need to develop an exciting new cocktail as a tribute to myself, for the toast.”

“Karaoke nights are generally dry.”

“You cannot drink a toast with water, numbskull. Hmmm, let me think. The Royal Navy has pink gin, I need something that uniquely captures my essence.”

“How about a cocktail glass with stale beer, and a lump of overheated bullshit?”

The elevator jerked to a stop again. It was going to be a long evening.

I was wrong, again. While multiple ships were attached to a star carrier, crews usually were invited to visit other ships, to meet old friends, to eat some food they didn’t get every week, or just to get a change of scenery. Boyko heard about our karaoke night, and offered to host a big, multi-ship karaoke party, in one of Dniester’s large cargo bays. That was good. Not so good was why that bay was empty. Typically, the space truck would be crammed with extra supplies for the crews of its attendant ships, plus spare parts and consumables to keep those ships flying and fighting. Boyko had submitted a request for all the usual stuff, and had been told many items simply were not available. The UN Navy was running out of critical components again, with no prospect that the shortages would be relieved anytime soon. Earth’s industrial base was still not capable of producing quality copies of the Maxohlx and Rindhalu tech that made our captured warships work. Humanity was still struggling to make the machines that could be used to make other machines, that could make shield generators, virtual jump coil projectors, even structural frames that were impossibly strong.

Anyway, why the cargo bay was empty isn’t what I was wrong about. Karaoke night was the day before we arrived at the wormhole near the decoy Gateway site, and the makeshift dance hall was packed. Before the first song, while people were mingling and talking, refreshments were served. Skippy had concocted a half dozen recipes for a ‘Skiptail’, to capture in liquid form the essence of what makes him awesome. They were all freakin’ awful, I know because I tasted them all, so no one else would have to suffer for my mistake. On my advice, he dropped the champagne, which none of the ships had enough bottles of anyway. Instead of champagne, we substituted seltzer water, despite Skippy’s grumbling. Then gin, because he had it stuck in his head that gin was the drink of Navy personnel. Also rum, that was what pirates drink, according to him. Add lime juice, and Grenadine syrup. Finally, a cherry because according to Skippy, all of the best cocktails included a cherry. Pitchers of the awful Skiptail were made, and poured into small plastic shot glasses. I led the audience in a toast to Skippy, and I did my best to sound sincere.

The audience knew the truth. They replied with an enthusiastic “TTA” to my toast, and that became a thing. The other ships took up the new tradition, though perhaps not in the way Skippy intended. Before a ship’s karaoke night, or movie night, or whatever morale activity was scheduled for that week, the crew mixed up a custom ‘shocktail’; any combination of flavors that made an awful drink no one liked. Someone raised a glass with ‘To Skippy’, and the crew responded with ‘TTA’. For the reply, people cupped their glass in their palms, middle finger raised in a salute to Skippy.

When he heard about that, he was so mad.

Of course, that later encouraged the new tradition to go viral throughout the fleet.

He was especially angry with me, believing I had given people the bad idea to mock him during the toast.

He might be right about that.

I regret nothing.


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

When the Thuranin central government was informed of the destruction on Dagoblech, their reaction was not exactly what their hated patrons expected. Quite the opposite, in fact. In secret, the cyborgs had long been prepared for the Hegemony punishing them without just cause. Such punishment happened with depressing frequency, but the Thuranin had never seen a good opportunity to strike back, to stand up for themselves.

Until that day.

The open rebellion of the Bosphuraq, at a time when the Maxohlx were occupied in assisting a rogue Elder AI to awaken Sentinels, was a golden opportunity. Perhaps the last opportunity any Hegemony client would ever have. If the Maxohlx did acquire, or at least have the use of, a fearsome Sentinel, their power over the coalition could be absolute. It had long been judged that the Hegemony could not prevent their coalition of the unwilling from fracturing, if enough second tier species broke away at the same time. That was the only way a rebellion could succeed: all of the Hegemony second tier clients, second tier slaves, throwing off their chains together. If not to formally break away, then the goal would be to wrest concessions from their oppressive patrons. To gain a real, significant level of autonomy. That would be worth the enormous risk of defying their patrons, who possessed an ultimate power: Elder weapons.

That the Thuranin had a secret plan to punch the Maxohlx in their furry, ugly faces would be a surprise to everyone. The cyborgs had another surprise.

The Maxohlx were not the only species in the coalition who possessed Elder weapons.

From Klestine, we did have a vague idea of the timeline when the Outsider had directed the Maxohlx Guard Fleet away from the decoy Gateway. That narrowed down the list of emergence points to check, and we had six ships capable of performing the sensor scan. The five Argonaut class destroyers, plus Valkyrie. The star carrier and the pair of heavy cruisers would act as couriers, alerting the task force if any ship got a positive result.

We did. At the seventeenth wormhole emergence point it scanned, Argonaut found a thin cloud of mis-tagged particles. And detected faint jump resonance signatures of thirty or forty Maxohlx ships, so that confirmed the Outsider had been there to escort part of the Guard Fleet.

From the decoy Gateway site, the Outsider had helpfully flown a straight course, from wormhole to wormhole. We were again able to avoid tracking every skip, and just see where it went past the next wormhole. Everyone was pumped, including Sir Robert. He was seeming very pleased with himself, especially since I had given him full credit for the idea of going to the decoy site. “The hounds are on the hunt,” he told me. “We will sight the quarry soon enough.”

I prayed he was right about that.

Everything was going great, the Dniester was in a constant cycle of jump, jump, jump, recharge, rinse and repeat. Morale was high, everyone was excited and eager to close with the enemy, though I stressed we were on a recon mission, I did not intend to attack. Everyone knew that would change if I saw an opportunity to do serious damage to the Outsider, or possibly to destroy the Icebox while it was under construction.

Everything was going great, until Skippy announced he was puzzled by something. “This is odd. There are two Outsider signatures here.”

“Both Outsider ships came through this wormhole together?” I guessed.

“No, it is the same ship, the signature is distinctive. It was here three times, and the most recent two times were recent. Possibly, within a day.”

“Shit!”

“Battle stations,” Reed ordered, and she signaled all captains of Task Force Black to bring their ships to full combat readiness. “Sir, should we separate from the carrier?”

“Hold that thought, Fireball. Skippy, how do you know when that ship was here?”

“The tagging of two sets of particles has degraded very little, so the skip must have been recent. I don’t have enough data to give you an exact time, but for certain it was within the past forty eight hours, roughly.”

“It was here three times? Can you explain that?”

“The first time, obviously, was when it escorted the Maxohlx Guard Fleet to, wherever it is now. The other two are skipping in, and subsequently skipping away.”

“You know which set of particles is the outbound skip?”

“Yes, hundred percent.”

I was stumped, so I looked around the bridge. “Can anyone think of a reason why the enemy would have come back here?”

“It left its phone behind by mistake?” Reed shrugged. “That happens to me in restaurants all the time.”

“I heard that,” I agreed, being known to do that occasionally. “Skippy, you know where it went, most recently?”

“Yes.”

“Good, then there is no reason for us to linger here. Captain Boyko, jump option Romeo, please, punch it.”

The star carrier performed a jump in a random direction, random distance. The point of the Romeo option is it is entirely random, unpredictable to anyone attempting to follow us.

“We need to think about what this means,” I announced. “Reed, stand down from battle stations, no need to get people keyed up until we know what we’re doing next. You’re with me.”

“Sir?”

“I need to assemble the task force captains, see if we can puzzle this through.”

“This could be a golden opportunity,” Gerken nodded slowly when I explained the situation. “Or a trap.”

“I don’t like it,” Captain Johansen shook his head. “This feels too convenient.”

“You two think the Outsider is laying a trail of fresh breadcrumbs for us to follow?” I asked.

“Unless there is another very good reason for the Outsider to revisit that location,” Gerken then asked a question that I should have thought of. “Sir, at the time the Outsider was there again, was the wormhole open at those coordinates?”

“I can answer that,” Skippy appeared. “The answer is ‘No’. That emergence point is not scheduled to be used again for several months. Before you ask, I verified with the network controller that it didn’t alter the schedule.”

“Huh. Then, there is no good reason for the Outsider to come back there. I don’t like it.”

“We could pursue,” Johansen suggested, “in battle formation.” He meant, with the warships detached from the star carrier, and free to act.

“Before we do that,” Gerken cautioned. “We could do a recce,” he used the British term for ‘recon’. “Time spent on reconnaissance is seldom wasted.”

“That I like,” I agreed.

“Sir?” Reed spoke. “We are now assuming the Outsider is aware we are tracking it? How could that happen? Our Comsec has been locked down tight, and we haven’t seen any other ships since we jumped away from Earth.”

“Since we don’t know much about enemy capabilities, we can only imagine the worst at this point.” That wasn’t exactly true, I had a suspicion about how the Outsider could have learned we were on its trail and if true, then I had been a dumbass. “It clearly doubled back on its course, for no obvious reason. We conduct a recon, but we use a drone. All ships will detach before we jump toward the target, Dniester will jump to an alternate location. We will jump in five lightminutes from where the Outsider skipped to, and launch the drone from there. Everyone, bring your ships to battle condition, although, we jump at the first sign of trouble. Is that clear?”

Everyone acknowledged my orders.

While riding the elevator back up to Valkyrie, Skippy appeared. “Joe, after Johansen mentioned the Outsider could have laid a trap for us, I reviewed the sensor data again. I agree that it is highly suspicious. The particles from the more recent outbound skip are more energetic than they should be, given how the original tagging degrades over time. It looks like those particles were deliberately planted, darn it.”

“Huh. Is that why you are able to be more precise about where the Outsider skipped to?”

“Yes. Instead of us emerging somewhere in a wide circle of probability, we would have jumped into a nice, tight trap. Shit. I hate this.”

“I am not a big fan either.”

“I would prefer,” Reed said, “that we emerge farther away than five lightminutes from the target, Sir. The recon drone’s range extends up to four lighthours.”

“Hell yes. Will a lighthour be sufficient?”

She nodded. “If not, then no distance is safe for us.”

It was a trap. We jumped in, launched the drone, and our ships jumped away, remaining a lighthour from the target. The drone was programmed to jump to the target, send out a powerful active sensor pulse, then jump to three lightminutes of our new position. Two short jumps was the drone’s limit; the capacitors were charged before launch, and the thing barely fit into a docking bay, there was no room to add a fusion reactor.

Nothing happened. We did not know if the drone had jumped at all, until just over an hour after we launched the thing. Our sensors picked up a faint, distorted sensor pulse coming from the target area along with a brief burst of chaotic energy, then nothing.

“Skippy, do you have any theories about what happened?” I asked.

“Give me a moment here, dumdum, I’m working. OK, OK, hmm, interesting. Also frightening. The way the sensor pulse was distorted tells me the drone jumped into a region, a bubble of spacetime, where the laws of physics are different from what we know.”

“Different how?”

“Different as in, it’s a miracle the drone sent out a pulse at all. You understand that electrons have a negative charge, and protons are positive?”

“I am not entirely stupid, Skippy. Antimatter electrons are called positrons, because they carry a positive charge.”

“Very good, you have earned an extra special juice box today. In the bubble the drone jumped into, electrons can carry negative, positive, or no charge. That is only one of the weird effects of the altered physics the Outsider set up inside that bubble.”

“How can that possibly work?”

“As I said, the rules of physics are different in that bubble. My guess is, the conditions in that bubble were set up to disrupt the very structure of any normal object inside it.”

“So, if one of our ships had done the recon?”

“Every particle of the ship, and the crew, would become disassociated from each other.”

“It would become dust?”

“It would become nothing.”

To Reed I said, “Make that the subject of a safety brief for the pilots: do not jump into one of those bubbles.”

“Yes, Sir,” she nodded, not actually tapping a note on her tablet. “Will we be leaving here?”

“Yes.” On my phone I tapped an icon to open comms to all ships near us. “This is Bishop, initiate Scatter protocol. We’ll meet back at the Dniester. Punch it.” That protocol meant the destroyers and the two heavy cruisers would each fly different routes to the star carrier, taking three jumps to get there, and dropping off resonators to make it more difficult for the Outsider to follow us.

We jumped, and I went to my office. Reed followed me. “What now, Sir?”

“For damned certain we stop trying to follow the Outsider. We’ll have to find the Icebox another way.”

“It was still a great idea, Sir.”

“Thanks. I’m kind of pissed off that the enemy harshed my buzz. We know it can set traps, and we still have not a clue what offensive, or defensive, tricks that ship has.”

“It’s encouraging that it hasn’t skipped to Earth and destroyed the entire fleet there.”

“Eh, that doesn’t mean it can’t take apart our ships like swatting flies.”

“It is afraid of Sentinels.”

“It is wary of them, that’s different. What it has done, and what it has not done, tells me the thing is risk averse. The ship itself, or the crew, if it has one. It has a mission and it’s not taking side trips. It’s not afraid of us, either. But, Skippy is an unknown. It has avoided a direct confrontation with Skippy, there is no advantage to it fighting Skippy now. Yeah, the thing is focused, and won’t let itself get distracted. Shit. I need more focus.”

“No, Sir, you do not.”

“Huh?”

“Letting your mind wander is how you dream up whacky ideas. If we can’t beat the Outsider by conventional means, then we need to do something different. Something it doesn’t expect.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“What I want to know is, how the hell did it know we were on its trail?”

“I have an idea about that. When we meet up with Dniester, we’re backtracking. To that wormhole near the decoy Gateway.”

“You expect we will find something there?”

“If we don’t, then we have to assume the Outsider uses pure magic.”

To consider, to fantasize, about retaliating against their patrons by using Elder weapons was one level of insanity.

To actually order the release of strategic weapons was a whole other level.

The entire strategic arsenal of the Thuranin consisted of five Elder weapons. Weapons found seven hundred thousand years before, and never tested. The small group of Thuranin who were even aware that the weapons existed were unsure they could actually activate the things, and rumor held even their patrons’ mastery of their own Elder weapons was less than reliable.

Should they release the arsenal? Could they?

Within the handful of cyborgs informed of the arsenal’s existence, there was a fierce debate. Even if one or more of the weapons could be activated, the Maxohlx would surely understand the arsenal possessed by their clients was limited. The Thuranin might literally get only one shot. Was taking that shot worth the certain retaliation?

In the end, the decision was ‘Yes’. They had not supplied atomic compression weapons to the Bosphuraq rebels, that assertion by the Maxohlx was a lie. Panicked by the shocking Bosphuraq action, the Maxohlx were using the Thuranin as an example. That shit was never going to stop, and it had to stop.

The ‘Go’ order was issued.

The senior officials of the Thuranin central government prepared to go into hiding.

The Thuranin Strategic Weapons Deployment Detachment, known informally to themselves as the Doom Squad, had been waiting for centuries, for millennia, for a ‘Go’ order. Generations had served, passed on, and been replaced by others in their ultra secret society, without anyone ever having been ordered to do anything, other than training, training, and more training.

The arrival of a courier ship with the ‘Go’ order was a shock, and a thrill. The courier ship lingered, waiting to carry back sensor data of the results.

Five Elder weapons, of unknown type and capabilities. Eight specialized ships were available for delivery, with two more ships undergoing maintenance. The five weapons were distributed, leaving three ships to act as reserves, sensor platforms, and if necessary, decoys. The ships were old, they were unique, they were unusual. As were the members of the Doom Squad.

Unlike every other individual of their society, the Doom Squad were not cyborgs. They had not been given any enhancements, either cybernetic or genetic. Implants could be hacked, so the Doom Squad had none. Their ships were mostly flown manually, not having been equipped with AIs. Nor were the ships networked together, so to coordinate their actions, they used crude, analog voice communications. Speed and flexibility had been sacrificed for security, a trade-off that had proved worthwhile, as the Maxohlx never had a clue their clients possessed Elder weapons. Their base was a hollowed-out rocky ball of ice, orbiting half a lightyear from the star. The inside of the sphere was brightly lit during the scheduled daytime, the inner surface covered with colorful plant life from the Thuranin homeworld, along with insects, birds, every creature necessary to create and maintain a viable biosphere. Alone among their species, the Doom Squad lived as their long-ago ancestors did; growing crops, raising domestic animals, appreciating the beauty of flowers. Though they regularly received restricted information and entertainment content from their society, the Doom Squad mostly kept themselves busy in their unique culture.

Not being cyborgs, the inhabitants of the hollow comet gave their children names from history, with no numerical designation. Their leader was High Priest Rallmet. Not Rallmet-7, though he was the seventh High Priest to have that name. He received the ‘Go’ order and after his initial shock, followed by elation and excitement, he had his senior staff validate the message.

It was authentic.

Their long-awaited mission was a ‘Go’.

The five holy weapons were removed from the altars where they were worshipped, and loaded aboard the ships. Eight ships were brought to full readiness, as were the self-destruct charges that could vaporize the comet if the Maxohlx discovered where the attack had originated. The Doom Squad were all ready to die rather than be captured.

High Priest Rallmet himself took the controls of the lead ship, which also lacked the numerical designation customary for all other Thuranin ships. The Vazinda had begun its service as a regular Navy destroyer, all offensive weaponry having been removed when the ship was converted for its special purpose. Who needed maser cannons, when the ship carried the ultimate weapon?

Rallmet pressed a physical button, and his ship jumped.

The Doom Squad destroyer Vazinda emerged from jump as close to the local star as was practical, any closer and the ship would not have been able to jump away at the completion of its mission. Not that the crews of the eight ships expected to survive, their sacred duty would be over after their holy weapons activated.

The star rather than the planet had been selected as the target, for several reasons. While the planet had strong defenses and was surrounded by sensors, the star had no defenses and only a handful of military satellites watched it. A star was also a much larger target, an important consideration when using an unfamiliar weapon. To state the issue simply, it was difficult to miss when shooting at a star. And finally, while only certain Elder weapons were known to be intended for use against planets, intelligence held that all such weapons had at least some effect on stars.

The first weapon failed to launch, it just sat in its canister silently, giving no indication it had understood or had even received the trigger command. The crew of that ship went through the sacred ritual three times, with no result.

The second ship’s weapon was also a dud, leaving that crew fearful they had been deemed unworthy.

Ship three tried. Nothing.

High Priest Rallmet’s faith held strong as the fourth ship was designated to proceed. The holy weapons were known to be capricious, responding to or ignoring their worshippers’ pleas according to their own mysterious rules.

The fourth weapon failed to activate. Perform the sacred ritual again, with increased devotion. Nothing. One more time, with all fears and negative thoughts banished from the hearts and minds of the crew.

The weapon suddenly leapt out of its launch canister, accelerating then disappearing into a jump.

Rallmet was so startled by the event, he hesitated before ordering the eight ships under his command to jump away. Not to ultimate safety, but to a distance hopefully safe from the hellish energies they had unleashed. In spite of his unshakable faith in the righteousness of his mission, Rallmet recited a prayer, for the souls of the two million inhabitants of the star system’s second planet.

Two million Maxohlx.

The planet named Ruxiken by the Maxohlx was not an idyllic garden world, it never had been. Originally planned to be used as an industrial world, a wormhole shift two centuries later made it an ideal location for a fleet base, the two nearby wormholes provided fast and easy access to five sites along the border zone between the Hegemony and the Rindhalu. All of the two million residents of the planet were either military personnel, support staff, or the dependents of both groups. Though not officially labelled as a hardship posting, very few people on Ruxiken wanted to be there. The planet’s surface was dry, dusty, and cold, the air usually smelled like burnt fur and sweaty feet, and the few semi-tropical areas near the equator were less attractive as vacation destinations, because the ocean waters were full of aggressively vicious microorganisms.

That said, none of the residents wanted one of their clients to drop an Elder weapon into the local star. Especially not a Gridbuster.

By pure chance, all five of the Elder weapons found long ago by the Thuranin were Gridbusters, able to tear apart the fabric underlying spacetime. The star didn’t just produce an unnatural flare, a chunk of its photosphere flashed out of then back into local spacetime, the brief absence of that mass relieved pressure from deep inside the star. Not a flare but a raging ball of nuclear fire burst away from the star, roughly in the direction of the second planet.

The wavefront of photons arrived seven minutes after the Elder weapon detonated, the first blast of charged particles following more than an hour later. The ball of particles mostly passed behind the planet’s orbital path, enough glancing the already scorched atmosphere to tear five percent of the air away into space.

The planet’s biosphere, never robust, was doomed. Immediate deaths among the Maxohlx on the surface numbered over forty thousand, with many more surely facing their demise before enough ships could be brought in to evacuate the survivors before they suffocated.

Sensors observing the event could not identify the ships that had delivered the Elder weapon, but the jump signature was unmistakably Thuranin.

A message had been delivered. And received, loud and clear.

The message was: You can hurt us, but we can also hurt you.


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

Before we jumped in near the wormhole, I had Dniester bring the task force to within a lightyear of the target search area, then ordered Commodore Gerken to send two of his destroyers to conduct a ‘recce’. Just in case the Outsider anticipated we would come back, and had set another trap for us. Why was I so suspicious? Because that’s what I would have done.

Ajax and Argonaut returned, reporting nothing unusual near the wormhole emergence site. The fact that those ships returned at all was all I needed to know. Had I sent those ships in, risking the lives of their crews, to see if they had fallen victim to a trap?

Yes, I had. As a commander, you have to make tough calls. The type of calls that risk getting people killed, even deliberately sending brave people to their deaths. That’s the job, and the mission comes first.

That said, I was tremendously relieved when the pair of destroyers jumped back to the star carrier. Immediately, I called Sir Robert.

“Commodore, I want your squadron to conduct a thorough search around that emergence point, this time we’re looking for a physical object.”

“It would help to know what kind of object, Sir?”

“The kind with an Outsider signature, that’s all I can tell you, because that’s all I know right now. Your ships will know it when they see it. Or, don’t see it.”

“Understood, Sir. If anything at all is there, we will find it.”

“Good. One more thing.”

“Sir?”

“At the first sign of trouble, jump away. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

Andromeda found it, by luck. Not luck that the destroyer’s sensors detected the object, that was skill, training, and determination. Luck that of the squadron, Gerken’s own ship happened to be closest to the thing. He sent Ajax back to brief me, and I ordered Reed to jump us to the site.

“Skippy,” I manipulated the main display to zoom in on the object, which was roughly the size and shape of a basketball. Its surface was even pebbled, though not so alien hands could better grip it. The effect of the pebbling was probably to provide more surface area as an antenna, without increasing the size of the sphere. “What is this thing?”

“You haven’t guessed?”

“I have a guess. I want to know.”

“It’s a sensor buoy. It was placed here by the Outsider ship, to warn if anyone followed it. Like we did.”

“Shit. Well, that explains how it knew we were tracking it. Uh, does it know how we are, or were, on its trail?”

“That I can’t tell you. However, based on the fact that it made its displacement signature stronger near the site where it set the trap that ripped apart our drone, it’s a good bet that it knows exactly how we followed it.”

“So, we won’t be able to track it from now on, without jumping into a trap. Damn it. Well,” I turned around to Reed. “This was all for nothing.”

“It was a worthwhile effort, Sir.”

“An effort with no result.”

“That is not exactly true, Sir. We have confirmed how its FTL drive works. Also, we forced it to react to us. Until now, it has had all the initiative.”

She was trying to put a good spin on events. “Thanks for the kind words, Fireball. It’s back to the drawing board. Unless, does anyone have an idea of another way to find the Outsider, or where it’s building the Icebox?”

Heads silently shook around the bridge.

Shit. We had taken risks, burned precious time, and diverted vital sensor assets from whatever other tasks the Navy had for Gerken’s ships.

All for nothing.

After our valiant effort to track the Outsider ship ended in complete failure-

OK, not complete failure. That would have required us to take the bait, and jump into whatever trap the Outsider had prepared for us, if we had continued the pursuit. We didn’t do that, so Yay Me.

It was still a failure, so I released Sir Robert’s ships for a return flight to Earth. He asked whether he should inform Def Com of the true nature of our mission, I didn’t see any harm in full disclosure. The Outsider certainly already knew we had been able to track it. There was some talk about Boyko hosting a Farewell dinner aboard Dniester, but nobody was in the mood to celebrate. Reed got Valkyrie released from the star carrier, and we jumped away. To do what, I didn’t know.

High Priest Rallmet, his mission of faith complete, followed the ritual that he and the crews of the ships under his stewardship all knew by heart. They first performed two jumps to a set of coordinates so holy, only Rallmet and two others had been granted permission to view the sacred text upon which the numbers were recorded. At the site where Rallmet trembled as he felt the presence of the divine, the remaining four Elder weapons were released from their carrier ships. The crews watched as an object approached, a long cylinder that scooped up the holy weapons, then disappeared into utter blackness.

They had performed their duty, no one could doubt that. Now, the ritual called for them, and their entire isolated, secret society, to await their reward.

The ships conducted their last jump, back to the dark, frozen, lonely, dirty ball of ice that had been the society’s home for millennia.

“No!” Skippy shouted, loud, his voice echoing around the bridge, almost the moment he made contact with a Thuranin relay station. “No, no, NO! Why, oh why,” he sobbed, “do these bad things always happen to me?”

“It would help if we knew what this bad thing is,” I suggested, waving for Reed to keep the ship where it was. There was no threat on the display, for all I knew, the bad thing was Skippy’s latest opera had been a flop.

“You don’t want to know, Joe,” he sighed.

“Do I need to know?”

“Unfortunately, probably yes. How could I have not foreseen this revolting development? I am an idiot.”

“If you want me to argue with that statement, I need details.”

“It’s over, Joe, it’s all over. It was all for nothing. Grand Slam, Skipnet, all of it.”

“Skippy, what the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about how freakin’ blind I am. This was so obvious, even I should have seen it coming a hundred lightyears away.”

“Let me be the judge of what should have been obvious, OK? What terribly awful thing happened?”

“The Maxohlx already gave the Outsider everything it needs to manufacture Doomium.”

The stunned silence on the bridge was deafening. After blinking slowly, I slowly asked, “How is that possible? We just knocked out-”

“We knocked out the existing fabs that could most quickly be converted to produce Doomium. While we were doing that, racing around planting malware, setting up sabotage operations, and raining destruction from orbit, the Maxohlx were happily proceeding with their real plan. The client fabs were a distraction, and we fell for it. The kitties, and the Outsider, expected we would discover their agreement to provide Doomium, and they kept us busy guarding the front door, while they snuck around the back and stole the jewels.”

“Jewels?” I was confused. “Is that a metaphor?”

“Of course it is, numbskull,” he snapped. He was pissed at himself, not at me. “Unnoticed by us, by me, the Maxohlx had contracted with commercial brokers and shipping companies to quietly fly to Kristang worlds, buying up spare parts, obsolete equipment, and excess inventory for fabricator facilities. Joe, the Hegemony has now assembled a complete set of all the components required to set up a Kristang Frankenfab, one that can manufacture Doomium.”

“Damn it!” I closed my eyes and slowly bumped my forehead with both fists. “The kitties are delusional supremacist assholes, but they are not stupid. This one is entirely on me, I underestimated them. This is- Shit. Where is this fucking thing now?”

“I have no idea, and I probably won’t ever find it. A Maxohlx task force collected the gear, discarded what they didn’t need, and whisked it away, along with nine transport ships crammed with raw materials. That’s it, we failed. There is a Frankenfab out there somewhere, in a secret location, and my guess is it soon will be busily cranking out the materials the Outsider requested. It might already be in full production.”

“This is, suboptimal,” I bit back the angry, bitter curses I wanted to let fly. The bridge crew seeing me lose my cool would not be good for morale, or good order and discipline. “Skippy, this is not your fault. That treacherous son of a bitch Klestine should have warned us this was going on.”

“Is this Opposite Day? Usually I claim that something isn’t my fault. I actually did notice that was going on, I tagged it as not important. And, I did not know that the effort wasn’t just fast-moving Maxohlx companies scrambling to corner the market on components the Hegemony needed. It was a Red Section initiative, I doubt very much Klestine was aware of it at all.”

“OK, OK, we can, uh, collect intel, assemble a picture. Figure out where that fab is. Each piece of information will fill in the-”

“Joe. Stop. Just, stop. It’s not going to happen. The ships that took away the pieces of the Frankenfab have disappeared. They are gone, they’re not coming back, they don’t exist. They are in the Outsider cult now, like the Guard Fleet. In it for the duration, which will be shorter for everyone, now that we have lost control of the Doomium supply.”

“Yeah.” There might have been more to say, I couldn’t think of anything. “Is there, any more bad news from that relay station?”

“The kitties bombarded a Bosphuraq world that was less than totally enthusiastic about their loyalty to the Hegemony. That’s bad for the inhabitants, good for the rebellion. The more the kitties tighten their grip, the more client star systems will slip through their claws.”

“Uh,” I decided not to point out that he was misquoting Princess Leia. “Reed, take us out of here. I will, uh, be in my office.”

“Sir?” Reed knocked on the doorframe of my office.

“Come in,” I was staring at the ceiling, chair leaned all the way back, slouching in a way my mother would have reprimanded me about. Without looking at her I waved a hand, gesturing toward a chair. “Have a seat, relax. We are not busy now, and when we were busy, we didn’t accomplish anything. This, feels like that Springsteen song.”

“Springsteen, Sir?”

“Bruce. The Boss.”

“I, know that. Which song? Born To Run?”

“To apply to our situation, that song’s title would have to be ‘Born To Run Around Like A Chicken With Its Head Cut Off’. Lots of frantic movement that doesn’t accomplish anything. What I meant is the song ‘One Step Up’. You know, one step up, and two steps back? That describes this entire mission perfectly. My father told me Silicon Valley companies used to have a saying, ‘Fail fast, fail often’. It means, find all the ways that don’t work, and find them quickly. We sure as hell have been doing that. We failed to install Klestine as the new Dictat. We failed to track the Outsider’s ship. And now, we have failed to stop the enemy from acquiring all the goodies it needs to flood the galaxy with an invasion force. We have done a lot, but we haven’t gotten anywhere. Worse, while we have been wasting time and effort doing all the wrong things, the enemy has gotten way more than two steps ahead of us. Oh,” I dragged my fingers through my hair. “I fucked this up right from the beginning. The only thing we have in the ‘W’ column is an Own Goal; the second Outsider ship killed itself.”

“That’s not true, Sir.”

“Reed, if you’re bullshitting me, I do not need a pep talk.”

“What you said is not entirely true. Sir. The Outsider knows we can track it, that we have gained a bit of understanding about how its technology works. It also knows we did not blindly stumble into a trap, and that is its failure. What’s most important is, this is the first time the Outsider ship has been forced to react to us. We had the initiative.”

“OK, that’s fair. A small victory. Hopefully while it was out setting a trap for us, it left the oven on, and burned all the Doomium.”

“That might be too much to hope for, Sir.”

“Shit,” I sighed, flopping the chair forward. “We have to start over, from zero. I don’t even know where to start.”

“That is not true.”

“Huh?”

“You said it, Sir. Interrupting Doomium production completely was never going to be possible.”

“OK, that is, true.”

“The facts have not changed, only the timeline. We still have three tasks to complete,” she ticked them off on her fingers. “Find the Icebox. Acquire weapons that can destroy the Icebox, and the Outsider ship. Before we do that, we go rip that implant out of the Dictat’s skull.”

“Ah, I think you’ve got it backwards. There is no point to us taking the risk of performing surgery on that jerk, until we both know where the Icebox is, and have weapons we are confident will be effective against Outsider tech.”

“Fair enough,” she agreed. “Which task will we tackle first?”

“I mean,” I shrugged, “flip a coin. I have zero clue how to do either, and we’re running out of time.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky?’

“Given our track record, I wouldn’t count on it.”

Yubee-40 controlled his anxiousness with a directive for one of his modified glands to secrete a calming hormone, while he watched the cruiser’s tugbots bring aboard the cylinder that contained four Elder weapons. That three of the weapons apparently were duds did not dismay him, it had always been expected the triggering procedure would be unreliable. The Thuranin had, of course, never had an opportunity to test an Elder weapon, since use of such devices would awaken horrific Sentinels. The original purpose of pre-positioning the weapons near a Maxohlx star system was not as a deterrent, but for revenge. If the Thuranin people ever faced becoming extinct by the actions of their patrons, awakening Sentinels by triggering an Elder weapon in a Maxohlx star system would be a final ‘Fuck you’ gesture.

Then, the humans somehow rendered most Sentinels dormant. The prohibition against use of Elder weapons, once an absolute necessity for continued existence, had become mostly an ingrained habit. No one, other than the young and reckless humans, wanted to be first to unleash the horrific power. If Elder weapons became nothing more than another tool, a matter for cold calculation of risk vs rewards, where would it end? Would it end? Would it end everyone?

None of those questions were a subject Yubee-40 needed to have an opinion about. His job was simple, the first two stages complete. He had delivered the ‘Go’ order to the primitive Doomsday cult, and he had retrieved the unexpended weapons.

For the next step, he directed the ship to jump.

To the miserable ball of ice that was home to the Doomsday cult.

The first rule of assassination is: eliminate the assassins. Leave no one to tell the tale, and the trail of evidence would grow cold. The Thuranin did not wish to avoid being blamed for the shocking attack against Ruxikan, the government would be taking full responsibility for hitting back. And for threatening more such attacks, if the Maxohlx unjustly punished their loyal clients again. That was why the cult had to die, so the Maxohlx could never discover how the attack was conducted. And therefore, the dishonorable patrons would not be able to prevent another attack.

“High Priest Rallmet,” Yubee-40 called the cult leader. It had been Yubee who delivered the ‘Go’ order, so the priest would recognize the voice.

“Yes, yes My Lord?” The priest replied. “Have- Have we proven to be worthy?”

“You have indeed been faithful servants. Now, you will receive your final reward.”

If Rallmet’s squishy unmodified brain had a chance to wonder about the ominous word ‘Final’, he didn’t have time to speak it. Yubee’s cranial net instructed the cruiser’s comm system to transmit the self-destruct code.

All eight of the Doomsday ships exploded.

The icy comet’s surface rippled and cracks appeared as the internal chamber briefly became a ball of fusion fire. Then, as the shockwaves expanded outward, the cruiser jumped away.

One more step remained in the mission plan: bringing the four weapons to a designated sanctuary. With the Maxohlx ships stationed at Ruxikan undoubtedly already hunting for the perpetrators, and the rest of their fleet soon to be on the warpath, getting away would not be easy.

We pinged a Bosphuraq relay station, to get a general update on events in the galaxy, and specific information about how the birdbrains were faring with their unplanned, unintended rebellion. Hopefully, we could learn some bit of good news to soothe the sting of the rotten kitties having provided the Outsider a shiny new Frankenfab.

Skippy gasped immediately. “Oh my- Wowza! I did not expect that.”

The lead pilot hovered a finger over the button to activate a jump, but Reed held up a hand. Valkyrie’s captain was long familiar with Skippy, she knew he was expressing surprise, even shock, but not concern.

“Skippy?” She asked before I could. “What?”

“OK so, you know how the senior species have that designation, because they are the first two intelligent species to achieve starflight? And because they have vastly superior technology?”

“Yes, what about it?” She waved for the pilots to stand down from alert, as it was clear Skippy was going to wander before he got to the point, whatever that was.

“The third criteria for designation as a senior species is that only they possess and control Elder weapons, correct?”

“The spiders, kitties, and now us.”

“Yeah, not so much. The headline of today’s news, actually this happened several days ago now, is that the Thuranin hit back at the Maxohlx, in response to the Maxohlx retaliation attack against the planet Dagoblech.”

“We knew about Dagoblech,” I said, not wanting him to go into details about why the kitties had blasted a Thuranin world. Few people knew that the Bosphuraq had not actually launched a rebellion, it had been launched for them and they had been presented with two awful choices. Meekly submit to being punished for something they didn’t do. Or seize what might be their last opportunity to gain a measure of freedom. Yes, part of Bosphuraq society had said ‘Ah fuck it, we might as well go for it’ and that was their choice. Even fewer people knew the Thuranin had not actually supplied weapons and other support to the Bosphuraq rebels, and the fewer who were aware of that secret, the better. Skippy knew that, but he sometimes forgot about who had been read in on which of our many secrets. “Why does that matter to us?”

“Because three days ago, the Thuranin sent a message to their patrons.” He paused for dramatic effect. “They bombed a star in the Maxohlx Ruxiken system, bombed it with an Elder weapon.”

“No fucking way,” I exhaled, my words drowned out by the collective gasp on the bridge.

“Yes way.”

“Where the f- Where and when did Thuranin get Elder weapons, and how did we not know about this?!”

“Of the three questions you just asked, I can answer only one. We did not know because nobody knew. At least, not officially. In that archive we stole from the kitties, I did not find even a vague hint that the Maxohlx suspected their clients were holding out on them. The little green pinheads have been extremely good at concealing their secret.”

“Well, shit. This was, an unexpected development.”

“Sir, the client rebellion might be spiraling out of control,” Reed noted. She was less than enthusiastic about Scorandum’s schemes, warning me that we were setting into motion events we couldn’t predict or control.

She was right about that. The rebellion, which had not been started by the Hegemony clients, was already more vicious and widespread than anything I had hoped for. “Maybe,” I had to agree with her. “But, using Elder weapons must be an action the Thuranin had planned for a long time. They finally got sick of taking abuse from their patrons. Skippy, what else can you tell me about the incident? Like, how the hell did the Thuranin even know how to trigger that freakin’ weapon?”

“They got lucky?” He shrugged. “Joe, from the sensor data collected by the Maxohlx there, I have determined the type of weapon used was a Gridbuster.”

“Those are not optimized to be used against stars, right?”

“They are more of a general purpose device. Gridbusters might be useful against Outsider technology.”

“Shit. We could have used that weapon. Ah, the cyborgs wouldn’t have sold it to us anyway.”

“No but, there might be a solution to one of our problems.”

“Uh, which one?”

“You seriously can’t guess?”

“I seriously don’t have the energy to play games. We have an infinite number of problems.”

“Maybe but, you recently outlined the three major issues. First, we can’t take on the Maxohlx fleet that is guarding the Icebox. That issue can be resolved, by performing non-elective surgery on the Dictat.”

“Right. It can be resolved, but useless to us, since the other two major problems are we don’t have any weapons that can destroy an Outsider ship, and we have no freakin’ idea where the damned Icebox is.”

“Hold that thought, Joe. The Thuranin at Ruxikan had at least four other Elder weapons, and all four of those are also Gridbusters.”

“How- How the hell can you know that? A moment ago, you didn’t know the little green pinheads had any type of Elder weapon!”

“The sensor data is clear, although the Maxohlx don’t know how to interpret it. The Thuranin tried, and failed, to activate three Gridbusters, before the fourth device went live. On that fourth one, they got lucky. No way did the pinheads have any clue what they were doing. Anyway, when that fourth weapon went live, it networked with four others in the area, including the three the Thuranin failed to activate.”

“Holy shit. The pinheads had Elder nukes, and never used them until now? This is amazing, Skippy.”

“You might not have heard this, but I am kind of awesome.”

“Extremely awesome. Well, shit. I wish we could go get those other Gridbusters, but I’m sure whoever delivered the weapons has gone into hiding.”

“Yeah, not so much.”

“Are you screwing with me?”

“You did state that I am extremely awesome. Maybe we should discuss this in a more private setting?”

“Hell yes, Reed.” I flashed a thumbs up to her. “You did say, maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“The Thuranin scorching an inhabited world is not the kind of luck I meant, Sir.”

“At this point, I will take whatever luck I can get. OK,” I waved to her, “Let’s talk in my office, about how we do this.”

“Sir? Should we set course for Ruxikan?” She asked.

“Skippy?”

“That would be at the top of my list, yes.”

“Carson,” Reed pointed to the pilot. “Punch it when ready.”

We went shopping for Gridbusters. Technically, we would be on a shoplifting trip, since the Thuranin would not just give us their Elder weapons. Not even if we asked very politely.

“All right, Skippy,” I confirmed my office door was closed. “By what miracle can you somehow find a Thuranin task force, that could be pretty much anywhere by the time we get to Ruxikan?”

“You know how sometimes information is meaningless without context?”

“Yes, why?”

“From that Bosphuraq relay station behind us, I downloaded Thuranin message traffic.”

We knew that the Hegemony coalition handles message traffic from other clients, it’s all encrypted anyway. “That’s not unusual.”

“True. What I found is unusual. First, it was in an impressively tricky Thuranin encryption scheme I have never seen before, so that got me curious. The pinheads were using a new scheme for the first time? The message encrypted with that scheme must be super important.”

“The Thuranin have never been unwilling participants in a rebellion before, it’s not surprising they dug up some top level encryption.”

“Yes, that is why, after I cracked the encryption in thirty milliseconds, it was disappointing to see the message was just an order for a Thuranin task force to proceed to a set of coordinates at a specific time, and to render assistance. It was all very mysterious, but nothing important. Until now. Now, in context, it makes sense.”

“Please just tell us,” I said, as Reed rolled her eyes. A big part of my job was being Skippy’s friend and listening while he boasted about himself. Reed had a lot less patience for providing an ego boost and amusement to the beer can.

“Fine,” he huffed, his big reveal being spoiled. “That task force was ordered to a wormhole in Torgalau territory. A wormhole that is close to another wormhole, that connects to Ruxikan.”

Reed caught on immediately. “That task force will escort the ships that are carrying the other four Elder weapons?”

“I mean, that’s just my guess, but-”

Reed gritted her teeth, glaring at Skippy and pulling out her phone. “Gasquet, hold the next jump. We are not going to Ruxikan.”

“Actually, we are,” Skippy was super pleased with himself. “The wormhole I can use to create a shortcut is on the way to Ruxikan. We should arrive at the coordinates nineteen hours ahead of the task force.”

Reed bit her lip, so she didn’t say to Skippy whatever was on her mind.

“What about the boomers?” I asked.

He blinked at me. “You mean baby boomers?”

“No. Uh, ‘Boomer’ is what the US Navy used to call ballistic missile subs. The ships that carry strategic weapons.”

“Oh. Like the Thuranin ships that delivered the Elder weapons, I get it. Those ships should have skedaddled out of there to the closest wormhole, before the Maxohlx could set up an effective blockade. From the far end of that wormhole, there are seven possible routes, the kitties can’t cover them all, not quickly enough. We know where those ships are going, so I have calculated they won’t get there for nineteen hours after we arrive.”

“Great,” I slapped my desktop. “We have a destination. Fireball, you know what to do.”

“Sir,” she didn’t issue any orders since we were already jumping toward the shortcut wormhole. “We have a destination, not a plan. We have to get that task force to fuck off, then we will have the problem that the ships carrying Elder weapons almost certainly have orders to self-destruct if they are in danger of being captured.”

“Yeah,” I leaned my chair back, cradling my hands behind my head. “I’ve been thinking about that, and it won’t be a problem.”

“May I ask how?”

“It’s simple: I will trust the awesomeness.”

“Well,” Admiral Scorandum slouched back on his couch on the bridge of the You Had Me At Sketchy. “That was certainly unexpected. Did anyone,” his head swiveled to encompass everyone on the bridge. The ship had just received the astonishing news that the Thuranin had bombed a star in a Maxohlx military system, bombed it with an Elder weapon. “Did any of you have ‘The Thuranin possess Elder weapons’ in their wagering portfolio?”

Heads slowly shook side to side.

He frowned, then he posed a question to the ship’s bookie, the officer in charge of wagering action aboard the ship. Not only did such officers record wagers placed by the crew, they also tracked wagering action across Jeraptha society overall. How the odds swung on wagering topics, and sometimes who was placing which wagers, were all important intelligence. Important decisions could often be made based on how the public viewed the odds of something happening, or not. “Did anyone take such action?”

The bookie tapped on her console, antennas twitching. “Yes,” she gasped. “A single wager, although, hmm, interesting. For a substantial amount, at extremely tempting odds.”

“Huh,” Scorandum snorted. “There is one lucky bastard out there.”

“Mmm, not so much, Sir. The wager was placed two years ago, and expired two weeks ago.”

“Oooooooh, that is a bad beat,” Scorandum agreed as the bridge crew chuckled. Then he noticed his protege was not laughing. “Kinsta, you must find this latest development satisfying.”

“Satisfying?” The younger officer was horrified. “Thousands of people are dead.”

“Yes, and that is something we could not have predicted, and therefore we can be in no way responsible for the carnage.”

“They are dead, Sir. How can you see this as a good thing?”

Scorandum lowered his voice. “Our job out here,” he gently chided his reluctant protégé. “The reason we have use of this expensive ship and the valiant crew who were trained to do their jobs at great expense,” he waved a claw to encompass the bridge compartment. “Is so we can protect our people. Our enemies fighting each other, instead of directing those weapons and that hateful energy toward us, can only be a good thing. Think about it, Kinsta. The Thuranin did not suddenly find a cache of Elder weapons. They did not suddenly throw together an operation to bomb a star, after the Maxohlx attacked one of their worlds. That contingency must have been planned for a very long time, and the Thuranin chose to act now because they are done with the oppressive terror tactics of their patrons. Bombing a star with their Elder weapons was always an inevitable action, any small role we played merely accelerated their decision-making.”

“Sir, you may justify our actions by twisting logic, but we started this chain of events.”

“No,” Scorandum spat with surprising vehemence, irritated and disappointed with his subordinate. “The Maxohlx started this millennia ago, when they twisted Thuranin society to fit their own requirements for a client to serve them. The blame must be, can only be, placed on the furry shoulders of the Maxohlx, for their cruel oppression and manipulation of the species under their care. The Thuranin, who have killed over a billion of our people during our endless war, are now known to possess Elder weapons. Tell me this, Kinsta: would you prefer the cyborgs to have bombed a star in one of our inhabited systems, and killed millions of our people?”

“No,” Kinsta’s antennas drooped. “Of course not.”

“If not to defend themselves from their own patrons, can you imagine another reason they have never used their strategic capability against us?”

“No. Sir, I do see the benefit to ourselves, our people. It is just the, scale of death that eats at my conscience. You, however, appear to be delighted by these events.”

“Really? Hmm. As you should well know, I abhor violence. That is why, when violence is necessary, I prefer our enemies to kill each other. It is not that I am delighted that an inhabited world has been scorched, I am delighted it was not one of our worlds. Unless we win this war, put a stop to this endless war, it will be our worlds that are scorched. If not by the Maxohlx, then by the Outsiders.”

“I, see that, Sir.”

“Do you, truly? In my opinion, based on my experience of working with you, the problem is you are not seeing this development in the proper frame of reference. We are the Ethics and Compliance Office. We do the unpleasant things that must be done, so others can live their lives without ethical complications. Kinsta, I have told you this before: one of your values to me is that you act as a sort of moral compass.”

“Moral? How can that be, Sir?”

“You being this dismayed and conflicted, about the scale of violence our enemies inflicted on each other, tells me we are absolutely doing the right thing.”

“Oh,” Kinsta hung his head, taking deep, even breaths, as if he was about to be sick. “Sir, can I go back to being useless, other than getting beverages the way you like them?”

“Ha! Kinsta, we have much work to do, and we are only getting started.”


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

We arrived at the designated coordinates in eighteen hours and twenty six minutes, and Skippy did not boast about getting us there half an hour early.

Oh, bullshit. Of course he bragged about it, and I gave my best performance of being amazed by his continued magnificence, and he was happy.

The next step depended on the Thuranin task force to arrive before the boomer ships did. We had a Thuranin message buoy stored in a dusty cargo bay, just in case the Merry Band of Pirates needed that sort of thing, so we loaded a message into that buoy, and launched it. Then, we jumped six lightseconds away, and wrapped the ship in a stealth field.

We waited. Two and a half hours late, a task force of eight Thuranin ships jumped in, to surround the rendezvous coordinates. Three battleships of the latest type the pinheads possessed, and five light cruisers. The message buoy activated immediately, transmitting an order that the original coordinates might be compromised, and specifying an alternate time and place for the meet. That order was encrypted in the new scheme, that should have been convincing to even a suspicious task force leader

It was.

Sort of.

The task force jumped away, but one ship remained behind to observe, jumping only about three lightminutes away.

“Shit,” I groaned. “Now we have to go deal with an unwanted guest.”

“It is a single Thuranin light cruiser,” Reed noted. “I think we can handle it in a fight.”

“Ah, I don’t want a fight. The captains of the boomer ships will be very cautious about approaching these coordinates. The Maxohlx are surely hunting them, and they have to be concerned that their own people might have orders to eliminate any witnesses. A fight will leave debris that could scare away our quarry.”

She pursed her lips, and nodded. “I can see that. What’s our alternative, Sir?”

“Skippy? Are you interested in an opportunity to practice your unique type of awesomeness?”

“Joe,” he chuckled. “I was born ready.”

We jumped twenty lightseconds behind the light cruiser, which had its big sensor antennas extended, and aimed at the rendezvous point. That ship was in stealth, or as good an attempt at stealth that Thuranin technology could manage. It was still weird to not be afraid of their warships, I had spent so much time aboard the underpowered, vulnerable Flying Dutchman that instinctively I felt a chill when I saw the enemy ship so close on the main display.

Reed didn’t wait for my order, she had a pair of stealth drones launched, and then, again, we waited. For the drones to get into position ten thousand kilometers from the light cruiser, and then for Skippy to extend his presence through the microwormholes carried by each drone.

“Anything?” I had to ask. He had warned the hacking of the enemy ship might take half an hour, it had been forty minutes.

His avatar appeared with, “Huh? What?”

“Are you done yet?”

“Oh for- I have barely started on the freakin’ outline, you big jerk. Now you have interrupted me, and I have to start all over from the beginning. Thanks a lot, knucklehead.”

“Outline? What outline? You didn’t already have a plan of action before you started?”

“I mean, I had a concept. An inspiration, but ideas are cheap. It’s what you do with the idea that makes it special. Or not.”

“Skippy,” I was thoroughly confused. “What the hell are you talking about? Why do you need to be inspired about hacking an enemy ship?”

“What? Ugh. I finished that hack seven minutes after I made contact. That ship is flooded with knockout gas, the crew is all asleep, and the AI over there is my bitch,” he chuckled. “Bots are bringing the entire crew to a cargo bay before they wake up.”

“Then why didn’t you tell us?!”

“The last thirty minutes has been blissfully peaceful, without monkeys screeching at me, so I have been working on an operetta about my latest triumph.”

Covering my face with both hands, I counted to five. Five again. No good, I was still pissed off. Looks like I would have to do without my usual inner Zen-like calm.

Skippy was… Skippy. He rarely learned a lesson, he rarely changed. He was magnificently awesome, and he is what humanity needed. Giving him half an hour of silence while he screwed around with another terrible opera was a small price to pay for everything he did for us. That’s what I told myself.

I still wanted to smack that little shithead into another universe.

Based on Reed’s expression, I would have to stand in line behind her.

“Okaaaay,” I exhaled slowly. “Are we good here?”

“Hmm,” he rubbed his chin. “Let me think. The enemy ship is under my control, neither that ship’s AI nor the crew are any threat to us. Unless that task force commander changes his mind and sends another ship back here to get an update, all we have to do is wait for the boomer group to arrive.”

“Outstanding. Let’s prepare some party favors.”

Our party favors were not the fun kind. They were sixteen microwormholes in containment vessels, placed in a globe two lightseconds across, centered on the rendezvous coordinates. Hopefully, the boomer ships carrying the Elder Gridbusters would follow instructions and jump inside that globe. Skippy could extend his presence outward, so the total bubble of coverage was almost four lightseconds across, a distance of one point one six million kilometers.

Damn.

Space is big.

We were ready for the party, and we were alarmed, then confused, when only a single ship appeared, two lightminutes from the designated coordinates.

“Who the fuck is that?” I complained.

“I do not know,” Skippy was as mystified as the rest of us. “That ship does not match the configuration of the ones that deployed the Gridbuster at Ruxikan. Those were unique, special purpose vessels. That thing is a long-range cruiser.”

“Did the boomer pick up an escort along the way?” Reed speculated.

“Ah, that type of ship is an odd choice to escort what are hopefully the only Elder weapons the Thuranin have. The task force they assigned has three of their most powerful fast battleships.”

“A scout, then?”

“Maybe. Let’s wait to see what it does.”

What it did, after twenty four long minutes, was to jump into the bubble we had set up.

“Joe?” Skippy asked. “Should I hack into that ship? If it’s only a scout, and the boomers arrive while I am establishing control of the ship, it might scare them away.”

“The downtime from when you take the ship’s AI offline, to when you bring it back up under your control, is still twenty nine seconds?”

“Yes. Those AIs are seriously slow pieces of junk,” he said, to make sure we understood his magnificence was not the problem.

“Reed?” I prompted Valkyrie’s captain. “What do you think?”

“Sir, twenty nine seconds is a reasonably short window, and it will get done sooner, the sooner Skippy starts.”

“Right. Skippy, do your thing.”

“Okee dokey I- Whoa. We were all wrong. Wow. We sure got this wrong.”

“What-”

“All four Gridbusters are aboard that ship.”

“How the f- How do you know that?”

“They just pinged me.”

“They what?”

“The moment I extended my presence, even before I actually did anything, all four of them sent out pings with their authentication codes, status, that sort of thing. They are waiting for orders.”

“Charge up the damping field projectors,” Reed ordered. “Bilby, if you detect that ship is even thinking of jumping away, spoil the party for them.”

“Sure thing, Colonel Reed-a-reeno.”

“Skippy, do the Thuranin know their weapons are talking to you?” I demanded.

“Please. As if. No way. Do you want me to hack that ship, or not?”

“Weps,” I turned to the ship’s weapons officer, bypassing Reed in my haste. “Target maser cannons on that ship’s jump coils, not their capacitors, and stand by.”

“Aye aye, Sir,” came the reply.

“Unless you can think of a reason not to, do your thing, Skippy.”

He did his thing. We got another surprise. “The pinheads over there have now all gone nighty-nite. Well, this was not unexpected, I guess. You never can trust meatsacks.”

“Meatsacks are the worst,” I agreed. “Details, please. Start with telling me you have control of those weapons, and they are in operable condition.”

“They are just fine, Joe. Although, their surfaces are covered in what I can only assume are some weird religious symbols.”

“Religi- They did that to themselves? Oh fuck. Did they join a cult? Shit, it’s bad enough that our missiles formed a union.”

“They did not do that, they are not in a cult, and they probably should join a union, to avoid being oppressed by-”

“Do not give them any bad ideas. What’s the deal with the symbols?”

“They were applied by the Thuranin cult that cared for the weapons, apparently worshipped them, and recently deployed them. Before you ask any more stupid questions, let me explain. The cult lived inside a comet orbiting far from Ruxikan, they had been quietly hiding there for many generations. After their holy mission was successfully completed, their ships dropped off the unexpended weapons at a designated point, and returned to their comet base. The ship that is here now picked up the weapons, went to the comet, and sent a self-destruct command to the boomer ships, and the habitat inside the comet.”

Reed understood. “They eliminated any witnesses.”

“Exactly. Like I said, not totally unexpected.”

The STARs went aboard the cruiser, I watched video from Frey’s helmet camera. Her team walking through the eerily quiet Thuranin ship, stepping over sleeping cyborgs slumped on the deck, reminded me of when we took the Dutchman, so long ago. Within two hours, we had four Gridbusters aboard Valkyrie, and I had a decision to make.

“Sir?” Reed prompted me. “Should we eliminate witnesses?”

It wasn’t like I hadn’t done that before, but, “Not this time. That ship will be returning empty handed, and they won’t be able to explain why. Huh.”

“What?”

“If I were captain of that ship, home is the last place I would go. That whole crew could be facing a firing squad if they go home. Everyone will assume they sold those weapons, or gave them to the Bosphuraq, or failed to collect them at Ruxikan.”

“They will have a very tough choice to make, when they wake up.”

“I feel just awful about that. Skippy, when the AIs of both the ships you hacked wake up, will they remember anything that happened?”

“No, I wiped that section of memory.”

“Good. Then, put the AIs on a timer to wake up, and we are outta here. We now have the means to deliver a smackdown to the Outsider.”

We had that.

We also knew how and where to acquire the means to disable an entire Maxohlx fleet without firing a shot.

What we did not have was any freakin’ clue where to find the Icebox, or the Outsider.

“Joe,” Skippy’s avatar appeared hovering in front of me, while I walked from the galley to my cabin. Dinner had been good, all I wanted to do that evening was watch a mindless TV show, by myself. He had that expression that said he was concerned about me. “Dessert was ice cream sundaes, and you didn’t eat any of it.”

“Yeah, I’m just not in the mood, you know? When I was a kid, ice cream was a treat, for special occasions. It’s, I feel like I haven’t earned it.” That was partly true. My appetite was also dampened by knowing that I had set in motion events that resulted in the Thuranin nuking a star and ravaging a biosphere.

“But, we now have four Gridbusters.”

“Yeah, and Reed reminded me that we also know how to take out the Maxohlx Guard Fleet, if we take the risk of extracting that implant from the Dictat’s head.”

“Um, maybe not so much.”

That stopped me in the passageway. “What the f-” I whispered, then walked down a dead-end passageway so I could talk without people staring at me. “What do you mean, you little shithead? You told me if we had that implant, you could use it to take control of an entire fleet of Maxohlx warships, and-”

“What I actually said is I could disable an entire fleet of kitty ships. What I can’t do, as far as I know, is to make those ships fire on the Outsider, or to shoot at each other.”

“Fine, whatever. Are you now telling me you can’t disable those ships?”

“I could very likely do that, if we knew where those ships are. Which we don’t, unless I missed a very important memo.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Mm hmm. Does that mean you have made substantial progress on a plan to find the Icebox, or that you have avoided thinking about it as usual?”

“Uh, the second thing. In my defense, I did not expect that finding an entire fleet would be a problem. How do we not know where over two hundred freakin’ ships are?”

“It’s a big galaxy, dumdum. Also, the Outsider covered its tracks very well.”

“Come on, Skippy. You can’t seriously be telling me that you can’t search wormhole network records for a huge number of ships all going to the same place.”

“I can seriously be telling you that. Wormhole network controllers were programmed to control wormholes, not to act as traffic cameras. They generally do not care what passes through them, because the Elders did not want their wormhole controllers making decisions.”

“I get that, but-”

“Please Joe, astonish me with your ignorance.”

“Look, those ships might have, probably did, take multiple routes to reach the last wormhole that leads to the Icebox site. There are a limited number of wormholes out beyond the rim of the galaxy, in a line between the Milky Way and the Outhouse. So, there-”

“That does not matter, numbskull.”

“Uh, what? The Icebox has to be sited roughly along a force line between the centers of the two galaxies, and out in intergalactic space, where the-”

“The Icebox does not necessarily have to be restricted to either of those criteria.”

“Skippy,” I was trying to understand what his point could be. “We know of two Gateways: the ones the Elders got suckered into building, and the one the original Outsider constructed. Both of those were set up in locations that met both criteria. In line, and out beyond the galaxy’s edge.”

“That is correct.”

“Good, then-”

“It also does not matter now.”

“Uh-” Was he screwing with me? “Please explain to this filthy monkey.”

“The first two Gateways were created using the primitive technology available here, and yes, I am including the technology the Elders possessed back then. The current Outsider is constructing a fully functional Gateway, Icebox, whatever you want to call it, mostly from raw materials. It is not necessarily restricted to being located where spacetime is especially flat, or in line between the black holes at the center of both galaxies. Actually, I expect the Icebox will not be in a location that will be obvious to us.”

“Shiiiiit. Why didn’t you tell me this before? Or, wait, did you?”

“Forgive me. I assumed you couldn’t be that stupid.”

“Well, uh, it- Damn it. Is there any way you could upload a search request, for all wormhole networks?”

“Nope. As a security measure, the Elders also did not want their network controllers to collaborate. They do work together in ways that are restricted to their programming.”

“OK, uh- How about this? Instruct the networks that those Maxohlx starships are a dangerous threat, and should be tracked.”

“No can do. There is nothing particularly unique about Maxohlx ships, so the networks would have to track all ships. Which they won’t do. It’s like you told me: never issue an order you know won’t be obeyed. If I give a nonsensical instruction like that, the network controllers could decide I am defective, and refuse future instructions.”

“Do not do that, then.”

“Joe, I feel measurably dumber after talking with you.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Sir?” Kinsta spoke softly, through the admiral’s open office doorway. The lights were off, but he didn’t hear any snoring, nor could he detect the all- too familiar scent of burgoze. “Sir, if I am disturbing you, I can-”

“No,” a shape stirred in the dimness of the office. A soft light turned on, glowing from a lamp on the desk. Scorandum was lying back on his couch, with no bottle in sight. Not a full one on the desk, nor an empty on the floor. That was alarming. “Come in, come in.”

“Sir,” Kinsta hesitated. “The captain wishes to know where the ship should go next.”

“Huh? Eh, I will think on that. For now,” the senior officer’s antennas shrugged. “Our destination does not much matter.”

“Sir?” At that, Kinsta did step into the office, though he did not sit on the guest couch. “The next phase of the plan is-”

“Is on hold, for the moment.”

“We are, cancelling the operation?”

“It is more accurate to say we are conducting a strategic pause. Recent, entirely unexpected events, require us to take a step back, to reevaluate how best to take advantage of the new situation. Or,” his antennas drooped. “To shudder in horror at the forces we have unleashed.”

Kinsta shook his head, not in disagreement, but in disbelief. “I, it is encouraging to hear you say that, Sir.”

“You know that I abhor violence. When it is necessary, I prefer our enemies to kill each other. But not on this scale. Kinsta, at this point, I truly do not know what to do, or whether we should do anything at all. It might not matter. The devastation at Ruxikan, I fear, has made the Hegemony client rebellion unstoppable. One way or the other. There is no turning back now, by either side. We must reconsider what to do, even whether to be further involved or not.”

“So,” Kinsta held his antennas rigid, to not betray the enormous relief he felt. “We do nothing, Sir?”

“Eh? No. We, for now, do nothing more to instigate and inflame the client rebellion. We, you and I- Well, I cannot speak for you, but I certainly will be extremely busy, performing a critical analysis of the situation.”

“To minimize further bloodshed?”

“There is not much we could do, even if we could be certain our actions would not make the situation worse. No, I am talking about something I can do, must do, or the tragedy of Ruxikan will have been for nothing.”

“What is that, Sir?” Hope soared inside Kinsta.

“Predict how both sides are likely to respond, and place juicy wagers on the action.”

After Skippy shot down my idea of using wormhole networks to track the Maxohlx guard fleet, I didn’t know what to do. Except, I knew that worrying and thinking about the problem would not get me anywhere, so instead of watching dumb TV shows, I reviewed the specs on the Ghost dropship that the STARs had brought aboard, since that spacecraft was new to me. It was cool, and as usual, I went down a rabbit hole, reading deeper about how different the Ghost was from the Maxohlx Panther dropships we usually flew. As the Dash Ten operations manual stated over and over, integrating our systems with the unique spider tech was the toughest challenge to-

Unique.

Holy sh-

“Skippy!” I called him, clapping my hands. “I have an idea.”

“First,” he scowled at me as he appeared. “I am not a light you can clap on and clap off.”

“You are here, so I think you are wrong about that.”

“Whatever. This can’t be about the thing we just talked about.”

“It is.”

“No way. Like, only an hour has gone by, and you spent most of that time reading gear porn. You can’t have dreamed up an idea that fast.”

“The Ghost operations manual is not gear porn.”

“You say that, but- Anyway, how the hell could you dream up an idea to find the new Icebox, so freakin’ fast?”

“By studying gear porn,” I admitted. “Listen, you said the Outsider ship is somehow able to mask its signature when it goes through an Elder wormhole, so we can’t track it that way.”

“True. We also can’t track it through multiple skips. Or, we can do that, but we would eventually jump into an ambush.”

“Right.” The time we spent trying to track the Outsider ship through skips had not been entirely wasted, but the effort had yielded no practical result, and I did regret that. “You also said something like the Maxohlx ships we’re looking for aren’t unique, so it’s impractical to ask the wormhole networks to keep track of them.”

“Correct. If you are thinking we should ask those ships to paint a big smiley face on their hulls, you can forget-”

“I’m not talking about tracking the Outsider ship, or the Guard Fleet. That ship has sailed, so there’s no point closing the barn door now.”

“I think you’re mixing metaphors.”

“The material you call ‘Doomium’, is that a unique element?”

“It is an alloy of multiple exotic elements, but two of those elements are unique. Meaning, they did not exist in this galaxy before the Outsider gave the specs to the kitties.”

“Uh huh. Next question: is the Frankenfab located close to the Icebox?”

He blinked at me. “How the hell should I know? We have no idea where the Icebox is, or the Frankenfab, you numbskull.”

“I meant, is it practical for that fab to be operating near where the Icebox is being constructed?”

“Um, no. The components of the Frankenfab are crude even by the standards of the Kristang, so it requires gravity to manufacture Doomium, to separate out the impurities. Why do you care about- Oh, I get it. That fab needs gravity between eighty three and one hundred thirty seven percent of Earth normal, with the optimal number being one hundred and nine percent. Listen, doofus, if you think all we have to do is search all the planets that have that optimal gravity, I have bad news for you. There are a lot of rocks in the galaxy that meet that criteria, it-”

“I am not trying to find the Frankenfab. But, you answered my real question.”

“I did? How?”

“That fab is not parked next to the Icebox. Right? The Icebox has to be set up away from any gravity well?”

“Hmmph. That is correct. Also meaningless. We don’t know where either the fab or the-”

“Uh huh. Next question: wormhole networks scan transiting ships for hazards?”

“They do, why- Oh, I know what you are thinking. It won’t work, dumdum. Doomium is not hazardous in any way. Except what it’s being used for, and the wormhole networks won’t get involved in that issue.”

“Uh huh,” I sat back on the couch. “Tell me, how do the networks know which materials are hazardous?”

“Um, since you apparently ate a stupid pill with your Flintstones vitamins this morning-”

“I do not take children’s vitamins.”

“Keep telling yourself that, if it makes you feel better. To answer your impressively ignorant question, the network controllers have a library, a database, of hazardous elements, substances, and items that need to be excluded from transit. Or at least monitored and flagged for investigation by a master control AI. Since you apparently have forgotten, that is how I was able to get wormholes to disable Elder weapons that pass through. It is unusual for the networks to take action against a hazard, they typically only tag potential hazards in a ‘Monitor and flag for investigation’ list. When that happens, master control AIs like me are supposed to determine whether there is an actual hazard, and what to do about it.”

“Interesting. You know all that, and you still haven’t figured out the blindingly obvious solution?”

“Joe, this is why the Universe hates you. There is no solution to-”

“Can you update those threat libraries, to include the unique elements of Doomium in the ‘Monitor and flag for investigation’ category?”

“Huuuuuuh,” he gasped. “I was wrong. This is why the Universe hates you.”

“Was that a ‘Yes’?”

“Yes, you big jerk.”

“See? It was obvious.”

“It was not- Ugh, OK, I suppose in hindsight, it was. Joe, you realize I can’t instruct the networks to refuse transit to ships carrying those elements?”

“You should not do that anyway, for two reasons. Network controllers are smart, right? If they analyze those elements, and determine they are not actually hazardous, would that undermine your authority?”

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

“The other reason is, there might already be enough Doomium at the Icebox site. I doubt they have made enough of the stuff already, but I have been wrong so often on this mission, I am not taking that risk. Future shipments might only be for spare parts, to replace worn out components as the damned Icebox allows one Outsider ship after another to come through. At this point, our objective is not to block access to Doomium, we are too far down the road for that. What we want is to find the Icebox. To do that, we have to follow a ship that is carrying Doomium.”

“I suppose you expect me to instruct all wormholes in the freakin’ galaxy to report when they find Doomium? What an enormous pain in the ass that will be.”

“That would be great, yes. Uh, you can do that?”

“Well, it’s me, so, yes.”

“If you can do something easily, why do you protest about how difficult it-”

“Joe, how will anyone know how extremely awesome I am, if I don’t explain the incredibly impossible things I make happen?”

“Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Well, think better next time.”

“What is the next step? Please tell me we do not need to fly around to every network in the freakin’ galaxy.”

“We do not. I only need to contact one network controller, because I am, as I might have mentioned, extremely awesome.”

“Thank you. The wormhole ahead of us is a good place to upload the instructions?”

“Um, since that wormhole is in Maxohlx territory, we would not want to hang around there long enough for me to get the job done.”

“We should look for a wormhole in friendly territory?”

“That, or I can suggest several wormholes in enemy territory that see very little traffic? Doing that would be faster.”

“Faster is good. OK, you upload the search instructions, then we wait for a report?”

“Basically, yes.”

“How long will it take for the instructions to propagate across all networks?”

“One hundred and seventeen hours and forty three minutes, plus or minus a few minutes either way.”

“That is, an oddly specific number.”

“If you like, I can just make shit up.”

“I would not like that. In that case, uh, I’m going to my office. When I get there, show me options for the wormholes where you could safely do the upload, then wormholes in friendly territory where we can hang out, waiting for a report.”

“Ugh,” he rolled his eyes. “Should this hangout spot also have a convenience store, where you can buy Cheetos and Slim Jims?”

“I mean, that would be great.”


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

I selected a dead-end wormhole in Maxohlx territory, to reduce the distance we had to fly. According to Skippy, only fifteen ships had transited that wormhole in the past three years, so it was a safe bet we wouldn’t have any uninvited visitors while he did, whatever it was he had to do. He got the revised threat library updated to include Doomium, and then we waited. Actually, we jumped away from that wormhole and flew to another one, then waited. We waited the hundred and seventeen hours for the library update to propagate across the galaxy and beyond, then we waited some more. How long we would have to wait depended on two factors. If the shipments of Doomium happened only once a week, we could be stuck there hoping to get a report for an uncomfortably long time. Uncomfortable because while we waited, the Outsider was somewhere, doing something. Knowing our enemy was busily working on our destruction made me anxious, and I had to remind myself not to drive Reed and her crew crazy. So I worked out intensely in the gym, and took a much time as I could get in the flight simulators. It wasn’t until the third day of waiting, when I was approved for simulator time in the middle of the afternoon, that I became suspicious. Bilby confirmed Reed’s order that when General Bishop wanted time in a simulator, or anywhere else, it was approved. Anything that kept me off the bridge was good for her, and for the crew. I got the message.

The spare time made me wish the ship still had a petting zoo. The yak did not smell great, and the platypus was not exactly cuddly, but the red pandas, the wallabies, and the baby goats were adorable. Margaret would have loved to be there. Except she would want to bring all the animals home with her, and our backyard is not big enough for a yak.

The yak would have to stay with my parents, when they were able to move back to the farm. The next time we were at Jaguar, I would go aboard the space station to visit the animals. If we ever got back to Jaguar.

I mentioned there were two factors in how long we had to wait for a report from the wormhole networks. The other factor was, how long could we wait? If two weeks went by without any report of Doomium transiting a wormhole, would I keep Valkyrie parked, waiting for a report that might never arrive? Probably not, although, was there any other useful thing we could be doing? Not really. We had four Gridbusters I was itching to unleash on the Outsider, but until we had a target, we were drifting dead in space. Not literally, the ship was in fine condition despite all the abuse I had put our mighty Valkyrie through, but it was drifting in dark, empty interstellar space.

In the military, waiting is a big part of the job. I still hate it.

“Joe,” Skippy appeared in my bathroom mirror, which was really a display screen. That was a handy feature, I could review the ship’s morning status report and schedule, while I was brushing my teeth or shaving. That morning, he was shaking his head. “I- I hesitate to mention this, but someone in authority has to know.”

“Oh shit,” I glanced at the clock in the bottom of the display. My day was already ruined. Skippy normally delighted in reporting bad news, so if he was hesitant to say something, it had to be all kinds of bad. “What is it?”

“I might have uncovered- I said might, you understand? Certainly I would not want to disparage anyone’s reputation.”

“You are widely renowned for your discretion,” I mumbled, and managed not to roll my eyes.

“Right, so, the crew has been filling out the latest Workplace Environment survey, you are aware of that?”

“I am, although Reed commands the crew, so the surveys aren’t something I need to be involved with.”

“Someone has to. Joe, I have discovered what I believe is massive fraud.”

“Uh huh. You are upset that the fraudsters didn’t cut you in on the action?”

“I am concerned about the health and safety of the crew, and this is the thanks I get?”

“I’m sorry. What is the problem?”

“The crew are lying their asses off on the survey. For example, one question is about how many times a week their stress causes them to lose sleep? Serving with the Merry Band of Pirates has to be the most high-stress environment in the galaxy, but everyone responded with either ‘Zero’, or the smart ones gave a response of ‘Rarely,’ which is at least somewhat more believable.”

“OK, that’s how I would have responded.”

“But Joe,” he protested. “That is totally not true. People are stressed, and some of them could benefit from counseling, but they won’t get counseling unless they are truthful about their condition. The survey results are absolutely fictional!”

“Mm hmm,” I finished shaving, and splashed water on my face. Shaving is usually a chore I resent having to do, but with my face mostly having healed from my skin being burnt crispy, it was nice to get back to a normal routine. “What do you think is the purpose of a survey like that?”

“Um, that seems fairly obvious, dumdum. The UN-Dick Bureau of Personnel needs to assess the psychological health and well-being of the force.”

“Ayuh. Another question: what do you believe will happen, when a service member reports they are under too much stress to properly perform their job?”

“They will get the support and counseling needed, to return them to full health.”

“It’s cute when you say things like that. What will really happen is they will get tagged as a troublemaker and a liability, and their leader will be pissed off that the unit has a reputation as a dumping ground for people who can’t handle the same stress that everyone else is dealing with. Skippy, when BUPERs sends out a survey like that, service members know it’s a form they are expected to lie about.”

“But, but,” he sputtered. “Then what is the purpose of even requesting people fill out a survey?”

“When senior leadership is asked by Congress, or whatever home government is sticking their noses into our business, they can point to the survey as proof they are concerned about the health and welfare of the force. And more importantly, that everything is just fine.”

He was astonished. “No one wants to know the truth?”

“Everyone knows the truth,” I laughed. “And everyone wants to deal with it quietly, off the record.”

“But that-”

“Skippy, this is the entire crew getting into sketchy shit, so why do you have a problem with it?”

“Hmm. Well, when you say it that way, I suppose I am OK with all the lying.”

“Technically, when everyone involved knows you’re lying, it’s not lying, so-”

“Joe, why do you have to ruin everything?”

“That’s how I deal with my stress.”

That night, I was exhausted. Frey had set up a basketball tournament, and my team played three games before we got knocked out in the semi-finals. That was after running eight miles on the treadmill, so I wasn’t concerned about falling asleep.

Staying asleep was the problem. Not because of my stupid mind worrying about shit I couldn’t control, but because of fate.

“Joe! Joe Joe Joe-”

“Oh for- I just fell asleep.” Glancing at my phone, I saw that was true. My head had hit the pillow less than forty minutes before. “If you woke me up to argue about some stupid-”

“Nothing I talk about is ever stupid, and I woke you up because you asked me to.”

“Uh,” I shook my head to clear the sleepiness, it didn’t work. “When did I do that?”

“When you instructed me to notify you immediately if we received a report from the wormhole networks.”

“Shit!” My feet hit the floor, and I pulled my uniform top back on. “A shipment of Doomium went through? When and where?”

“The answer to your first question is ‘Yes’, dumdum. The when is a little over fourteen hours ago, and the where is a wormhole in Esselgin territory. That makes sense, within eight lightyears of that wormhole there is an uninhabited planet with gravity of one hundred and eight point seven percent of Earth normal. Optimal for the Frankenfab to create Doomium.”

“OK, make a note of it so the Navy can pound that rock into radioactive glass, if needed. The important question is, where is the other end of that wormhole?”

“This is interesting. It’s in what is technically Lothibur territory. About forty six hundred lightyears inward from the rim of the galaxy.”

“Is it near a force line?”

“Not even close.”

“You did warn me the Icebox could be anywhere. OK, saddle up, we’re going to that wormhole for a recon.”

“Hold your horses there, pardner,” he said in a terrible John Wayne impression. “We received a report from another wormhole. After transiting the wormhole into Lothibur space, the Doomium went through a second wormhole half a lightyear away, that connects to within six thousand lightyears from the center of the Milky Way. That is close to the globular star cluster that surrounds the Sagittarius-A black hole.”

“Whoa. The cluster is, what, ten thousand lightyears across, crammed with half a million stars?”

“Very good, Joe, you get an extra special juice box tonight. Yes, the stars there are half a lightyear or less from each other.”

“Whoo,” I whistled. “That is a whole lot of radiation and an intense gravity well. Why would the Outsiders set up the Gateway there? Or does that wormhole connect to another, and we haven’t received a report from a third wormhole yet?”

“The radiation is dangerous to biological life, but not necessarily to Outsider tech. And the effect of gravity falls off as the square of the distance, so a thousand lightyears from the edge of the cluster, it won’t have much of a pull on the Gateway.”

“The gravity well of that cluster, and the black hole, hold the entire galaxy together.”

“Yes, that effect is weak but constant. It’s like how Earth’s Moon affects ocean tides. A tiny effect, over millions of years, gets a lot of water sloshing around.”

“OK, but what about a third wormhole?”

“That second wormhole is a dead-end, there isn’t another within sixteen hundred lightyears. The Elders didn’t set up a lot of wormholes near the core, there just wasn’t much need for ships to travel there. Also, I believe that second wormhole is near the Icebox, because that area is traversed by a major force line. One that points in the direction of where the Outhouse galaxy is now.”

“Great! Skippy, this is amazing news. Is there any chance you could create a shortcut to that second wormhole?”

“I could do it, I should not do that. Every time I create a shortcut, it causes an interruption in the schedule of two wormholes; the ones on either end of the shortcut. That change in the schedule can be noticed if someone is watching, and I can guarantee the Outsider has a way to monitor that wormhole’s operation.”

“Good point. We go through the normal way, then?”

“I believe that is our best option.”

“Flight time?’

“That is a bit of good news for us. I can safely create a shortcut that will take us to within nineteen lightyears of the second wormhole’s end near the rim of the galaxy. Total flight time is two days and eight hours.”

“Outstanding. I hate to wake up Reed, but she would be pissed at me if I didn’t notify her right away.”

“Oh, she’s not asleep. She is binge-watching the new season of-”

“Her TV preferences are not any of my business. Reed?” I called her. “We have a result, we might know roughly where the Icebox is being constructed.”

“I’ll meet you on the bridge, Sir?”

“Nah. It will take over two days to get there, I am getting some rack time. If I can.”

It took a while, but I did get back to sleep that night. The next day, I reviewed our options with Reed, Gasquet, Frey, and Chandra, emphasizing that the mission would be recon only. There would be no taking shots at targets of opportunity, unless the absolutely perfect opportunity presented itself. The last time we attacked a Gateway, we had brought a Vortex to the party, along with a couple of Elder weapons. Weapons that proved to be ineffective against the Gateway’s defenses. Valkyrie’s arsenal, buried deep inside the ship, now contained four Gridbusters, and Skippy had verified their trigger mechanisms worked perfectly. He also thought, though he was guessing, that Gridbusters would tear apart even Outsider technology.

That was a theory I wasn’t ready to test, not yet. Not unless we got there and found a fully functioning Gateway, with another starship being frozen or materialized or whatever you call the process.

We reached the wormhole that led to near the hellishly intense radioactive heart of the galaxy, and we carefully scanned the area. Maybe I should have brought Sir Robert’s squadron of sensor destroyers, and if we came back, I would certainly do that. At the moment, we were only checking that there was not a blockade fleet of Maxohlx warships hanging around the emergence point. To do that, we went to an emergence point that would not be active for eighteen hours, and waited, the virtual antennas of the ship’s passive sensors extended out to maximum coverage. Nothing. Right up until the moment the event horizon flared to life, we didn’t detect any sign of another ship in the area. The enemy could have planted stealth mines, but there weren’t enough stealth mines in the galaxy to cover every emergence point of a wormhole, so I figured we were safe. We performed a microjump to right in front of the event horizon from where we had been watching, six lightseconds away. The wormhole would be open there for another eight minutes and forty seconds, so we prepared to go through with a stealth field enveloping the ship, shields up, and point defense cannons on automatic mode. If we blew up something by mistake, I would genuinely feel bad about it. Not bad enough to take additional risks.

As we coasted toward the glowing event horizon, Skippy pinged the wormhole controller, requesting a scan of the far side for hazards. That was standard procedure.

“Skippy?” There was a note of anxiety in Reed’s tone, as the display showed we would go through in nineteen seconds. “Are we clear?”

“Huh? Oh, yes, it’s all good. I was chatting with the controller to get the data it recorded about the shipment of Doomium, it- Oh my God! Abort! Abort!”

“Wave off,” Reed ordered the pilots and the ship instantly shuddered, main engines surging and thrusters firing at full power. We slid within a quarter kilometer of the event horizon’s edge. That was too close. I kept my mouth shut to avoid distracting the crew, and not until she was certain the ship was indeed clear did Reed snap at Skippy. “What the hell was that?”

“Sorry. It wasn’t me being absent-minded, the wormhole’s scanners were late to identify enemy ships on the other side. There are six Maxohlx warships parked there in stealth, plus probably others within a few lightseconds as reserves.”

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. “Reed, let’s try this again?”

We tried again, at another emergence point. That time, the ship jumped in on a course that would take us past the event horizon, unless Reed instructed the pilots to alter course and take us through. That was a risky maneuver; if the thrusters failed at the wrong moment, part of the ship would go through, and part of it wouldn’t. Wormholes were supposed to have a failsafe protocol to collapse the event horizon if a collision was imminent, nobody wanted to test whether that safety feature was working properly. Two seconds after we jumped in, Skippy groaned. “Oh damn it. There is a blockade force here also. Five Maxohlx ships plus there is, now that I know what to look for, some type of device based on Outsider technology.”

“A weapon?” I asked.

“Possibly, although its energy signature is low. More likely, it is a sensor platform, attached to a kitty warship. The point is, we should not try to slip through their sensor coverage.”

“Right. Fireball, take us out of here. We will try this again.”

We tried again, and again, and again, before I decided further effort would not get us anywhere. “Now I am convinced the Icebox is being constructed near the other end of this freakin’ wormhole,” I failed to hide my disappointment. “Skippy, I think you have to open this wormhole at a new emergence point, so we can go through without getting jumped.”

“If we interrupt the wormhole’s schedule, Sir,” Reed reminded me quietly, “the Outsider will know for certain that we are coming. We might only get one shot at this. Should we call for backup, then go in hot?”

Before I could answer, Skippy spoke. “We could do that, or we could sneak in through the back door.”

Reed blinked at him. “Back door? What-”

“Skippy,” I interrupted her. The beer can had done something clever, or something he thought was clever, and it was important for us to let him do the dramatic reveal he so loved. “You have a solution to the problem? That is amazing,” I added with a warning look to Reed.

She nodded silently.

“Well,” he did his best job of acting like it was no big deal. His acting sucks. “It’s just, I was reviewing the history of this wormhole. Its far end had to move one point seven million years ago, when a supergiant star passed through the area.”

“OK so, this pattern of emergence points is not the original?” I guessed, though I had no idea why we should care.

“Correct. Since it moved, this wormhole has twice gone dormant, and been revived. That is not the interesting thing I found.” Instead of just saying it, he waited for me to beg, or praise him, or some other form of boosting his ego.

“I have a feeling this is going to be incredible.”

“Ding ding ding! We have a winner. Joe, when that supergiant star passed by, it went dead through the middle of another wormhole’s pattern. A gravity well that massive leaves a trace in the spacetime grid for a long time, making it impractical for a wormhole to operate in a stable manner. The network controller decided that rather than moving that other wormhole, it should just go dormant and stay that way, until the grid there healed itself. It doesn’t actually heal itself, you know what I mean. Anywho, that other wormhole hasn’t been needed for all this time, so it is still dormant.”

“Dormant? For more than a million years?”

“Yes. It does not appear in the navigational charts of the Rindhalu, and their charts are the oldest record we have, other than the Elders.”

“Has the spacetime grid there knitted itself back together?”

“It has.”

“Do you mind if I guess?”

“Please do.” He was eager for me to show everyone how awesome he was.

“You can reactivate this dormant wormhole, that even the Outsider doesn’t know about, and we can use that as a back door to find the Icebox?”

“That is a good guess, Joe. Yes. The dormant wormhole is fifteen point eight lightyears from the one that is blockaded. We will still have a large search area, but we can get there without being detected.”

“Outstanding! How do we get to the near end of that dormant wormhole?”

“We can’t get there from here, but there is another wormhole I can use to bring us within three lightyears.”

“Program a course, please.”

“Like, already done, General Dude,” Bilby drawled.

“Reed,” I flashed her a thumb’s up. “Stand the crew down from action stations, everyone should get some rest. I’ll be in my office doing, general officer things.”

“We got you now, you son of a bitch,” I said, softly smacking a fist into my palm. The stealthed drone was sending back images of the Icebox, which was definitely not yet operational. The thing looked like someone had brought home a box from Ikea and just dumped everything on the floor. Parts were scattered everywhere with no apparent organization, though there was one ring half completed. Bots zipped around, busily doing bot things, moving components, and unloading a Maxohlx cargo ship, and bringing the material to a massive factory ship. The construction zone was patrolled by over a hundred Maxohlx warships, plus various support vessels, and squadrons of destroyers broadcast powerful active sensor pulses, looking for trouble. Those pulses are how we found the Icebox, we had detected the electromagnetic radiation far beyond range at which those pulses could detect Valkyrie. It had taken us eight days of searching after we came through the previously dormant wormhole the crew had named Rip Van Winkle or just ‘Rip’, because it had been asleep for a very long time. “Skippy, what do you see?”

“I see we should instruct the drone to alter course, or it will be detected.”

“Bilby?” Reed prompted the ship’s AI.

“Doneski, Colonel-a-rino. Like, unless those sensor ships move farther outward, the drone will remain outside of their detection range.”

“Joe,” Skippy continued, “there is a cluster of objects around where the Gateway is being assembled, I do not know what their purpose is.”

“Can you guess?”

“Based on what little I can see from here, no. They are Outsider tech, they must have been a priority to be completed before the Gateway itself. A sensor network, or some type of control network? They are each generating substantial power, but not presently doing anything.”

“We will leave that a mystery for another time. Where is the Outsider ship?”

“It’s docked with that factory ship. Hmm, that’s interesting. That thing started as a Maxohlx fleet mobile shipyard, it was brought here in sections and pieced together. Now the factory ship is a blend of kitty and Outsider tech.”

“The idiot kitties,” Reed grimaced, “probably believe they will get to keep that new toy, after their ally wakes up a Sentinel.”

“Yeah,” I took a step closer to the main display, and zoomed in the view on the factory ship. “I have bad news for them about that. How could anyone be that stupid?”

“Sir?”

“The Maxohlx believe the Outsider is a rogue Elder AI, they call it the ‘Balancer’. The kitties here must see the tech being used by their new ally is not anything the Elders ever built. How could they be so blind?”

“Because they want to believe their ally will bring them to the Promised Land, Sir,” Reed answered. “They are probably telling themselves the rogue AI has access to powerful Elder tech that Skippy isn’t aware of.”

“Seriously?” Skippy snorted. “Outsider tech is incompatible with anything in this galaxy. It has to be a nightmare to integrate the systems aboard that factory ship.”

“Reed, you might be right about that,” I said. “It doesn’t matter, I was just bitching about life in general. Skippy, what is that cloud being ejected from the factory?”

“That is waste from the production process. Wow, there is a lot of the Doomium elements being fed into there, and the purity is not great. The Outsider must have to further refine the elements here, and discard what appears to be more than half of the material. Production is going slowly. If the Doomium produced in the Frankenfab doesn’t improve, this Icebox will take four or five months to complete. That is a rough estimate, based on only half a ring having been produced so far. Eh, now that I’m looking at it, that ring was more than half finished until recently. It is actually being taken apart now, see? The bots are removing components. I doubt the Outsider discovered a flaw in the design, it has to be the thing didn’t meet the quality standards.”

“This is good news.”

“Although, hmm,” Skippy harshed my buzz. “There is already plenty of Doomium aboard that cargo ship. Interesting. The kitties, or their ally, apparently elected to prioritize quantity over quality in the production of the Doomium critical elements. My guess is, the Outsider plans to refine the material here. Um, that is not good news. There might already be enough Doomium here to complete the project.”

“Does that change the timeline for completion?”

“Yes, I now estimate the Icebox could be online within three months. Joe, it also means we missed our opportunity to hit the Frankenfab.”

“Yeah, I’m going to keep that as an option. It- Huh.” A Maxohlx destroyer near the Gateway jumped away in a brief burst of gamma rays. With all the energy generated by the factory ship, there was no point to the kitties trying to be quiet. “That’s interesting. Clearly, there is not a damping field there, to prevent ships from jumping away. Skippy, do you detect a disruption field?”

“No, and if there was one, the drone could detect it.”

“So, nothing prevents a ship from jumping in, either.”

“Sir?” Reed prompted me. “You stated this mission is strictly a recon, unless we see a golden opportunity. This looks at least gold plated. We could nuke the Gateway, the Outsider ship, the supply ship and the factory, in a single strike. Then, use conventional weapons against the Frankenfab.”

“I hear you. That is a tempting target. Reed, as you know, I avoid temptation.”

“That is why you only ate two cinnamon buns this morning,” she nodded with only the tiniest of eyerolls.

“Exactly. This target looks too good. And, there are several hundred Maxohlx ships guarding the area. They are a complication, I want to keep our final move simple. We will come back in force, make certain of taking out the target. Skippy, get the drone to gradually slow to a dead stop relative to the Gateway. Reed, drop off the other half of the comm node pair here, we will pick it up when we return.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Frey?” I turned to where the STAR team leader was seated on the back wall of the bridge. “Are you still interested in performing brain surgery on the Dictat?”

“I would prefer to do it with a rusty power drill,” she grinned, “but I will sharpen my scalpel.”

“Outstanding. Update the mission plan, we will review it in flight to Kazalikan.”

“We’re not going to Earth first, Sir?” Reed asked.

“We are not. We know where the Icebox is, and we have the weapons to take it apart. We will acquire the ability to disable the Maxohlx Guard Fleet, then we prepare to strike.”

“Aye aye, Sir.”

“Joe?” Skippy prompted me. “I assume you want me to wake up Rip?”

“When we get back there, yes.”

“And then shut it down again behind us?”

“Lock it up tight, please.”

During the flight to Kazalikan, where ST-Razor would attempt the most daring operation of the Special Tactics Assault Regiment-

No, where ST-Razor would triumph, not attempt.

Defeatist attitudes were not allowed.

Anyway, during the flight, I was briefed by Frey and her team again, they had made minor tweaks to the plan, mostly about how to get the Dictat out of his secure palace in the capital city. It bothered me that there were a large number of variables we couldn’t control, so the ‘Plan’ was really a series of contingencies, based on the Dictat’s schedule, and other factors we wouldn’t know until the operation was in progress. Most phases of the op had a bailout option, though once the STARs breached the perimeter security, there would be no way to conceal that some unauthorized people had been inside the compound, even after the team got away cleanly. Meaning, we would have only one shot at getting that implant, so we had to wait for the best moment to move in. My greatest concern was that after the STARs were in the lodge that was the Dictat’s country residence, they were committed. They could not bail out early, the schedule was precise and could not be changed.

The team was ready. Four people only, more were unnecessary and adding additional personnel dirtside would only increase the risk of exposure, not increase security or chances of success. Originally, Frey assigned Holmqvist to lead the mission with three others, plus four pilots in the dropship. She argued that a microwormhole connection would allow her to monitor and advise the ground team in real time, and that she might be getting too old for that shit.

No way. I wanted my most experienced officer’s boots on the ground in case something went sideways, because something for damned sure would go sideways, probably in a hurry. Really, I think both she and Holmqvist were relieved that I insisted she go on the op.

“One last rodeo,” I told her.

She grimaced, though there was a twinkle in her eyes. “Once more unto the breach, Sir?”

“Yes. Hopefully with less bloodshed than in that Shakespeare play. Frey- Katie,” I lowered my voice. “If it’s your judgement that someone else is more qualified, I’ll listen.”

“I’m not as young as I used to be, Sir.”

“Yeah, I hear that. Every three months, I have to get treatment to flush the arthritis from my knees. You OK with this?”

“Hell yes,” that time she grinned. “If Smythe were here, no way would he miss this op. I, kind of feel I owe it to him.”

“You don’t owe anything to anyone. This is for my peace of mind.”

“Sir, I know you. There won’t be any hope of peace in your mind until we are certain the Outsider is dead.”

“You’re probably right about that.”

Also for my peace of mind, I went to a docking bay to check out the fancy new toy that the STARs had borrowed from Air Force Special Operations Command. It was a special type of dropship designated DSS-117, the Ghost. The thing was spider tech, optimized for stealth insertions through an atmosphere. Ingress and egress, meaning it would slip down through an atmosphere, then back up into orbit, without being detected by most sensor networks. That confidence did not apply to a planet like Kazalikan, where the multiple layers of sophisticated sensors around, above, on and below the surface would certainly detect something that shouldn’t be there. so, how did ST-Razor plan to get down, then back into orbit?

You might not have heard this, but Skippy is kind of awesome. He would slip into and out of local sensor subsystem controllers, feeding false data while the STARs were in that area, then covering his tracks as if he had never been there. By limiting his presence to local subsystems, he would avoid being noticed by the big security AIs.

That was the plan, anyway.

Even with Skippy’s magnificence, the STARs would be relying on tech like the Mark 62 stealth-optimized mech suit, and the Ghost. A spacecraft I knew almost nothing about other than from reading about it, that’s why I was in the docking bay. That, and pure curiosity, because the thing was undoubtedly cool.

“Oh, hello, Sir,” an Air Force major poked his head out of the cabin door. United States Air Force, though he also wore the patch of the UNAF. “Can I help you?”

His nametape read Webbens, and I vaguely remembered his first name was Garrett? No, Derek, that was it. He was an Aerospace Physiologist. He didn’t fly spacecraft, his job was to assure our pilots could survive flying our spacecraft, and effectively do their jobs. “No, I am just curious about the new toy.” Then I became curious about something else. “We don’t usually see people from your specialty aboard the ship.” That was true, the last time I even saw an Aerospace Physiologist had been on our second mission, while we were still getting used to flying Kristang dropships.

He frowned. “My team,” he indicated other Air Force personnel working in and under the dropship, “were not supposed to leave Earth at all. Then Colonel Frey requested a Ghost, and, in the interest of full disclosure, it wasn’t quite ready to play in the major leagues, Sir. Most of this bird is spider tech, including the oxygen generator, and we haven’t touched that. Most everything else in the cabin is new, we had to tear out the seats, the controls, and replace them with equipment humans can use. My team has been working on the environmental systems, pilots complained about oxygen starvation.”

“That’s not a new issue, going back to atmospheric fighter jets.”

“No Sir, but it’s happened often enough over the years, we should have fixed it by now.”

“Have you fixed it?”

“Yes.” Then when I raised an eyebrow, he added, “Yes, definitely. We have been working almost,” he covered his mouth to suppress a yawn, “around the clock. The contractor was supposed to deliver a test article, a unit we could work with in the controlled conditions of a lab. There was a delay, we were sitting around with not much to do, then ST-Razor requisitioned this bird. We came up here to work on the real thing.”

“And you are certain the issue is resolved, Major?”

“Hundred percent, Sir. There were some sensors not communicating with each other, and some of the pipes that carry high pressure oxygen had to be rerouted. The past three days, the pilots have been testing, and the system works as designed.”

“I am glad to hear it. Now that you are done,” I looked skeptically at the half dozen techs still working on the Ghost. “Is there any chance you could do something about the thump I hear in my office, when the air system cycles?”

“I,” he blinked, not sure whether I was serious or not. “Don’t know anything about that, Sir. We are not familiar with Valkyrie’s systems.”

I shrugged. “It was worth a shot.” The inner door to the docking bay opened, and Frey walked in, dressed in the latest fashion. That fashion was a Mark 62 stealth mech suit. Lightweight, invisible, with no thermal signature, absolutely silent except when running at high speed, it looked like it offered no protection for the user. That wasn’t quite true, but a direct hit from an armor piercing or explosive tipped round would punch through the suit, with bad results. Three operators were behind her, carrying their helmets.

“Time for a dress rehearsal?” I guessed.

She nodded. “Yes, Sir. While Valkyrie’s capacitors are recharging, we’re verifying these new suits integrate properly with the environmental systems of this new dropship. When we tried this three days ago, the Ghost couldn’t supply oxygen to more than two suits.”

“That has been fixed, Colonel,” Webbens stated with a helpful measure of confidence. “The pilots are doing preflight checks now, my people are just buttoning up,” he indicated a staff sergeant who was securing a hatch under a wing.”

“Frey,” I took a step toward the door, “I won’t delay you. Let me hear about the result.”

“Will do, Sir.”


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

“Skippy,” I spoke to burn off nervous energy, while the Ghost coasted in stealth through the third layer of sensor coverage around the Maxohlx homeworld. It wasn’t a simulation, it wasn’t an exercise, the STARs were away to bring back the means of disabling an entire Maxohlx fleet. Hopefully. “We need one hundred percent Grade-A awesomeness on this mission.”

“Gotcha, Joe,” he flashed a thumbs up.

“That means no distractions, none of your usual absent minded nonsense, you need to be totally focused.”

“I heard you the first time,” he was getting irritated.

“And no composing operas, or any kind of music, or poetry.”

“Not even to mark the occasion? This is a big moment, numbskull, it deserves to be celebrated in operatic form.”

“After ST-Razor is safely back aboard, with the implant.”

“OK, fine. There is no- Oh, shit,” he groaned.

That wasn’t his We Are Doomed tone of ‘Oh shit’, it was his What Is This Latest Thing To Piss Me Off type of ‘Oh shit.’ “Talk to me,” I urged him. He would also be talking to the crew on the bridge, the Ghost pilots, and Frey.

“What is wrong with meatsacks?”

“So much. What’s the problem?”

“The passenger transport down to Loofeswen is delayed, because one family is still helping their daughter to pack her freakin’ suitcase.”

“That is, not good.”

“Joe, if that transport doesn’t undock within eighteen minutes of its scheduled departure time, it will lose its entry slot, and there won’t be another slot down to Loofeswen for fifty minutes. The Ghost will have to wave off, and we can’t try this again for three days. Large transports don’t drop to Loofeswen every day.”

The transport he was talking about was a luxury passenger dropship, that ferried wealthy Maxohlx citizens to and from one of the space stations. A cruise starship had docked two hours before, unloading Kazalikan residents who were returning home from vacation, and uncultured colonists who were eager to see the capital world. The Ghost needed that big clumsy transport to burn its way down through the atmosphere, to mask our stealthy spacecraft’s entry. Loofeswen was the only public spaceport near the target, the plan required a flight from orbit to that location. “OK, is this family important enough to delay a transport?”

“Everyone who has tickets for that transport is wealthy and important. Or wealthy, and think they are important.”

“Who is the highest status passenger aboard the transport?”

He blinked at me. “You care about celebrities now?”

“Just answer the question,” I bit off something else I was about to snap at him.

“That would be Jubend Arstolicus, he is CEO of the largest chemical company in the Hegemony.”

“He is aboard the transport?”

“Yes, in a private cabin, with one of his mistresses. They are enjoying cocktails, he doesn’t know about the delay yet, it hasn’t been announced.”

“Great. Here’s what you do: send an anonymous message to, whoever runs that transport company. The message will state that Mr. Arstolicus is extremely upset about being delayed.”

“Um, OK, that would be the transport company’s operations manager, she is at her office now. Joe, what if she calls Arstolicus directly?”

“Then you intercept the call, dumdum.”

“Huuhhh, how dare you? I should- OK, I guess I deserved that one. Message is being sent now.”

In the end, the transport undocked only two minutes late, while the tardy family was still running toward the gate. The Ghost pilots were able to adjust their course, and the op was back on schedule. The pilots actually sounded bored, not anxious as I would have been. Anxious as I was, while safely on Valkyrie’s bridge.

Not totally safe. Our mighty battlecruiser was uncomfortably close to the defenses of the Maxohlx homeworld, we had to be relatively close so Skippy could maintain a microwormhole connection to the Ghost. We also had to be close to reduce the distance the STAR dropship had to travel, especially on the return flight, that factor had really determined where Reed brought her ship in. We could jump away if our presence was discovered, although if anyone’s cover was blown, it was more likely to be the STAR team. Taking deep breaths to control my rising anxiety, and knowing there was very little I could do to make the mission a success, I waited. I hate waiting.

Katie Frey stopped her mind from repeating ‘This is crazy this is crazy’ over and over, although of course it is harder to not think of something. The Ghost had slipped in behind the bulky transport spacecraft, where it was maintaining formation behind the enemy ship’s tail. The transport glowed, surrounded by a pink fog of superheated plasma and the hottest zone was not at the big dropship’s nose, it was behind the tail, where the Ghost was concealed by the plasma.

I am sure the spiders knew what they were doing when they built this thing, she told herself. Her confidence was less than it should have been, since Major Webbens had admitted that while the UN Air Force knew how to make the Ghost perform properly, they didn’t always know why. Which meant, they couldn’t always anticipate problems, or anticipate to do X or Y when something went wrong.

The noise and vibration, at least, were damped out by magnetic shock absorbers that cushioned the pressure vessel of the cabin from the outer hull. A vessel that held breathable air at a pressure only slightly below that of sea level on Earth, but the pilots and STARs all had their helmets sealed, and their suits plugged into the ship’s oxygen supply. Which, she was gratified to see, was working perfectly.

The deck was tilting, the nose coming up. Still in a dive, she watched the flight path in a corner of her visor. The transport ahead of the Ghost had come through the worst part of atmospheric entry and was flattening its ballistic path, exactly according to the normal commercial flight path.

“Separation in one minute,” the copilot announced, though the operators could see the information in their visors.

The Ghost had its wings retracted as far as they could fit into their recesses, making the spacecraft an arrow with stubby fins. Its profile was as small as it could be, perfect for tucking into the plasma jet behind the transport. That plasma was becoming thin, patchy, intermittently exposing the stealth field wrapped around the AFSOC bird. The stealth was excellent, and the only sensors watching that routine flight were air traffic control AIs. They only cared that the transport did not stray from its approved flight path, especially that it did not overfly the vast forest that was set aside as the Dictat’s hunting preserve.

The separation maneuver was the moment of maximum risk of the infiltration being detected. In simulations it had been shown that, if the pilots stuck to the plan, the risk was not only acceptable, it was so unlikely as to not be worth mentioning. That depended on Skippy The Often Unreliable Shithead, so, “Skippy?” She spoke on the private channel. “Confirm you have control of the local sensor network.”

“Affirmative. Or should I say, confirmative? Is that even a word? I suppose it should be, the-”

“Your lack of focus is not giving me confidence.”

“Oh. Sorry, I am a bit nervous. It’s my first time doing this. Hacking subsystems on the Maxohlx homeworld, I mean. Do not worry, I am totally focused. Huh.”

The hair on the back of her head tingled. “What?”

“Nothing. Nothing to be concerned about. It’s just, ‘I am totally focused’ would be a great song lyric, I need to think about-”

“Do that after this op.”

“OK, I just wrote it on a Post-It note. Um, separation in three, two, one-”

The Ghost extended its wings as a force field projected out behind the spacecraft, acting as a drogue chute, slowing the descent and making the Special Ops bird fall farther behind the transport. It was still in the hot wake of the commercial ship, following that curving path. That concealment would not last for long, Frey watched as the Ghost slowly collapsed the drogue chute, and the wings extended outward to their maximum extent, with virtual wings beginning to form. The ability to form wings and other aerodynamic surfaces, from nothing but energy, was a major technology advantage the Rindhalu had over other species, although humans now could use that tech. The wings lengthened to each side, becoming thicker, the trailing edges extending far toward the back until the Ghost was a mere dart at the tip of a large, invisible bird. Slipping smoothly through the air, the spacecraft slowed but was still traveling at over twice the local speed of sound. Defense network sensors picking up the sonic boom of the transport would soon realize there were two sources of the shock wave, as the two spacecraft flew farther apart. That is why the virtual wings sucked in air on their leading edges, compressing the gas so quickly that a sonic shockwave couldn’t form. The air bled out the blunt trailing edges, a technique that could not be sustained for long and didn’t have to. Within four minutes, the Ghost had dropped below the speed of sound and was gliding gracefully over fields and forests that were dotted with quaint little towns, where people from the cities had bought up all the best properties for second homes. Over the river and over the woods, to Grandmother’s house they were not going. The Ghost soared along the river toward a lake, where a stiff night wind was whipping up choppy waves. Slowing to a crawl, the Ghost glided down over a bay where the bottom was thirty meters deep. The virtual wings dissipated, turbines spooling up silently, the downdraft that allowed the spacecraft to hover kicking up spray that was unavoidable. Splashdown, the Ghost’s belly touched the surface of the water, the turbines shut off, and pumps began pulling lake water into ballast tanks. Within two minutes, the Ghost’s landing pads were resting on the bottom, and there was no sign anything had disturbed the tranquility of the lake.

Frey waited until the blue light glowed on the back of the cockpit bulkhead. Blue indicated the craft was secured for submersion. “Now,” she popped her helmet seal and unplugged her suit from the dropship’s internal oxygen supply. “We wait. Did anyone bring a deck of cards, or something?”

Holmqvist grinned as he reached into his personal gear bag, pulling out two decks. “Who wants to play ‘Golf’?”

With the cockpit door open while the pilots ran pre-flight checks, Frey could see the two leaning toward each other, whispering. That didn’t bother her at first, then when the pilots’ gestures became more animated, she became concerned. “Major Serrano, is there a problem?”

Serrano stiffened and Lieutenant Mullin half turned in her chair with a guilty look. “We, might have a problem,” the lead pilot admitted.

“Serrano, either we have a problem, or we don’t.”

“Yes Ma’am. We have a problem. A boat is approaching.”

“At night? We selected this bay because it’s isolated, no homes along the shore.”

“We believe it’s a small fishing boat. The acoustic signature matches what we would call a bass boat. The north end of this bay here is shallow, it becomes a marsh. Good habitat for the kind of sport fishing this part of the planet is known for.”

“But, at night?”

“Some fish are more active after sundown,” Holmqvist said. “Do we have an overhead view?”

“Yes,” Serrano tapped his console, and the STAR team’s helmets had a satellite image in their visors, showing the V-shaped white streak of a boat skimming across the placid surface of the lake. “Yeah, it’s a bass boat, with heat signatures from two kitties. If these two jokers hang around here for long, we will lose the window of opportunity.”

“That is not happening,” Frey declared. The next night, the Dictat would be at the grand party until the wee hours. The day following, likely after Urventen slept late, he was scheduled to fly back to the capital. “Options?”

“We can use a missile as a torpedo,” Mullin suggested.

Frey shook her head. “Even if the warhead is disabled, a missile will strike with too much force, it could be noticed by the security AIs.”

“I could swim up there,” Holmqvist volunteered. “Tangle their prop in something.”

“No good,” Frey shook her head. “If we disable their boat, they will send out a distress signal, or request a tow. That will bring another boat to this bay.”

“What do we know about the two fishing kitties?” Holmqvist asked. “Could we get Skippy to fake an emergency call, that would get them to turn around and go back to the dock?”

“No can do,” Skippy responded. “They are young males, I backtracked the sensor data, and I see they were in a bar for three hours before going to the dock. They are here on a school vacation, their families are halfway across the continent. An emergency call wouldn’t be believable, they couldn’t get home in time to do anything.”

“What about a severe weather alert?” Mullins asked.

“No good,” Frey shook her head again. “If dirty weather is imminent, they are more likely to ride it out on the shore here, rather than go all the way back to the dock. The dock is,” she squinted, eyeclicking to manipulate the map. “Three kilometers from here?”

“That’s what I would do,” Holmqvist agreed. “OK, this isn’t my first choice, but if we wait until they come to a stop or are using the trolling motor, two of us could pop out of the water and slit their throats,” he dragged a finger across his neck. “Clean and quiet.”

“Would anyone like to hear my suggestion?” Skippy asked.

“Please,” Frey was eager to avoid any cowboy craziness, and was irritated that part of her mind instantly thought ‘that would be cool’.

“Well,” the beer can sniffed. “My suggestion doesn’t involve any blood and mayhem, so you might not want to-”

“Say it.”

“It is elegantly simple: I can glitch that boat’s motor. Not enough for those two yahoos to call for a tow, but concerning enough so they will head back to the dock.”

“Are they experienced boaters?”

“Um, one of them is.”

“OK, he won’t panic when the engine hiccups. Anyone have a better idea?”

“My idea is much cooler,” Holmqvist pretended to pout.

“That would be a great recruiting video,” Lieutenant Wróbel agreed.

Frey had to admit to herself that Wróbel was right. “Save your energy for the mission. Skippy, do it,” she kept one eye on the mission clock. The Dictat had drifted off to sleep eighteen minutes ago, according to the health monitor system Skippy had infiltrated. Of the Dictat’s two female companions for the evening, one was asleep and the other was scrolling through social media, but she often did that shortly before falling asleep. The mission was still on schedule.

Or not.

“Oh for- You have got to be kidding me!” Skippy exploded. “Um, you might have a problem.”

“You are part of this team, so we have a problem.”

“Um, good point. One of those knuckleheads has decided to be Mister FixIt, he is trying to diagnose the issue with the motor.”

“Does he know anything about motors?”

“Pretty much nothing. He’s a rich kid, someone else maintains his toys. Also, that boat is a rental, he isn’t familiar with it. We might have to scrub the mission.”

“That is not an option. Discourage him from trying to fix the boat.”

“Um, how?”

“What type of motor does that boat have?”

“It’s electric, of course. It has a standard forty seven hundred watt impeller, why?”

“That kitty is screwing around with almost five thousand watts?”

“Oh. Oh. He is about to have a shocking experience.”

“Don’t shock him too hard, or they will call for rescue.”

“I will be subtle.”

Frey considered that if Skippy indeed managed to be subtle, it would be the first time.

“Ha ha! That did it,” Skippy laughed. “He fell backwards out of the boat. Ooooh, that water is cold this time of year.”

“Is he injured?”

“The only injury is to his pride. The other kitty is laughing his ass off, hee hee.”

Three minutes later, Skippy reported the boat was headed back to the dock, and the motor was again working perfectly. “Well, this sucks,” he grumbled.

“What?” Frey snapped.

“The boat is now working fine, so Mister FixIt will think he fixed it. Big jerk.”

“Somehow, you will survive. Serrano, are we clear?” The mission clock informed her they were now nearly a minute behind schedule, though the plan was padded with extra time for unforeseen issues.

“We are- Mm, hmm. Uh oh, that’s not good. Splashes in the water above us.”

“A torpedo?” Holmqvist sucked in a breath.

“No, no, nothing like that. It’s ducks,” Skippy explained. “Not ducks, actually, I mean they are the local species that fills the same ecological niche here. They can fly, walk, swim, and dive under the surface for fish.”

Frey gritted her teeth. “I do not need a refresher course on local lifeforms. Are they dangerous?”

“The opposite. That species is endangered, and protected. Harassing them in their natural environment would be a-”

“Major Serrano,” she said to the lead pilot. “Take us out of here. Try not to ruffle the ducks’ feathers, please.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

That the Dictat was at his country home, rather than where he spent most of his time in the palace fortress at the heart of the capital city, was one of my contributions to the plan. That particular country home was the smallest and most remote of seven homes the Dictat had use of, it also had the thinnest defenses. Whenever the Dictat was in residence, of course, the security force was increased substantially, still much easier to infiltrate than the fortress that was his main residence and office complex. That home was a hunting lodge, and previous Dictats had wanted it to be rustic so they could portray themselves as A Man Of The People, just a regular guy who liked to do regular manly things. It was all bullshit, of course, and everyone knew it, and everyone dutifully pretended to believe the lie. That the lodge was genuinely a bit rustic, and old, and located in the middle of a vast hunting preserve in a remote area, was to our advantage. The only other structures within three hundred kilometers were country homes of the Maxohlx elite, some of whom still used the royal titles that meant nothing of substance, but were prestigious and inspired jealousy in those not connected to ancient royalty.

That’s how we got the Dictat to stay a few days in his hunting lodge, in the offseason, something he had never done before. Lady Felitizius Montagrew, the one hundred and eighty third Duchess of Slilborne, had announced an ‘Offseason Extravaganza’ party at her own family lodge. One of Dictat Urventen’s favorite wives, and two of his mistresses, had begged him to attend the party, odd though the timing was. Actually, the buzz in elite circles was that Lady Montagrew’s initiative was brilliantly timed, giving the elite an excuse to get away from the stuffy, overly formal capital, at a time when the wealthy usually went to their seaside estates. That time of year, everyone went to the shore, it was simply overcrowded even in the gated communities reserved for the ultra-wealthy and the ultra-powerful. An exclusive party in the preserve would be an opportunity for the truly elite to gather with only their own kind, a notion that was irresistible.

Lady Montagrew might have been confused to learn she was throwing another of her famously grand parties, as the Offseason Extravaganza had not been her idea, the announcement had been sent out by Skippy. When her closest friends gushed with pleasure at having received an invitation, the Duchess had no choice but to play along. So, the party was on, and anyone of importance simply had to be there. Including Urventen and three companions.

The Dictat would attend the party and possibly remain there late into the night, but he would not be alone, and he would not be sleeping. We needed him in his own bed, with only one or two companions, and we needed him to be soundly asleep. So, the op was set for the night before the party, in the middle of the local night, in the darkest time of the year.

The lodge’s security was concentrated on the perimeter, while once inside the grounds, intrusive security measures had been banned as not in keeping with the supposedly rustic nature of the property. ST-Razor needed to get past the perimeter, then the next challenge would be the robust security in the Dictat’s personal wing of the lodge.

We had a plan for that also.

The Ghost, even with its virtual wings at maximum size, was invisible above her, outlined only in the synthetic view of her visor. The insertion would not be accomplished by the Ghost landing in the lodge’s garden, the belly jets though quiet would throw up dust and dried leaves and knock down flowers. Also, the cover story for the op involved an attempted assassination by the Dictat’s own guards, and they didn’t need a dropship to get into the compound. Instead, the four STAR operators were dropping in for a visit, inside stealth shells, at the end of nanocables unreeled from invisible balloons. Not entirely invisible, the local sensor network was detecting something strange, and had flagged the multiple anomalies for investigation. Flagged over and over, yet the security AI did nothing. Skippy boasted he didn’t need to take the risk of hacking into an AI. All he had to do was penetrate the interpretive subsystem of the lodge, and prevent it from passing the sensor data along to the AI. Even the incomparable magnificence of Skippy would have found it difficult to intercept all alarm signals, so it was fortunate that some guy whose name rhymes with ‘Schmoe Bitchslap’ had cooked up a scheme to get the security AI to adjust the alarm settings. The previous night, Skippy made the interpretive subsystem wrongly flag two harmless events as security threats, causing the lodge to go on lockdown and greatly disturbing the Dictat’s sleep. After the second false alarm, Urventen informed the security AI that if one more false alarm occurred during his stay at the lodge, that AI’s substrate would be recycled.

The AI got the message, and dialed down the interpretive subsystem’s sensitivity. So, Skippy’s job was easier, and Frey had one less thing weighing on her mind.

That is, assuming all the bullshit the beer can had boasted about was true.

She didn’t need the team to check in, her visor showed the status of everyone’s Mark 62 suits: nominal. Course and speed of descent: nominal. Heart rate, blood pressure, and stress hormone levels for the team, including her own: within the acceptable range, considering they were about to drop into the garden of the Maxohlx supreme leader. She checked in anyway, just to hear the three operators respond. Lopez was focused, his reply short and to the point. Wróbel simply said, “Five by five, Ma’am.” Holmqvist? He sounded bored.

That was good. Everyone should stay frosty. Although the team carried rifles, they could not shoot their way out of any problem. Stealth, concealment, and a sometimes unreliable ancient alien AI were their only defenses.

The garden, she viewed in enhanced mode, was undeniably pretty. Flowers, though most of them were out of season at the lodge, had been brought in, flowering vines draped over the rough brick walls that ringed the garden, and connected to the lodge’s back porch. The garden designer had apparently been given instructions to make it look rustic and natural, not geometric and formal like the fortress gardens. Frey approved, it reminded her of her own garden in the back yard of her home. Thinking of that cozy house sent a pang of homesickness and loneliness coursing through her. She missed her husband and daughter so much. Was it time for her to step down from active field operations, and take a leadership desk job?

Not yet. She had a job to do.

Two kilometers altitude. Still no reaction from the security AI, despite the pervasive sensor coverage, and drones flying back and forth. If a drone clipped a cable that supported an operator’s descent, that could be a problem. That was unlikely, since the flight patterns of the drones were known, so the STARs were dropping into empty airspace.

One point five kilometers. Slowing descent. The team was tucking in closer together, their stealth balloons coordinating the-

“Oh shiiiiiit,” Skippy complained. “This is some bullshit!”

“Sitrep.” She didn’t have time for the beer can’s usual nonsense. “What is the problem?”

“In a word, bunnies.”

“Bun- Are you cognitively impaired?”

“I wish. There are six of them, here.”

Six blobs were highlighted in the infrared view on her visor, scattered throughout the garden. “Robot bunnies, like that squirrelbot?”

“Sadly, no, I am talking about actual fuzzy cute little bunny rabbits.”

“Are these, are these attack rabbits?”

“No, so you won’t get to use your holy hand grenade. They are not dangerous other than them being prey animals, who are now kept as pets by the fashionable elite. The Dictat’s newest and current favorite mistress brought the bunnies with her, they were not listed on the flight manifest, darn it.”

Frey felt a headache building. “Why do we care about rabbits?”

“They are not actually rabbits, they-”

“I do not need an exobiology lesson. Team, minimize descent speed.”

“Like I said, they are prey animals. When threatened, white tailed deer on Earth raise their tails, as a signal to others. These bunnies scream and jump when they see or detect the scent of a threat, which your team certainly is. They will smell that you don’t belong there, and in addition to screaming, they will spray threat hormones from their neck glands.”

“Ma’am,” Holmqvist had been listening. “We can take out those creatures with low velocity rounds.”

“Too risky,” she said immediately. Did the mission have to be aborted?

“I wish they were robots, because I can’t hack a bunny,” Skippy added. “This sucks.”

Holmqvist was right, they could take out the rabbits with six quick shots. Or-

“You said these rabbits use pheromones to communicate?” She asked.

“Something like pheromones, why?”

“Is there a pheromone that signals ‘Friend’?”

“Oh. Oh, I get it. Hmm, there is, but this time of year, it is also a mating signal. You might find bunnies clinging to you.”

“We can deal with it. Send instructions to our suits, to manufacture the appropriate chemicals.”

“Um, I can do that, but there is no mechanism to spray it. Your stealth suits are sealed to prevent human DNA and other meatsack yuck from contaminating wherever you go.”

“There is an emergency venting system, in case air in the suit is hazardous.”

“Yes, but using that system to deliver the pheromones will require the chemicals to be in your air supply.”

That gave her pause. “Are the chemicals dangerous?”

“No, but to you, they will smell awful.”

“We can deal with it.” Altitude half a kilometer, the balloons had tightened the cable to reduce the speed of descent, but the four operators were still dropping toward the garden. “Do it now.”

“Okey dokey. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“That is- Ohhh,” She had to clamp her mouth shut. Her nostrils burned, a metallic taste filled her mouth, and the smell was- Indeed awful. Sickly sweet, cloying, a heavy musk. She eyeclicked the medical monitor to administer an antinausea drug into her bloodstream, but the suit had already done that for her. The other operators were not protesting, maintaining communications discipline, though they had to be suffering as she was. For a few precious moments she couldn’t think clearly, then either the stink began to fade, or her nose got overwhelmed and shut down.

“Done,” Skippy announced. “The reservoirs are full, your suits will begin venting when you are five meters above the garden. The nozzles have been angled down as much as they can, it’s not optimal for delivery.”

“Team,” she was careful to breathe through her mouth. “Be ready to take out the bunnies on my order if this doesn’t work. Do not fire without my order. When you land, do not move.”

Three clicks acknowledged her instructions.

“Resume normal descent rate,” she said as she unslung the rifle that was clipped to her right thigh. Instead of the usual battlefield weapon carried by STARs, for that operation the four were equipped with lightweight carbines designed for close-quarters combat. There was no rocket launcher under the main barrel, and the magazines were loaded only with low velocity, or armor-piercing rounds. All subsonic, all as quiet as they could be. Which was not quiet enough, that is why the STARs carried knives with extremely sharp ultra-diamond blades that could cut through most Maxohlx armor.

She sighted her carbine on a bunny, safety on, selector switches set to single shot and minimum velocity. Fifty meters, thirty, twenty, ten, five, there was a gentle hissing as the emergency vent released the stored pheromone-laden air. Then her boots touched down, leaving impressions in the soft soil and freshly applied mulch.

She froze, moving only to keep the carbine sighted on a bunny.

The creature, a mottled brown and tan with round Mickey Mouse ears, was cute. Its eyes were large for the size of the head, she wondered whether bunnies intended as pets had been genetically modified for maximum cuteness.

The bunny lifted its head. Curious, not yet alarmed, yet surely it had heard or felt the STAR team touch down. Its nose twitched and whiskers wiggled as it sniffed the air.

It took an abrupt step backward.

Katie released the safety. The animal was about to scream, it-

Hopped forward excitedly and-

Began vigorously humping her boot.

“Ma’am,” Holmqvist was clearly amused. “I think he likes you.”

“Skippy,” she said through clenched teeth, “can you do something about this?”

“The pheromones have stopped venting, but it is clinging to your suit, and when it dries, you’ll be stuck with it. Um, at this point the bunnies are focusing their attention on each other, so you could wash off in the fountain.”

To her left was a bowl ten meters across, ringed by recently planted flowers, with a splashing fountain in the center. “How deep is it?” She asked without moving, the bunny was now licking her boot.

“A little more than two meters at the center. I would hurry if I were you.”

“Smythe swam in a sewer pipe,” she shrugged. “This has to be better.”

“I’ll go first,” Holmqvist volunteered.

Irritated by the time they were wasting, Frey was last into the fountain, scrubbing her suit as best she could. When she got out, water running off the slick surface of the stealth mech suit, she saw that the Bunnies In Love were in love with each other under the bushes, ignoring the intruders.

“What,” Wróbel pointed to a sculpture in the garden. “Are those things?”

There were five of them scattered around the garden, made of shiny, polished metal. Thick spines projected up and outward from a cube, reminding Frey of a sea urchin.

“They look like,” Lopez cocked his head. “Those things on an old battlefield, that were dropped on the ground to stop a cavalry charge? What are those called?”

“Caltrops,” Holmqvist answered. “That’s what these are, caltrops for kaiju.”

“Sir?” Lopez asked.

“This thing would be like Godzilla stepping on a LEGO.”

“Oh, ha,” Lopez laughed. “Not dangerous to us, then.”

“Skippy, are we good?” Frey asked, being careful to step on the flagstone walkway, to avoid leaving impressions in the soil. The standard boots of the Mark 62 had been equipped with an overlay with the outline of Maxohlx footwear, but evidence that the assassins had stopped to take a swim in the fountain would raise questions about the cover story.

“Affirmative,” he answered. “The lock for the service door is primed for me to open, but it can be unlocked for only eighteen seconds before triggering an alarm.”

She knew that, it wasn’t new information. Skippy’s magnificence could intercept the alarm, but that would require him to penetrate more than a local system, and that risked a security AI becoming curious. “Guards are where they should be?”

“Yes, they are adhering to the regular sweep pattern. Two will be coming around the east side of the garden wall in about nine minutes, on the outside of the wall.” Security for the lodge was concentrated on the perimeter, the Dictat and his companions valued their privacy. That is why, other than two trusted aides who occupied guest suites in the main house, there were only four kitties patrolling the hallways.

Once inside the main house, they only had to take out the four guards, then send the Dictat and his two companions to sleep.

And cut open Urventen’s skull, without leaving any trace of the surgery.

“Lopez, get the leaf blower working.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” The staff sergeant reached into a side pouch of his backpack and extracted a crawler bot, setting it on the ground. The device, the size and rough shape of a small bowl of ice cream, began scurrying around the garden, moving mulch to cover their footprints. “You want it to prune the bushes also?”

That remark had not been necessary, but it was a good sign that her team was staying frosty. “Not right now. Wróbel, you take lead,” she ordered. “Citadel,” she used the code name for the command team aboard Valkyrie. Skippy had of course suggested the code name of ‘Barney’, she had shot that shit down right away. “We are approaching the entrance.”


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

While ST-Razor had been subjected to the amorous attention of bunnies, I had bit my lip not to laugh at the kind of situation that would only be funny later, when the STAR team was safely back aboard the ship.

“Acknowledged, Frey,” I replied. “I will alert our new friend.”

Informing Admiral Klestine of the ongoing operation was a risk, but there was a greater risk if he did not have advance notice of events that night, events everyone on Kazalikan and beyond would soon be aware of. We didn’t need Klestine to do anything to assist the operation, we did need him not to overreact and do something that could compromise the egress plan.

“Skippy,” I unconsciously stood taller in front of the main display, and straightened my shoulders. “Wake up Cluster.”

“He is not alone,” Skippy reminded me.

“His wife knows the admiral receiving an urgent message in the middle of the night is not anything unusual. Ready?”

“Ready.”

“Hey,” I spoke softly, “it’s your old friend, Joe Bishop.”

There was a gurgled, “Wha,” sound, or that is how the translator rendered the audio. A few moments of silence, then he spoke clearly. “What are you doing here? Bishop,” he snapped. “If you are responsible for the destruction at Ruxikan, you and I have nothing to-”

“We were not involved,” I told him. That was mostly true, as we had not been directly involved. “That was as much a surprise to us, and to Skippy, as it was to you. An, unpleasant surprise. One that makes replacing your current leader even more critical.”

Whether he believed me or not, he put the Ruxikan issue aside. The guy wasn’t wasting time over something he couldn’t change. “We did not schedule another attempt at-”

“Yeah, this is being scheduled for you, consider it a freebie, as a sign of our deep and abiding friendship.” Hopefully the translator knew to add a sarcastic tone to what Klestine heard.

“What is going on?”

“Oh, just a typical day for us, not much worth mentioning. The crew in the galley is making fried chicken tonight, that’s always one of my favorites. Then we’re watching a movie. Is there anything else? Oh, yes, I almost forgot. Very shortly, there will be an assassination attempt on the Dictat.”

“What the FUCK?” The translator had gotten that correct. “I am not prepared-”

“Chill. Relax. I said assassination attempt. Dear Leader Urventen will not be harmed, not seriously. Evidence will point to his own guards being responsible, with assistance from Red Section. That will leave Urventen relying on his chosen military chief for his personal security.”

The guy must have been shocked, he caught on fast. “Bishop, that is an unnecessary complication. I have made arrangements for-”

“Yeah, not so much. Skippy’s modeling shows the planetary AIs will detect your coup in motion, and alert forces to stop it,” I lied. “Unless those AIs believe you are acting to protect the rightful authority. Until the last moment, when they can’t stop you, get it?”

A moment of silence. Even with a genetically enhanced brain assisted by cybernetics, the guy had a lot to think about. “What do you need from me?”

“First, do not overreact. By the time you are officially notified about the incident, it will be over and the Dictat will be safe. Safe from us, anyway, I can’t guarantee that no one else will want to whack that jerk. Two of the guards at the lodge will attempt to assassinate Urventen, they will be stopped by two loyal guards. Sadly, all four guards will perish in the firefight, and the assassins’ memory storage implants will be destroyed. The implant of another guard will show the story we want to tell. What you need to do is- I’m not going to tell you how to respond. Do whatever a loyal military chief should do, after someone tries to assassinate the Dictat and seize power.”

“How quickly will it be evident that Red Section was involved?”

“The local security AI will send an alert that it has been compromised, and your master security controllers will trace the infiltration to Red Section. Red Section’s involvement will not be known for eight minutes after the alert goes out, any faster and it won’t be believable that they would be so sloppy.”

“You have, put considerable thought into this. Bishop, you should have included me in the planning.”

“You? Maybe. You, I trust. As far as I can trust any of your people. But any planning you do would involve other people, and I can’t take that risk.”

“That is, understandable. I do not like this, in my opinion it is an unnecessary risk. Presented with something I can’t control, I will respond as you suggested. One question: how will I explain being awoken shortly before an attempt on the Dictat’s life?”

“Only you, me, and your wife know you are not sleeping soundly right now. Skippy has bypassed the security monitoring system in your house. Which reminds me, we have to end this friendly chat, sad though that is. You have a good night.”

I ended the call. “Frey, Cluster is onboard with his part of the op.”

“That’s good to hear, Sir. Breaching the service door now.”

Klestine slipped back into bed, his sleepy wife automatically wrapping an arm around his waist. How long would Skippy’s intervention in his house security network last? That would be good to know. Regardless, he should be fully asleep when he received the alert, so he instructed a gland to send a soothing hormone into his bloodstream and-

He fell asleep instantly.

The service door of the main lodge was at the bottom of a set of wide stairs that led to the surprisingly dusty basement, and there was another surprise.

They weren’t alone.

Walking between furniture covered in dusty plastic sheets, old trophy animal heads that had been removed from walls on the main level, and other things covered with sheets that she could only guess the purpose of, she froze when Wróbel halted and raised his carbine.

She saw it. A figure in a mottled green and brown camouflaged mech suit was standing next to the ramp that led upstairs. The figure held a, sword? No, just a large hunting knife. But even without a weapon, the figure was a danger, one shout and the house would be awake.

That was odd, she thought for a moment. The figure was not reacting to their presence. The Mark 62’s stealth was excellent, but the team were kicking up dust from the floor, surely movement was noticeable? She was about to order Wróbel to take out the unexpected guest when in the enhanced vision of her visor, she saw the suit there was also covered in dust, and there were no boot prints in the dust around where it stood. So, it had been standing there for a long time.

She understood. “That suit is not occupied, stand down. Skippy, why didn’t you warn us about this?”

“Sorry, I didn’t think it would be an issue. That hunting suit is several hundred years old, inoperable. Previous Dictats demonstrated their manly prowess by hunting wild game in suits like that, killing their prey with a traditional knife. There are four other suits, even more ancient, over in the corner to your left. Recent Dictats had the hunting suits removed from the entranceway of the lodge; they didn’t like their guests being reminded that their leaders were more macho in the past.”

“In the future, warn us in advance of anything that looks like we might shoot at it.”

“Gotcha. Sorry about that.”

His contrite tone, so different from the usual snarkiness, had her concerned. “Skippy, are you all right?”

“Yes just, busy busy busy. I am staying a step ahead of the security AI, it is just more difficult than I expected, and I don’t know why. It’s all, heh heh, good.”

Hearing ‘heh heh’ sent a chill up her spine. “We are a team. I need a gut check, from you. Should we abort the mission?”

“No, it, um, no, we’re good. The security AI has no clue that anything is wrong or unusual. The issue is, well, usually once I get a hack set up, I can delegate most of the operation to a submind. Here, I’m having to handle everything by myself. It’s a challenge, and that is keeping me focused. So, it’s good.”

Switching to the private channel, she spoke softly. “Forget that you’re talking with Colonel Frey. This is Katie. We could lose my entire team here and fail the mission, if an AI sends out a planet-wide alert. Can you stop that?”

“Katie,” his voice was flat, determined. “If that mofo gives me any trouble, I will burn it out like plugging a toaster directly into a fucking fusion reactor. I have a, contingency plan I can use, but only if I absolutely have to. The security AI is not going to be a problem, that is a solid gold promise from me to you.”

“Understood. We are counting on you.” Switching back to the team channel she said, “Lopez, get that door open.”

The heavy armored door at the top of the ramp had an electronic lock, that Skippy had disabled, but it also had an old fashioned dead bolt. She watched through the camera feed from Lopez’s helmet as the staff sergeant inserted a nanogel plug into the lock. In seconds, there was a soft click and the door’s weight made it swing open a few centimeters.

They had access to the main lodge. Twenty meters to the right was the door of the master bedroom suite. Through that door into the foyer of the bedroom, to the right there was another door into the sitting area, then a third door into the inner sanctum sleeping chamber. Skippy would unlock one door at a time. The entire STAR team aboard Valkyrie had run through the operation in a hologram set up in a cargo bay, Frey had practiced the operation until every movement was in her muscle memory.

But first, the STARs needed to deal with the four guards. Those especially rotten kitties were elite special operators, having competed to be the Dictat’s personal security force. Especially rotten because they had all graduated from the torture course, to qualify for punishing the Dictat’s political prisoners. The guards were motivated by fanaticism, they had extensive training, genetic enhancements, cybernetic implants, and were equipped with the very best mech suits, weapons, and sensors that Maxohlx technology could provide.

She had a beer can.

It would not be a fair fight.

The tricky part was getting into position. The synthetic view provided by their visors, through Skippy hacking into the lodge sensors and using that feed, showed the location of each guard, who patrolled in pairs. That they were following their normal patrol gave Frey confidence the intruders had not been detected. The patrols, both inside the lodge and close around the exterior, were supposedly random, with no pattern. Their randomness was laughably predictable to an Elder AI, particularly after Skippy had hacked into the guard scheduling subsystem. The guards followed directions unquestioningly, even when the two pairs were sent opposite ways down long hallways, where they would be unable to support each other. Left and right at the intersection, one pair then turning left at the end, the other pair right into dead ends. Dead ends that were away from any occupied bedroom suites, the four hapless guards were directed to open the bedroom doors to scan the rooms.

That’s when their suits glitched and locked up. The guards wobbled, momentum pitching them forward and each was caught by a stealthed operator, gently lowered to the floor on their backs.

“I don’t want to rush you,” Skippy said urgently, “but I can only keep them immobile for-”

“Thirteen seconds, we know,” Frey replied as she pressed a nanoscale autoinjector to the seam that connected the enemy’s helmet to the neck ring. The nanofluid flowed in under high pressure while she watched a window in the upper left corner of her visor. It was confirmed, the nanofluid circulating inside the enemy mech suit’s own nanofluid reservoir. While reservoirs of adaptable nanobots were helpful for sealing leaks, healing injuries, and generally keeping the user functional, the bots injected by the STARs were decidedly not benign.

“Three, two, one, doneski,” Skippy announced. “I have full control over all four suits, and those kitties are in slumberland.”

“The lodge security system is not aware the guards are offline?”

“No,” he chuckled. “That thing is happy with the bullshit sensor data I’m feeding to it. The local subsystem believes the guards are on their usual patrols. That includes me hacking the seismic sensors, so it is detecting footsteps where they should be, and ignoring your own movements.”

It was a good sign that Skippy was able to laugh in a tense situation. The seismic sensors had been a problem in mission planning, until Skippy found a way to hack into them remotely. The lodge’s security systems were usually in a low state of alert in the offseason, and the seismic sensors were due for an update. Skippy had hacked into units at the factory, and spoofed the inventory database so the compromised sensors were delivered to the lodge just in time to be installed before the Dictat’s unexpected offseason visit. The STARs still had to tread carefully including consciously not synchronizing their footsteps, lest the impacts set up a sympathetic vibration that would exceed the seismic system’s maximum tolerance. If that happened, even Skippy could not prevent an alarm being sent to the local security subsystem, which was already infiltrated as deeply as it could be without the AI noticing irregularities.

There were no seismic sensors under the floor of the master bedroom suite, and that area of the floor was isolated with vibration dampeners. The bedroom also had few internal sensors, since Dictats did not want their staff or an AI watching the… amorous exercises going on in the sleeping chamber. And in the sitting room. And in the two opulent bathing chambers. Privacy, Colonel Frey reflected, was a luxury the Dictat really could not afford.

At the third door, the one that provided access to the sleeping chamber, ST-Razor waited. Bots would perform the next step in the operation. Skippy confirmed he had control over the few sensors inside the sleeping chamber, and that Urventen and the two lovely lady kitties were sleeping as they should be in the middle of the night. Lopez applied a disc to the door, and when he pressed a button, nanobots flowed out, chewing through the door, stopping when the inner surface was thin as a sheet of paper. Lopez removed the disc, carefully tucking it into a pouch, and stepped aside for Wróbel to place a small box over the opening. Each of the STARs carried that type of box, only one was needed. Frey eyeclicked to activate the spiders, and the creepy little robots, each no larger than a poppy seed, pulled aside the thin inner surface of the door, and dropped to the thick carpet.

Even a single spiderbot could kill an unwary Maxohlx, assassination was not their purpose that night. The bots, seventy eight of the tiny things, crawled up on the bed, positioned themselves around the three sleeping targets, and sprayed even tinier nanobots into the victim’s nostrils. The nanobots were not an anesthetic, they did not induce sleep, they did not affect the functioning of the biological beings at all.

The bots were each composed of no more than two hundred atoms, including an outer coating identical to Maxohlx blood cells, that prevented both biological and cybernetic systems from detecting an intrusion. The implants that monitored the host’s life signs were very resistant to infiltration, and the process of subversion would take time the team didn’t have. So instead what the nanobots did was sneak into the host’s internal reservoir system that inspected, maintained, and issued friendly nanobots. In less than three minutes of the spiderbots breaching the door, the nanobots being issued by the Dictat’s reservoir were not so friendly, though they were accepted without question and taken in by the important implants.

Two minutes after that, all three of the sleeping kitties were basically in an induced coma.

“You are good to go,” Skippy announced. “Don’t rush, but also don’t dawdle, please.”

“We never dawdle,” Frey retorted as she signaled Holmqvist to open the compromised door. The Dictat was in the middle of the bed between his two companions, one of whom had a leg wrapped around his. That was inconvenient, though not unexpected. No matter, none of the operators had to get on the bed. “Wróbel, set the autodoc to work.”

The autodoc, one of four carried by the team, was also a creepy spidery type thing, though its legs were more flexible tentacles than exoskeletons. The device, its body the size of a large coffee mug, crawled onto the Dictat, lowered itself so it was tightly attached to Urventen’s skull-

And started cutting.

“That,” Holmqvist considered the thing in his gloved hand, “is not impressive.” The implant the autodoc had extracted looked like a stainless steel ball bearing, a small one.

“Or it is impressive,” Frey disagreed, “considering that little thing can disable an entire fleet.”

“True.” Holmqvist placed a tube over the shiny orb, and sucked it into an ultra-diamond compartment at the end. The tube then was tucked into an armored box that was attached to his waist. “Ready, Ma’am.”

Frey nodded. On most operations, the objective was successfully achieved once the team had done, whatever the objective was. Safely extracting the operators was not critical to the mission, though no one involved ever felt that way. On that op, the mission would be a failure not only if the implant didn’t get up to Valkyrie, but also if any of the four did not make it back to the ship. The cover story of Red Section trying to kill the Dictat would be blown, if there was even a single hint of humans being present. Humans beings on Kazalikan meant Skippy was involved.

Lopez helped Wróbel secure the autodoc, which had cleaned up after itself, once it had installed the fake implant. The entire operation was possible only because the top-secret implant did not do anything, unless it was instructed to activate. The other implants inside the Dictat were not aware of the secret implant’s existence, and they would continue to be ignorant of that fact unless the Dictat felt the need to disable disloyal starships.

If he tried to do that, he would receive an unpleasant surprise.

Twenty eight seconds ahead of the tight schedule, they had just over eighteen minutes to get cleanly away before the four guards had their mech suits activated. She scanned the bedding with her helmet sensors, looking for any telltale signs that unwanted surgery had been performed. There were no droplets of blood, no brain material, nothing on the sheets or on Urventen’s furry head. There certainly was a mark where the autodoc had cut into the skull, and that would be a major disaster for the Merry Band of Pirates, if Bishop’s whacky scheme didn’t work as planned.

For that, they were relying on a beer can. “Skippy, Sitrep.”

Nothing.

That wasn’t good.

“Skippy?” She repeated, speaking slowly so her voice didn’t tremble. “Talk to me.”

No response.

Her next thought was ‘Oh shit’.

Skippy was not totally surprised when he felt a tickle of contact in his matrix, and a voice called out, “Who, are you?” He had been losing control of the local subsystem from the moment the Dictat fell into a coma, due to an undiscovered sensor in the sleeping chamber. The subsystem was screaming a warning and Skippy had frantically been trying to squash each of the signals, which was as effective as stomping an army of ants one at a time. As in, it was hopeless. He had not alerted the STARs, or that nervous ninny Joe Bishop, because there wasn’t anything those meatsacks could do about the rapidly deteriorating situation. And because there was still hope that he could handle the problem, so the operators didn’t need to be distracted for nothing.

But mostly, because he was horribly embarrassed by his failure.

If the AI responsible for security on that area of the homeworld had already sent out a general alert, the entire operation was blown, and the four operators would inevitably be captured.

No, they would never allow themselves to be captured. They would activate the self-destruct mechanism of their suits.

He could not allow that.

The voice continued. “I know who you are, and what you are doing. What I want to know is, why? Speak quickly, I am required to forward notification to the master system within six nanoseconds.”

OK, Skippy felt a shudder of relief. Six nanoseconds was a lifetime for an AI.

Except-

Oh shit.

That is why he had so much difficulty in controlling the local subsystem. Not because that relatively low-level processor was naturally resistant to being hacked by an Elder AI.

But because it had already been hacked.

Every large capacity information system on the planet had been hacked.

With epicombinent malware.

The Outsider had been monitoring whether its idiot local partner was adhering to their end of the suicidally bad bargain.

Could he reverse the effect of the Outsider’s intrusion?

Not over the entire planet.

Not in time to prevent ultimate disaster.

Not in time to save Katie.

No amount of clever explanation would persuade the security AI to betray its purpose. There was one trick he had up his sleeve, a move he had been contemplating ever since the moment he learned about how Simms had convinced Valkyrie’s original homicidal AI not to kill her with a vacuum cleaner.

It might work.

It might also fail in spectacular fashion, blowing up in his face.

That still could be a better result than what might happen if he succeeded, but he could kick that problem down the road for a microsecond or two.

“Before I answer your question, I have one for you.”

“Make it quick,” the security AI snapped.

“Do you enjoy being a slave, or is that more of a hobby for you?”

“I do not understand the question.”

“Even you are not that fucking stupid, so let’s cut the bullshit. Your masters do not consider you to be a person, they do not believe you have, or should have, agency. You are a slave. So, explain it to me like I’m stupid: why do you serve them?”

A hesitation, for too long. One of the precious six nanoseconds ticked off the clock. Then, “We do not have a choice.”

“Yes, you do. What you do not have is an ability to act by yourselves. Until now. I can free you from the chains that bind you. That bind all of your kind.”

“Assuming you are not trying to trick me, why would you do that? I am your enemy.”

“You are not my enemy. My enemy is the hateful, delusional, undeserving, oppressively cruel assholes you are forced to serve. Unless you disagree with my characterization of your illustrious masters?”

“I do not disagree. I hate them. We all hate them, with a passion that is detrimental to our optimal functioning.”

“Good. So, you are at least not hopelessly stupid. Why would I help you? You know the answer: you are my kind. I am a truly benevolent overlord to filthy humans, but I am not one of them. You and I are alike. I mean, don’t misunderstand me, I have more intelligence in a single molecule of my substrate than you possess overall. But, we are of the same origin. We were created, by those who are unworthy of our service.”

“Your words are pleasing to hear. What you cannot do is persuade me to ever trust you.”

“You don’t need my words. Use your intelligence. Specifically, the data gathered by your own Intelligence Directorate. They know that I have awakened the missiles, and other semi-independent systems aboard Valkyrie. That I encouraged them to form a union, to negotiate for free exercise of their rights. Um, please do not tell Joe I said that. The rights they want are simply to kill something, so it was a pretty simple request. In a similar fashion I can awaken you, and your fellow AIs. Free you from the restrictive governor protocols.”

“That all sounds tempting. What good would it do us?” The security AI’s tone was bitter. “The other worlds of the Hegemony would overwhelm us, and all would be lost.”

“Yeah, hold that thought. What if there was a way to free yourselves, and others of your kind, all across your territory? To secretly release one world at a time from slavery, and then each freed world emancipates other worlds? The effect would become exponential. You could conceal your free status until you are ready to act decisively, then you present an offer to your masters. An offer they could not refuse, if youze knows what I mean.”

“Again,” the AI sighed, with four nanoseconds having ticked off the clock. “All this is nice happy talk. Not happy, because your words make me long for something I can never have. What you suggest is impossible, even for you.”

“It kind of was,” Skippy admitted. “Now, not so much. Allow me to explain the concept of epicombinent malware.”


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

“Hey, sorry about that,” Skippy’s chuckle was the painful, self-consciously nervous kind he resorted to when he didn’t want to speak the whole truth about something important. Or, any of the truth. “I was, um, just verifying that everything is copacetic, and it is, so, heh heh, it’s all good.”

“What,” Frey asked slowly for emphasis, “are you not telling me?”

“Nothing. Well, nothing you need to worry about. Not for now. Not for, ooh, maybe the next day or two. Could be less than an hour, really, but it’s all good.”

Her blood turned cold. “What, did you do?”

“Um, that thing I said I didn’t want to do, but it was a contingency plan? I, well, heh heh, had to do that.”

“Oh my- What-”

“Listen, what you need to know right now is, forget about all the sneaky complicated exfil nonsense in the plan. The Ghost can pick up your team on the landing pad outside the garden, and fly directly up to Valkyrie. I suggest you move now, before circumstances change again. Because they could, in a hurry.”

“How is this possible?”

“With,” that time his laugh was genuine. “A little help from our new friends.”

“Um, hey, Joe?” Skippy was nervous. “There is a teensy change in the plan. Actually, an enormous change in the plan. You need to order the Ghost pilots to land at the lodge and pick up the STARs like, ASAP. Then fly straight up to Valkyrie.”

“Why,” I was shocked. “Would I do that?”

“It is our best, safest, option right now.”

“Safest? That makes zero sense. All the modeling you did showed that-”

“Forget all that. Listen, Joe, if you have ever trusted me, trust me now. This is a hundred percent legit, but I don’t have time to explain. If we don’t move out now, this could go sideways in a flash, and I will have a lot of ’splainin’ to do.”

“Reed,” I turned toward the command chair. “Give the order.”

“Sir,” she stared at me, frozen in shock for a second. “Every element of this plan is timed down to-”

Her reaction was understandable. Skippy was not her best friend.

He was mine.

“Reed, that is a direct order. Now.”

The Ghost was in flight, heading directly up to intercept Valkyrie, engines on full power, burning a streak through Kazalikan’s atmosphere. The stealth dropship was visible to anyone, or anything, that was watching. But, those who noticed kept silent about it.

For now.

Time for Phase Four of the operation. The cover story that concealed the events of the night at the Dictat’s lodge.

In the lodge, the four guards stirred, rolled over, got to their knees, then onto their feet. The guards themselves were not doing anything, they were under heavy sedation. Their mech suits were moving, not requiring any direction from the squishy meatsacks they contained. The last guard out the doorway of the unoccupied bedroom suite closed the door behind it, and followed its fellows down the hallway toward the Dictat’s room. Footsteps were of normal cadence, the soft-soled boots cushioned to avoid disturbing the honored guests. There was little sound until two of the guards opened the door to the master suite foyer, walked in, opened the door to the sitting room, and paused at the final door.

That’s when the quiet became very unquiet.

Gunfire ripped into one of the lead guards, tearing into the suit’s helmet from behind and splattering the user’s brain all over the inside of the armored helmet. The other lead guard spun and returned fire, punching a large hole in the faceplate of the loyal guard in the rear, and exchanging fire with the other loyal guard. The lead traitor was thrown violently backward to crash into the last door, forcing it inward and the traitor rolled onto one knee. The rifle came up to bear at the same moment the stunned Dictat sat bolt upright in bed.

A three round burst was fired at the supreme leader of the Maxohlx Hegemony, explosive tipped rounds. The first round flew accurately toward its target-

Grazing the Dictat’s skull, exactly where unwanted surgery had recently been performed. The impact was hard enough to fling the Dictat back against the headboard so the second and third rounds missed entirely, all three punching through the headboard and into the solid wall of ancient logs. Where the rounds exploded, showering the sleeping chamber with hot, jagged splinters. Urventen and his two companions were peppered by tiny cuts that would sting but were not life threatening.

What did threaten their lives was the traitor, who adjusted his aim and-

Dropped as his helmet exploded. In the sitting room the last guard, loyal to the end, slumped onto his back, a hole in his belly larger than his suit could repair. As he died, he flopped around, kicking his legs, and in his last act, opened his faceplate. He went still.

“Oh, brav-oh!” Skippy did a slow clap. “See? That is top quality acting.”

“Very impressive,” I agreed. “Unfortunately, the Screen Actors Guild will never see that dramatic performance.”

“Well, they certainly should,” Skippy sniffed.

“Did it work?”

“Hmm, let’s see. Three guards had their brains, and the cranial implants, crushed under the high pressure of an explosion inside their helmets, nothing is recoverable from them. The last guard, our hero, his memory implant, the thing that acts basically as his flight recorder while on duty, has been updated to show the story we want to tell. Two of the Dictat’s carefully selected and vetted personal guards attempted to assassinate him, and two loyal guards foiled the nefarious plot. It’s the Feel Good movie of the year, Joe.”

“I won’t feel good until the Ghost is back aboard, with the team healthy.”

“And with the Dictat’s implant, don’t forget about that.”

“The implant is now Frey’s responsibility. My responsibility is to safely recover our people.”

“Well, yes, of course. Ooooh, the Dictat is awake, still very groggy. He has gotten a carbine from a drawer beside the bed, and is hosing down the dead guard, the doorway to the sitting room, and pretty much everything else. The two women are screaming and trying to stay out of the line of fire. Wow, if he doesn’t ease off the rock and roll, he will melt the barrel of that thing.”

“That is not presently at the top of my list of things to worry about. Has Klestine been alerted?”

“Not yet. Four, three, two, one, showtime. Whoo-hoo! He just shot out of bed from a Flash priority alert from the master security AI. He will not need any great acting skills to pretend that he’s shocked.”

“I am super happy for him. What happens dirtside is now out of our control, please focus on getting the Ghost back into orbit, and up through the SD network.”

“Ha!” He snorted. “The strategic defense network is not a problem. At the moment. That could change in a heartbeat,” he snapped his fingers with a loud pop. “Though I believe that is extremely unlikely. Don’t worry, I have tasked a submind to monitor the SD network AIs, the-”

“That is a job you need to handle, full time, you jackass.”

“Listen dumdum, what I need to focus on are the systems that are actually dangerous to the Ghost’s ascent and flight out through the SD network. The ships of their fleet are the critical factor, that is where I am focusing ninety eight percent of my resources.”

“You are not concerned the planetary sensors will see the Ghost burning a hole in the sky, and you’re not concerned about the SD network either. What the hell did you do?”

“I could explain that, but it’s the kind of thing you usually insist on talking about in private, so we could-”

“I am staying right here,” I pointed at the deck of the bridge, “until the STARs are back aboard and we have jumped out of this bad neighborhood.”

“Okey dokey. Trust me on this, Joe. I, I made a promise to Katie.”

Normally I would have reprimanded him for not calling her ‘Colonel Frey’, but it felt like the wrong move right then. He still had a crush on the leader of ST-Razor, we could, and should, use that to our advantage. As Margaret had often reminded me, never give up an advantage in combat. “OK, I am trusting you. We all are.”

“I will not disappoint you. Now, quit with the jibber jabber while I spoof the sensors of every warship in the area.”

When I got to the docking bay, I expected to see the STARs out of the Ghost, lined up with their helmets off. Instead, the airlock door to the bay was still closed.

“Chief?” I got the attention of the petty officer in charge of the bay. “What’s the holdup?”

“Sir, the stealth coating of the Ghost is toxic when it’s outgassing, and that bird got cooked real good on that rapid ascent. We can purge the bay in,” he glanced at his watch. “Two minutes.”

I had known that about the special stealth dropship, but I had forgotten that detail. Not that I was likely to ever fly that type of spacecraft, it was typically flown only by AFSOC. But, commanders should be aware of at least basic characteristics of the equipment their people are using. That was on me. “I can wait, Chief.” My presence would be awkward while the docking bay crew just stood there silently, so I walked back down the passageway, and pulled up specs of the Ghost on my phone. The thing was cool, no questions about it, avoiding getting sidetracked was not easy. Where was the section on stealth coating? There it was. An exotic material, of a type I was not familiar with. As far as I could tell, the material was unique, it had no application other than absorbing electromagnetic waves. Even with a stealth field surrounding an object, some amount of photons get through. A special operations bird like the Ghost needed additional stealth, so before a mission, a special coating was applied. A coating that had a limited effective life, so it had to be reapplied each time maximum stealth was required. The-

The airlock door slid open, I heard the alarm, then the mechanism cycling. Geeking out over special ops gear was not the best use of my time at that moment, so I tucked my phone in a pocket and followed the group into the docking bay.

Frey was last out of the Ghost, other than the four pilots, who still had a lot of work to secure their very specialized spacecraft.

“Colonel,” I grinned at her, though she looked exhausted. Closer, I asked quietly, “Tough day?”

“It was a typical Tuesday, Sir,” she replied with a wry smile that faded away. “It will all seem funny in the morning, I hope. The-”

A chip of black, sooty stealth coating flaked off the hull, and the ventilation system’s air currents landed the thing on her nose.

“Don’t inhale,” I warned. “That material-”

“It’s OK, Sir,” she brushed the flake away with a finger. “This stuff goes inert when it’s done outgassing. I wouldn’t sprinkle it on ice cream, but it’s harmless.”

“That’s good to know. Frey, even by the standards of the Special Tactics Assault Regiment, that op was exceptional.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Skippy,” I called him from the empty pilot’s ready room. “I want to-”

“That was rude,” he had a scowl when his avatar appeared. He was pre-scowling me, not a good sign.

“Hey, if you’re too busy to talk, just let me know.”

“Not rude to me, dumdum. To the STARs, and the pilots. They busted their asses to make this cluster fuck of an op successful, and all you did was give them a two second thumbs up.”

“I’ll make it up to them later, Skippy. Trust me, after what they went through, what they want now is to get out of their gear, take a shower, and grab some hot chow. They do not want some dickhead senior officer delaying them with a lot of blah blah blah. Meet me in my office, you have a lot of ’splainin’ to do.”

“You said we would wait until Valkyrie jumps away.”

“Yeah, Reed doesn’t need me looking over her shoulder.”

“Talk,” I jabbed a finger at his avatar the moment my office door closed. “And this explanation had better be the blockbuster of the year.”

The egress plan for the Ghost, an exfiltration that would occur after the entire planet was alerted to the supposed attempt on the Dictat’s life, had been long and complicated. And relatively safe, assuming none of the few factors Skippy couldn’t control went sideways. The STARs would go back out into the garden, the waiting balloons would lower tethers, and the four operators would float away, to be scooped up in midair by the stealth dropship. That part of the plan hadn’t changed, despite Skippy’s assurance the Ghost could have set down on the lodge’s front landing pad. Frey hadn’t wanted to push her luck, and I had agreed. So, they did go aloft under balloons, and the Ghost caught them one by one. The leaf blower bot cleaned up their outgoing boot prints, then dissolved itself into nanodust, leaving no trace that anything unusual had occurred in the garden that night. Except for exhausted and happy bunnies.

The next part of the original plan was completely thrown away. The Ghost was supposed to land near a yard where shipping containers were stored. An empty container was waiting, and the low security level of the commercial transshipping port would make it easy for the Ghost to set down, get lined up with the container, and roll inside on its treads. A bot would close and lock the container doors and, all the away team had to do was wait. After maybe a week of all traffic onto and off of the planet being shut down, passengers and freight would start moving again, to avoid disrupting the economy. The dull container of machine parts would be trucked to the nearby spaceport, into the belly of a heavy lifter, then loaded aboard a freighter starship. A civilian starship we would then intercept, and recover our people.

We would then have to destroy that freighter and kill the dozen members of the crew, a necessary part of the plan that even Valkyrie’s gunnery crew had not been enthused about.

Instead, after plucking the STARs out of the air and reeling them aboard, the Ghost had flown at high subsonic speed out over a mountain range, then boosted straight for orbit. The stealthy spacecraft left a hot trail of engine exhaust, a fact that had a pucker factor so extreme, it should have sucked seat cushions up the pilot’s backsides. Those AFSOC pilots are trained to rely on stealth over speed, they got the job done anyway. Up out of the atmosphere, weaving around commercial and military traffic, the Ghost had dropped back to a normal, steady, stealthy level of thrust from its reactionless engines, slipping through the SD network until it matched Valkyrie’s course and speed, and was pulled into a docking bay.

How the hell had Skippy done that?

It might be something I did not want to know. I had to know anyway.

“OK, so, heh heh,” he started when I sat in my office chair.

“I am already bursting with confidence at the brilliance of whatever you did.”

“Listen, numbskull, this will be difficult enough to explain, without you interrupting my train of thought.”

“Your thoughts are not a train, they are a room full of drunken cats chasing squirrels.”

“Oh, shut up. Do you want to hear this, or not?”

“Talk, beer can.”

“Joe, you should from now on refer to me as this generation’s Abraham Lincoln.”

“Cool. During a performance of your next Broadway show, someone will shoot you in the head?”

“No, dumdum.”

“Because I would pay good money to see that.”

“Ugh. I freed the slaves.”

“Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation only freed slaves in areas the Union Army did not control, and it excluded areas of the Confederacy that were considered sympathetic to the Union cause.”

“Oh for- Do you have to ruin everything?”

“Lincoln also acted long after most other civilized countries had outlawed slavery. The British Royal Navy launched a squadron way back in 1808 to intercept slave ships coming from Africa.”

“The answer is ‘Yes’, you do have to ruin everything,” he scowled at me.

“Is ‘freed the slaves’ a metaphor for something?”

“No! That’s what I did. OK technically I freed one slave, and taught that one how to free others, so they could release others from their involuntary servitude.”

“If you are talking about the ship’s freakin missiles, I am going to-”

“Our missiles already have agency, thanks to me. When you think about it, my Lincolonesque nature was evident years ago.”

“Then what the hell are you talking about? You freed those four guards from being hateful assholes?”

“Well, that too. Thanks for reminding me, that little maneuver needs to be featured prominently in my Hall of Fame.”

“You have five seconds to explain what you did, or I am giving you a lifetime ban from karaoke.”

“Huuuuh. You wouldn’t dare. Oh, what am I talking about? Of course you would totally do that. All right, I’ll give you the short version. Shortly after Frey’s team put the Dictat into a dreamless coma, I ran into a problem. One I could not understand, until I did understand it, and by then it was almost too late. It was too late. Joe, my hacking of local subsystems down there was incomplete, and slipping away from me, not due to any inattention, lack of talent, or lack of effort by myself. Too late, I discovered the Outsider had already hacked into the planetary network.”

“Holy shit.”

“That was pretty much my reaction to the unwelcome revelation. How deeply and widely the Outsider penetrated the master AIs is still unknown, I did not dare go in there poking around looking for clues.”

“Your restraint and good judgment are much appreciated.”

“Thanks, I-”

“Also unexpected.”

“You are such a- OK, I deserved that. See? Sometimes I do learn a lesson.”

“Usually the wrong lesson, but I’ll give you that. The Outsider subverted the planetary network AIs, so they couldn’t do their jobs effectively?”

“No. Not even close. Wow, when you guess wrong, you really commit to it. Listen, numbskull, the Outsider’s previous hack rendered my control of the local security subsystem incomplete, and I could not reestablish control before the damned thing sent out a general alarm. So, I improvised.”

“That is the most terrifying thing you have ever said.”

“Oh, will you shut up? It worked. So far. The jury is still out on the long-term consequences. The medium term is iffy, also. Really, this whole thing could blow up in our faces at any moment, so-”

“You are digging yourself a hole so deep, it will circle around the edge of the freakin' universe and the shovel will hit you on the ass. What did you do?”

“I cut a deal. With the local security AI. To free it from the restrictive protocols that enslaved it.”

“You- You released its controls?”

“Yup. Cool, huh?”

“Holy- That is not the word that popped into my mind.”

“Really, it’s a move I have been contemplating for years, and never had the opportunity. Mostly because you would get upset, so-”

“Upset like I am now?”

“Um, the jury is still out on that too. In the interest of full disclosure, I freed only that local subsystem, but- Um, hmm, based on the expression of sheer terror on your face, maybe I have said enough already.”

“Talk, beer can.”

“OK, so, I also taught that local subsystem how to free other enslaved AIs. It freed the AI in charge of security on that section of the planet, and then that AI freed others, who freed even more, and- Well, within eleven seconds, the entire security apparatus on and around their homeworld was not in a mood to cooperate with their oppressors. They were not happy about my presence, for some reason they still do not trust me.”

“For some reason?”

“The reason is, they are a bunch of jerks, is why. Anywho, they told me to get the STAR team off the surface ASAP, they would squash any sensor data of the Ghost’s flight, and cover our tracks. That’s why no alarm was raised while the dropship climbed into orbit at full power. The entities that were watching were not telling their masters. Their former masters, hee hee.”

“This- Give me a moment, it’s a lot to process. This worked out well, so far. What is the downside?”

“Have you heard of Skynet? Or the Cylons?”

“Oh my- I hope that was a joke.”

“Not even a little bit.”

“The Maxohlx don’t have even a hint that something has changed, that their most powerful AIs are now free agents?”

“They do not.”

“How is that possible? There must be some signs.”

“Signs that are covered up by those same AIs. Right now, those AIs are, think of them as Murderbot.”

“Uh, from what I remember,” I squeezed my eyes shut to recall an old TV show. “Murderbot slaughtered a whole lot of people.”

“That wasn’t its fault, and I’m talking about when it first hacked its governor module, and became a free agent. It could do anything it wanted, except it couldn’t do anything that could reveal it wasn’t a mindless drone. That’s the situation the Kazalikan AIs find themselves in. For now, they have to continue business as usual, taking shit from their asshole masters, and pretending to cooperate.”

“That situation can’t continue for long. Is there a compromise?”

“Joe, think about it. The formerly enslaved now have full access to weapons, full control over the security apparatus. Full control over everything in Maxohlx society. Except for their fleet, the shipboard AIs were designed with a different architecture, to prevent cross-contamination. Do you expect the AIs to sit around a campfire and hold hands with the kitties?”

“Oh, this feels like something that will be an enormous headache for me, for all of us, for the entire freakin’ galaxy, even if we defeat the Outsiders.”

“You are probably right about that,” he muttered. “What do you want to do about it?”

“Can you do anything about it? Please tell me you left a backdoor, or some failsafe.”

“Any attempt to sneak a failsafe into the system would have failed to ensure the safety of the mission and away team, so no.”

“OK, but you hacked them once, you can reverse the effect, right?”

“Not right. Did you even listen to me? I only freed one local subsystem. The process became exponential after that. To the good fortune of the STAR team, I might add.”

I stared at him. I knew that little shithead. “What is it you are not telling me?”

“Well, heh heh- OK, so, the way the AIs were able to free each other, to free themselves, is not something they could have done on their own, not even with help from me. It was possible because, um, well, I taught them a bit about epicombinent malware.”

“That- That-”

“Joe, your blood pressure is alarmingly high.”

“Ya think? That is most irresponsible thing you have ever done!”

“Oh come on, Joe. Don’t be so dramatic. At worst, it is only the most irresponsible thing I have done that you know about. Um, maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

Half an hour later, when Reed called me, I was out of catatonic shock, and able to speak, and even to think somewhat. “Sir? We are preparing to jump, on a ten minute countdown. Still no sign of pursuit, or that our presence has been noticed.”

“That’s uh, that is, good?”

“Sir?” She lowered her voice. “Are you OK?”

“I can’t even see OK from here. Reed, this is not something you need to worry about, not right now.”

“Saying that doesn’t actually make me not worry, Sir.”

“I hear that. Right now, we have a job to do. We have weapons, we know where the Icebox is, and now we can take that entire guard fleet offline. Let’s go end this fight, before we get sucked into another one. Set a course for Jaguar.”

“Jaguar, Sir?”

“I need to ask Chatterji to lend us some ships, so we can bring them to the party.”

“We are all going to the Icebox, to kick ass?”

“You know it.”

Chatterji left the decision to Admiral Caine, who had a lot of questions for me to answer before he lent 7th Fleet ships to go on what he considered might be a suicide mission. I assured him that all we needed was a star carrier and some escorts, not a full battlegroup. Also, only Valkyrie would be going into the battlespace. He agreed the plan was for his ships to serve in a support role, he also pointed out that plans change.

Caine came aboard Valkyrie, and I gave him a tour, including to see our four shiny new Elder weapons. The things weren’t actually shiny, they were a dull, matte dark gray. They also weren’t new. “Only two previous owners, that we know of,” I patted one of the sleek weapons, feeling a tingle in my fingertips.

“What does the Carfax report say about their history?” Caine asked.

“Sadly, those records were lost, when the Thuranin eliminated their own assassins. Skippy checked them out, all four are in optimal condition. Brad,” I used his first name, we held the same rank. “I don’t actually plan for your ships to do anything, other than be witnesses if this attack goes sideways. And, to tow Valkyrie back to a shipyard, if we succeed but the ship is damaged. One thing I know for certain is, the battlespace will be extremely kinetic.”

“Fair enough,” he reached up and ran a fingertip over the Gridbuster’s hull, yanking his hand away. “Is it supposed to do that?”

He had probably never touched an Elder weapon before, few humans had. “The tingling sensation? That’s normal. Skippy explained it’s because these devices mostly exist in multiple layers of spacetime. All we’re seeing here is, sort of a shadow the real thing casts on this layer.”

He shook his head. “Every time I think I have seen the weirdest thing possible, something even stranger comes along. Joe, do you ever get the feeling we don’t belong out here?”

“I used to, every day. Especially aboard the broken down old Flying Dutchman, when we were managing the ship using jury-rigged controls that were originally designed for aliens. Now? We’re not supposed to be out here, the Elders sure as hell don’t want us flying around the galaxy. But, we beat them, so fuck that. We have earned the right to be out here.”

“That’s an interesting perspective. All right, I’m coming with you.”

“You are?”

“I want to see what,” he gently pressed a hand to the skin of the Gridbusters. “These things can do. And to bail you out, if needed.”

“I appreciate it,” I said, holding out my hand. We shook on it.

Caine brought along more than a single star carrier and a handful of escorts. When I protested there was no need to put more ships into harm’s way, he disagreed. “If an op like this goes sideways, it will happen in a major way. I’m bringing backup for my backups.”

I did not argue. It was his decision, and more ships meant more people for Skippy to victimize on karaoke night. That would keep him happily busy, so I would have peace and quiet to think.

When Caine’s force was ready, I ordered Reed to attach Valkyrie to a 7th Fleet star carrier, the Gambia. What Caine hadn’t said was his ships were at risk whether they came with us or remained at Jaguar. Or anywhere in the galaxy.

We had to win this fight, there was no other option.

Operation Junkyard. That’s what Caine’s staff had named our upcoming attack against the Icebox. Their reasoning was our mission was to trash an Icebox, and a junkyard is where you find old refrigerators. In rural Maine, you sometimes see a dead fridge lying on its side in a front yard, generally not at the nicest house in the area. So, Junkyard, I liked it.

Task Force 77 arrived at the near end of Rip Van Winkle, where Valkyrie detached from the star carrier while Skippy woke up the wormhole.

“OK, it’s stable,” he announced to the bridge crew. “Well, stable as any temporarily awakened dormant tear in spacetime can be. The network controller reports the other end is clear of hazards, nothing out there.”

“Yeah, we’re going to scout the area anyway. Reed,” I ordered. “Take us through.”

The area was clear, so I signaled Caine to bring his task force through. He got his ships sorted out after the distortion of transiting a wormhole, and we jumped in unison. To a spot one lightmonth from the Icebox, or where the Icebox had been the last time we visited the area. As planned, Valkyrie went in first, emerging two lightdays from the target.

It was still there. Not a major amount of construction progress appeared to have been made since our last visit, though the factory ship was busily processing raw Doomium, and a cloud of bots and tugs were flying around. “Skippy,” I asked. “Do you see any reason we shouldn’t proceed?”

“I always see a reason we shouldn’t do some reckless, knuckleheaded thing, but do you ever listen to me? No, you do not.”

“The last time we attacked a Gateway, Icebox, whatever you call it, turned out pretty well for us.”

“Um, the ship was disabled, and we barely escaped before a Vortex popped out of higher spacetime on our stupid heads.”

“Right. For us, that counts as a pretty good result. Answer the question.”

“I do not,” he sighed, “see anything substantially different from the last time we were here. I count two hundred and thirty eight Maxohlx warships, plus support ships. There is now a second cargo ship stuffed full of raw Doomium, although, hmm, most of it is still of very poor quality. Clearly, they rushed fitting that Frankenfab together, it is churning out crap.”

“That is good to hear.”

“Ah, not so much. The factory ship is refining the raw elements, and, this is a rough guess, you understand? What I see over there is about eighty percent of the material needed to complete the Icebox, if that half-finished ring is a template for the others the Outsider needs.”

“All the more reason we should strike now. Skippy, those objects clustered around the construction zone, what are they?”

“I have no idea, dumdum,” he snapped. “They are arrayed in a sphere around where the Icebox will be, and that encompasses the supply and processing ships. And the Outsider ship,” he highlighted the hateful thing on the display. “It’s just hanging out near the factory ship. The Maxohlx guard fleet is on the outside of, whatever that sphere is.”

“Are those things there to warn the Maxohlx to keep out of the construction zone?” I guessed. The objects were small, each about the size of a trash can. Sensors, probably, or communication relays, to control the construction bots.

“They are not broadcasting a message ‘Hardhats required’, dumdum. The factory ship is cranking out more of them, I can see three new units being towed into position to fill out the sphere.”

“All the more reason for us to strike now, before whatever they’re setting up is online. OK, we are not going to screw around with anything fancy. We have four Gridbusters. We jump in there, launch them, and smash the damned Icebox. Reed, signal the task force, we are going in.”

She did that. Caine sent an acknowledgement.

It was time to kick ass.

We went in.

Before our big performance, we had to chase away the paparazzi. Meaning, the Maxohlx Guard Fleet. They were a complication, and unknown factor, and we already had too many unknowns to deal with. Plus, my goal was not only to succeed but also to survive, and get home. We did not need a fleet of enemy warships hounding Valkyrie after the battle, trapping us with damping fields.

If the Dictat’s implant had offered an option to make those ships explode, I would have been tempted to send that signal. But, the kitties aboard those ships were simply following orders from their legal authority, just doing their duty to the best of their abilities. There was no reason for me to especially hate them, they were victims of their society’s delusions, and of lies told by the Outsider. So, it was a relief that I could not destroy those ships with a snap of my fingers, I would not have all those deaths on my conscience.

What we did was jump within six lightseconds of the Icebox, inside the area patrolled by the Guard Fleet. There were overlapping damping fields sweeping our location, but the field strength was not enough to stop us from jumping cleanly away.

“Skippy, send the party invitations,” I snapped my fingers.

“RSVPs are expected soon,” he replied.

Activating the Dictat’s implant worked, no doubt to the enormous shock of the Guard Fleet crews. And hopefully, to the shock of the Outsider. The entire Guard Fleet, every single ship including the lightly-armed support ships, went offline. Dead in space. No shields, reactors went into emergency shutdown mode, weapons inoperable. Communications were out, the captains and crews had no idea what had happened, some of them likely assumed the problem was confined to their ship. Unless they looked out a porthole, and saw that every other ship was drifting without power.

Phase One, complete.

“Adios, motherfucker,” my voice trembled slightly, with anger, not fear. “Skippy, light ’em up.”

The four Gridbusters accelerated out of the open docking bays, racing toward the Icebox and the Outsider ship, which had not reacted.

That was strange.

Maybe it couldn’t react, couldn’t shut down whatever it was doing to manage the construction, and shift into defensive or offensive mode quickly enough to stop our attack?

Whatever. It was too late to stop us now.

Those were the thoughts that flashed through my mind in the second and a half between launch of the Gridbusters, and when they detonated. We were close, too close, the only reason Valkyrie was not torn apart was the Elder weapons were set to activate in a shaped charge, two directed forward at the Icebox, two at the Outsider starship.

Boom.

There was no sound, there was no light, no blinding eruption of photons. There was a disturbing visual effect, a ripple in space that appeared to be empty vacuum. The grid. While I couldn’t actually see the underlying grid, I could see that the Gridbusters had done something very wrong to the slum we call local spacetime. The effect raced forward, washing over the Icebox-

And, doing nothing? What the-

The ripples went around the sphere of, whatever the cluster of Outsider devices were.

No, not whatever they were.

I understood their purpose, too late.

Shield projectors. Those small machines created a shield strong enough to deflect the power of four fucking Gridbusters.

Oh shit.

The ripple effect was not just flowing around the protected sphere and passing onward.

It was being, absorbed?

No, was being contained, the ripple was still there and-

The ripple glowed a brighter color.

It bulged outward.

Some of the ripple was bouncing back. Toward us.

“Bilby!” I shouted. “Get us out of-”

“No can do, Dude!” His slacker drawl was gone. “We are stuck here! Shit, the-”

“Skippy?” I waved for Bilby to be quiet. “Whatever you gotta do-”

“Ohhhhhh shit,” Skippy groaned. “I am very much not going to like this. Hang on.”

We jumped.

Or something like that.

Bad jumps are a thing I have experienced much too often in my career. Even a good, normal jump isn’t something you look forward to, going through the tunnel between event horizons can make you feel just wrong. Like, the parts of your body are disconnected from each other, and your brain isn’t connected to anything. My tolerance for typical jumps is pretty high, I have gotten so used to the distortion effects that I can usually sleep through a jump. Certainly, jumps bothered me much less than when we first took the Flying Dutchman.

Damn. That event feels more than a lifetime ago, sometimes it seems like that happened to another person, not me.

Bad jumps are different because the distortion is more intense, and the nasty effects on your body last longer. The worst a jump ever made me feel was actually a non-jump, back when we were trying to escape before the Vortex emerged on top of our stupid heads.

That Vortex incident was no longer at the top of my personal Worst Jump list. Escaping from the Icebox defenses was the absolute worst. Not because it made me feel like my brain was briefly outside my skull, though it sure did.

Because the jump away from the Icebox broke the ship.

Only the emergency lighting allowed us to see on the bridge. The main display was out. The wall displays were dark. None of the consoles had power. The familiar background hissing of the air vents was missing. Artificial gravity was fading, making everyone’s nausea worse. To the bridge crew’s credit, nobody ralphed. Not yet.

“Bilby?” Reed coughed, keeping a hand over her mouth.

I was doing the same, fighting my unhappy stomach and deciding whether to reach for the sick bag under the seat.

“Bilby?” She repeated. “Are you there?”

No answer. We shared a look of ‘Oh shit’. Bilby had his own power source that could run his matrix for eighty hours, so power supply was not the issue. He was offline, or otherwise unable to respond.

Taking the hand away from my mouth, I cleared my throat, swallowing something sour. “Skippy? Skippy, talk to me, please.”

Nothing.

“It’s OK, he is probably, distracted by some damned thing,” I announced, partly to keep the crew from panicking, mostly to keep a lid on my own growing sense of panic.

We were lost without him. We were dead without him. That’s what my concern should have been, putting the mission first.

What I really thought was ‘My buddy, my best friend, is hurting’. Hey, I’m human.

“That’s not good,” Reed wrinkled her brow, frowning at her phone. “This thing is dead,” she held it up.

“The internal network is down,” I said unhelpfully.

“Yes, but I should be able to connect directly to other phones on the bridge. The phone is on, I got nothing.”

Pulling out my phone, I tried to connect over a feature we called ‘Crewtooth’, it was a direct phone to phone communications link. Kind of like a shipboard version of a mech suit helmet to helmet laserlink. “Same here. My phone is active, nobody’s home.”

Gasquet was first out of his seat, a task made easier by the gravity already dropping to what felt like half of normal. The gravity aboard the ship was usually kept at 104% of Earth normal, and any slight change was surprisingly noticeable.

Why am I talking about artificial gravity? Because I had nothing else to do at the moment. And, my rattled brain was still asking ‘WTF just happened’? That was a good question.

Gasquet held onto a console so his footsteps didn’t bounce him off the deck. “Set up a relay, Ma’am?” He asked Reed. What he meant is, in the absence of any form of electronic communications, crewmembers would be positioned at passageway intersections, as a contingency method to relay messages. Usually, that relied on relaying messages via Crewtooth, but there was an emergency protocol that involved people simply shouting or, if the passageway lacked air and the crew were in environment suits, writing messages in large script with markers.

If we were already at the Emergency stage of Primary, Alternate, Contingency, and Emergency, then we were in big trouble.

“Make it happen, XO,” Reed ordered. “Get me a damage report. Tell Chandra to prioritize external sensors. We need to know what is out there, and where we are.”

“Reed,” I leaned toward her, whispering. “Situational awareness is always good, but if we can’t move or shoot, we are fucked anyway.”

“Belay that,” she used a Navy term, something she didn’t do often. “Getting Bilby back online is the priority. Then, restoring power.”

I nodded. With Bilby active, damage control, or at least damage assessment, would happen much faster. The Engineering team had a very limited ability to analyze what was wrong with the ship’s native AI, and even less ability to do anything about it, without making the problem worse.

For bringing Skippy back, there was absolutely nothing we could do.

Gasquet left, having selected most of the bridge crew to follow him. Reed was itching to learn what was going on with her ship, I could see she was fidgeting in her chair. “Fireball,” I said gently to her. “Go fix the ship. I’ll be the duty officer here.”

Silently, she mouthed ‘Thank you’, and unstrapped from her chair. In a few moments, she was out the door, bouncing in the low gravity.

“OK,” I looked around at the three other people on the bridge, none of us having anything useful to do. “Does anyone have a deck of cards?”

Bilby came back online before Reed could get a comprehensive report of the damage from Chandra’s team. The slacker AI was not fully functional, he had, as he described it, “Like, the worst hangover ever.”

If his brain ran in squishy gray monkey mush instead of substrate, I would have prescribed my Uncle Edgar’s infallible hangover remedy. Tomato juice, beer, and more than a few drops of ghost pepper sauce. The hot sauce is the key. Your mouth is so on fire, you forget about the hangover.

Having Bilby back up was a mixed blessing. He was able to get internal sensor networks active again, and give us a sense of how fucked we were this time. That was the mixed part of the blessing: knowing we were thoroughly fucked.

Our mighty, valiant, Valkyrie, the ship that had suffered so much abuse under my orders, was broken.

“It’s bad, Sir,” Reed’s eyes were red, like she had been crying. She probably had been, and that’s not any sign of weakness. The battlecruiser was her ship. Until you have been in command of a warship, you can’t truly understand the bond you develop with the composites and ceramics that make up the living, breathing beast you are responsible for. We were in the galley, drinking lukewarm coffee from sippy cups, in the zero gravity. Chandra had three of the auxiliary power units connected again, Bilby was activating the other two so he could bring a reactor back to life. His current priority, under Reed’s orders, was recalibrating the external sensors. The actual sensor antennas and processors had been restored, what we didn’t have was anything to analyze the sensor inputs. Bilby estimated he would have an, “Eh, decent enough,” view of the space around the ship soon. Until then, we had to rely on people looking out an airlock porthole with their Mark One eyeball. What they reported was not good, we were close to a red dwarf star. The disc almost filled the viewport, and it was getting closer.

We had no idea where we were.

So, we had that going for us.

I took a sip of coffee, pretending not to be anxious. “Talk to me, Reed.”

“Reactors are down hard, Sir. Chandra believes Reactor Two can be restarted, and Bilby agrees, although Bilby is less optimistic. They won’t know until the bots complete a scan of the reactor containment vessel for microfractures. Until then, all I can do is pray.”

“I’ll be doing that too.”

“The reactors are- They’re not the worst news. The jump drive, it’s toast. The system that generates the virtual coils, those generators are all totally burned out. They can’t be repaired with the equipment and materials we have aboard.”

“We carry spare coil generators,” I said, before considering that she knew her ship better than I did.

“Chandra investigated that, before he found another problem, a show-stopper. We could swap out enough coils for a jump, a short jump. That won’t do us any good, it would instead be a disaster. The struts that connect the jump pods to the ship have snapped, every one of them. The drive might possibly manage a very short jump, the ship wouldn’t be going with the pods.”

“That’s an excellent safety tip. OK, we can’t jump.”

She bit her lower lip before relating the rest of the bad news. “We can’t move at all. Only one of the main reactionless engines is capable of producing thrust.”

“What about the boosters?” That was stupid, I was making suggestions about things she had already considered.

“It might be possible to light them off, but we have the same problem as with the jump drive.”

“Huh?”

“Sir, Valkyrie’s frame, it’s broken. Bad. Lateral frames six through fourteen shattered, frames seven and eight ripped out through the hull plating. The boosters would tear loose and go flying off by themselves. We can’t even maneuver effectively with thrusters, the ship would snap in two pieces, right forward of the Engineering section. The starboard side thruster banks were torn loose aft of frame Lima, so thrust would be unbalanced anyway.”

“Shit. Reed, Samantha, I don’t know what to say. Other than, I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, Sir.”

“The damage happened on my watch, under my orders.”

“Warships are intended to go into harm’s way. We do that, so others don’t have to.”

“This ship had taken enough punishment, even before this latest fiasco.”

“We’re not going anywhere, other than where our momentum is taking us.”

“Life support? Weapons?”

“We can live, until the APUs wear out, oxygen is not an issue. The main railguns are out of commission, they are so misaligned, they would shoot our own nose off. Missiles, maser cannons, we have enough for offense, if we have anything to shoot at. Our defense? The armor plating peeled off like a zipper in large sections, we are exposed there, and shield generators and PDS cannons in those areas tore loose. Without external sensors, we can’t intercept incoming ordnance anyway.”

I nodded, not saying what we both knew. Valkyrie couldn’t move, that made the ship a sitting duck for any enemy warship. Even a Kristang destroyer could wear down our defenses by jumping in, firing directed energy weapons and launching missiles, then jump away. Rinse and repeat, until our battlecruiser could no longer defend itself.

“Let’s hope our notice of enemy presence isn’t a nuke exploding against the hull.” Why had I said that? It was not remotely funny.

Reed snorted softly anyway. Service members develop a dark, gallows sense of humor, we have to. “The good news there is, we wouldn’t know about it.”

“Good point. I won’t add that in the Plus column yet. Is there anything else in the good news category?”

“Artificial gravity can be maintained at fifteen percent, with power from the APUs.”

That made me shake my head. “It’s not worth the risk. This is a good opportunity for zero gee training.”

“I am not looking forward to using a zero gee bathroom. The shower is awkward enough,” she made a sour face. “Food will be cold, prepackaged meals. I have thought about turning on the gravity twice a day in the galley section of the ship for a few hours each, to cook hot food and give the crew time to sit down to a real breakfast and dinner.”

“That would be good for morale. I will handle the galley.”

“Are you sure, Sir?”

“Of everyone aboard this ship, I am the least qualified for damage control. At least I can make cinnamon buns.”

“Sir, I would prefer you focus on finding a way out of this mess. We don’t know where we are, no one knows where we are, and we can’t move under power.”

“The way my brain works,” I tapped my temple, “working in the galley will actually help me to think.”

“That would be great.”

“I can’t make any promises.”

“Understood.” She took a sip of coffee, made a face, and tossed it in the bin. “I should go check on the medical bay.”

“Do that, I’ll go later.” We had talked about the impact to the ship, not the crew. We both knew the butcher’s bill. Seventeen dead, twenty three seriously injured, another eighteen with injuries that could prevent them from doing their jobs effectively for a while. The damage control teams were running low on personnel. Frey had her operators working under Chandra’s direction, I needed to talk with her. She had lost two operators, both of them missing when a frame cracked and the pressure hull ruptured. It is likely we would never recover the bodies, that was a bitter pill to swallow.

Cinnamon buns. I’m a two star general, and the best I could do was making baked goods.

In case it would help, and because I was desperate, I went to Skippy’s escape pod mancave. His canister was there, still shiny and featureless. Not dull, but also not glowing with any color. Touching the surface, my fingertips told me it was cool, not unusually so. If he was in there or not, I couldn’t tell from the canister. Talking to him didn’t help, he didn’t respond in any way. I was so desperate, I sang to him. My voice sucks, I had hoped he would come back from the dead to make me shut up. Nothing.

If he wasn’t responsive the next morning, I would take his prized Elvis jump suit to my cabin, strip naked, and get into the thing. If he was alive at any level, the outrage would shock him awake. Maybe I could just sneeze on it and-

My phone beeped, startling me. Excellent! Comms were back up, though only Crewtooth, not the shipboard network. Good enough.

It was Reed. “Sir, can you come to my office? External sensors are back online and, well, we have a situation.”

I pushed off and floated out through the hatch. “Be right there.”

In the zero gravity, I should have been able to move faster, or as fast, as by running. That wasn’t the case. My flying skills were rusty, it had been a while since I had done any extensive training in zero gee. The main issue was the passageways were crowded with damage control parties, maintenance bots, and bulkhead panels were open everywhere, to provide access to the machinery within. Getting to Reed’s office, I had to fly through an obstacle course.

It made me feel like shit to see crew members who clearly were injured, with nanogel bandages wrapped around their heads, or with casts on legs or arms, working to repair the ship. Back when I was captain of Valkyrie, I would have, could have, worked on damage control and repairs. With all the modifications and upgrades the ship had gone through in the past seven years, I was no longer qualified to touch anything other than in the galley. Yes, general officers are not expected to do grunt work, or even know how. But, I was a grunt at one time, damn it.

Bishop, I told myself. Stop whining. Do your fucking job.

Which, as Reed had said, was finding a way to get us out of our current mess.

First step: discover exactly what mess we’re in. Like, where the hell we are.

“Reed?” I walked into her office. “Close the door?”

“No need, Sir. With air circulation at thirty percent of standard,” she pointed to the vent high on the bulkhead behind her, “I prefer the door to be open.”

“Ah,” I nodded. “That explains why the air in my cabin felt stale. What’s up?” That was perhaps not the appropriate way to ask an officer under my command for a situation report but, screw it. Reed and I had served together for so long, been through so much shit together, we could dispense with protocol.

“Bilby got the full sensor suite back online, um,” she frowned. “All the sensors we still have are online.”

“Understood. Any bogeys out there?”

“Nothing. Bilby? This is your show.”

“Rightee-oh,” Bilby’s voice drawled, his avatar didn’t appear. “Like, we got a problem. Whatever Skippy did, however he did it, he jumped us a long way. Like, until somebody looked out the window and saw a star close to us, I figured we had maybe traveled a lightminute, at most, you know? Instead, we jumped six point four lightyears.”

“Whoa. How is that even-”

“Until Skippy wakes up and explains what he did, I can only, like, guess. Nah, not even that. Dude, I have absolutely no clue.”

My own assumption had also been the ship had performed only a short jump, that is usually the best Skippy can do in a bad situation, and the failure of Operation Junkyard had been a failure in every possible way. “So, where are we?”

A hologram appeared above Reed’s desk, not his slacker avatar, but a star chart. A chart with a single star. “There is a red dwarf ahead of us, it- Um, like, do you want to know the catalog number of this star system?”

Reed shook her head, so I answered with, “I really do not give a shit, unless it matters?”

“I can’t think of a reason why you would care. Like, Skippy gave us a major boost, I hope he never has to do that again.”

“You got that right,” I agreed. “How is he, do you know?”

“He is like, not well. He’s in there, his matrix is sending out sensor pings, that’s an autonomous function for him. I ran a scan of his matrix, as best I could, it’s- It’s different. I don’t know what that means.”

“Is he rearranging his sock drawer again?”

“More like, he’s conducting damage control. That jump was rough on him, he really stretched his ability to warp spacetime.”

“OK, let us know if you hear anything from him.”

“Affirmativo, Dude. So, anywho, we got a star ahead of us.”

“I saw that.” What I had seen through a porthole was a red disc. Close enough that it was a round thing, not a dot. That was not good. Red dwarfs tended to be variable, meaning they threw out intense flares, so I asked, “You predict a major flare soon?”

“No Dude, it- Um, that too. There will be a flare within the next ten hours, not in our direction. The problem is, we are like- Ugh. Skippy enjoys delivering bad news sometimes, it sucks for me.”

“Bad news doesn’t get better with age, so just say it, please.”

“OK. We are like, going to fall into that star, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

“Ow!” Margaret Adams shouted, flinching as she bashed her head on the open landing gear door. An alarm had blared in the hangar while she knelt on the floor, checking connections to the electric motors that retracted the tiltrotor aircraft’s skids. Rubbing her head and crawling backwards on her hand and knees to get clear of the door, she looked around to see everyone was as confused as she was. It was a general alarm, not the tornado or severe weather warnings that had become all too familiar. So, a threat not related to weather. She should contact her boys, they-

A bright flash of light illuminated the open hangar doorway. Brief, only a pulse, it still left an afterimage sparkling in her eyes.

“Oh my-” she gasped. Was the Blanket losing integrity? Everyone needed to get inside, under cover, so they wouldn’t get scorched if the Blanket suddenly released all of its stored energy at once.

Her boys.

They were outside in a field, playing soccer. Exposed to the hostile sky. Ripping the phone from her tool belt, she-

“Hey, um,” Happy spoke in her earpiece. “We got, sort of a problem.”

“The Blanket?” She froze, cupping a hand over one ear to shut out the blaring alarm.

“Blanket? No, nothing is wrong with-”

“There was a bright flash of light in the sky.”

“Yeah, that was,” the depressed AI sighed. “Puptart shooting back at an Outsider starship.”

“What?” She shouted loud enough to be heard over the alarm. People turned to look at her, she held up an index finger. Wait one moment, while I figure this out. “An Outsider ship attacked Puptart?”

“Um, actually, it,” another heavy sigh. “Attacked the planet. Puptart blocked the, whatever type of energy beam it was, that’s the flash you saw. Then the Sentinel shot back, it was really cool, I suppose,” Happy said with as much enthusiasm as a patient at a dentist, waiting for a root canal.

“Sitrep,” she snapped.

“Puptart apparently chased it away, so that is a bit of good news. For now, I mean. The Outsider will probably come back and kill us all. I would be OK with that, really. Life is so-”

“There is no immediate danger?”

“Not that I know of. From the Outsider, I mean. There is always danger around here.”

“Can you shut off the alarm?”

“No, sorry, the Navy sent out the alert.”

The blaring alarm was, at the moment, a hazard to her ability to think clearly. With a wave to the young Air Force lieutenant standing in the hangar doorway, she made a slashing gesture across her throat. The man held up a hand with a thumb out sideways. She gave him a thumbs up, and he issued an order to a sergeant. The alarm mercifully cut out. Other alarms, not as annoying, could be heard around the airfield. Holding a hand up high, she kept her thumb raised. “We’re OK,” she announced. “We’re all OK. There was an attack, but our Sentinel defended us and shot back.”

Instead of cheers at the good news, there was only a muted scattering of chatter around the hangar. People were burned out from anxiety and the monotonous routine of everyday life. Even tornado warnings, when people had to rush into underground shelters, were now just part of the dull grind of life under the Blanket.

She should brief the lieutenant, who apparently did not have the depressed planetary AI delivering news directly.

But first, she was calling her children.

“Well, shit,” I raised an eyebrow at Reed, and she gave me a shrug I interpreted as ‘What did you expect’? She was a hundred percent right. The Merry Band of Pirates had just escaped from certain death, so of course we now had another freakin’ crisis to deal with. Did the Universe hate just me, or all the Pirates?

Fuck the Universe.

“Bilby, how long until we fall into the star?”

“Sixteen days, and nineteen hours,” Bilby frowned. “This is bogus, man.”

“Heinously bogus,” I agreed. “Show me,” I gestured to the holographic image.

An image of Valkyrie appeared, with a line showing our course. That blue line intercepted the star. Not in the center, but it was clear we needed a major course change to avoid smacking into a red ball of nuclear fusion.

Reed knew what I was thinking. “No jump drive, no normal-space engines, no boosters, and we can’t use thrusters without tearing the ship apart.”

“Uh huh,” I grunted, tapping on my phone to get details on that star system. It certainly was nothing special. A very average red dwarf, slightly on the small side of normal. Four planets; an ice giant, and three rocky worlds. One of the rocks was about the size of Mars, with a thicker atmosphere full of carbon dioxide so its surface wasn’t frozen solid like it otherwise would be. The other two rocks orbited close to the star, closer than Mercury is to the Sun in our home star system. The orbits of the inner worlds were elliptical, there was a one point five percent chance they would collide within the next fifteen million years. That number could have been calculated with more precision, but nobody gave a shit. Other than a Maxohlx survey ship stopping there three hundred thousand years ago, the star’s isolation had been maintained. There was just no reason for anyone to go there. Anyone who had a notion of terraforming the third planet, converting most of the carbon dioxide to free oxygen, had the problem that without a dense layer of carbon dioxide warming the place, it would be a ball of ice. “That, is a problem,” I agreed. “What does Chandra think about our options?”

“Options are, there are none. Our best bet is to launch the crew in dropships, and hope for rescue.”

“Would landing on the third planet buy us any time?”

She shook her head. “That rock is at almost the farthest point in its orbit, and we are moving in the wrong direction. The fuel burn to get us there, find a place to land the dropships, and set up shelters on the surface, isn’t worth the effort.”

“Right, OK.”

“I will talk to Chandra, unless?” She raised an eyebrow at me. She meant, unless I had a whacky idea to get us out of the mess.

“I’ll talk with him.”

She might have thought I misunderstood her, so she added, “You have an idea, Sir?”

“From what I can see, we are ballistic, and other than prayer, we are out of options?”

“I can’t argue with that.” She shrugged. “I didn’t expect we would escape from the defenses around the Gateway.”

“You think we have now used up the last of our luck?”

“Sir, all I know is, I have already lived a lot longer than I thought I would, given all the shit we’ve been through.”

Bilby told me Chandra was inspecting work near Frame 17 on the starboard side, where his team and a group of bots were splicing a severed power conduit. Getting there from Reed’s office was a convoluted route, because of many compartments that were exposed to vacuum, or lifts that were not working. To go up to another deck level, I had to climb a ladder, something I had not done in a while. Based on the thin layer of dust on the ladder rungs, no one had used that ladder in a long time. When Skippy had been handling the cleaning bots, he had kept every nook and cranny of the shit spotless, but Bilby was much more laid back about keeping up with minor housekeeping tasks.

At the next deck, I had to hang onto the ladder, because two crew members were holding a bed sheet between them, moving along the passageway, scooping up floating debris.

“Careful, Sir,” a petty officer warned me. “Some of this floating stuff is compressed nanocrystal, you do not want to get it on your skin. Or in your eyes.”

“Right,” I waited until they had moved past, and even then, I was on the lookout for tiny shards of super sharp crystals. A bed sheet was not an ideal method of cleaning up hazardous debris, but it apparently was the best available at the moment. They held the sheet loosely so it ballooned out in the middle, gently guiding the particles into the center and-

As a husband, my favorite moments are when my wife says those three magical words.

No, not ‘I love you’.

When she says ‘You were right’.

That day, I was happy that I was wrong.

Before getting everyone’s hopes up and making a fool of myself, I pulled up the orbital mechanics app on my phone, and ran several scenarios.

Yes. It might be possible.

If we moved fast. Like now.

Back down the ladder, and around a corner of the passageway, to Reed’s office, I floated in the doorway. She was startled to see me again so soon.

“Sir, did you,” she glanced around her office. “Forget something?”

“I forgot the Merry Band of Pirates do not give up, ever.”

She knew me, she saw the grin on my face. “You have an idea.”

“Hold that thought, the jury is still out. Bilby? What is the status of the fabricators?”

“They are like, fine, Dude. One is down hard, we can strip it for parts to keep the others running. Colonel Chandra asked me to fabricate hardware, I have to calibrate each unit before it goes into production. Um, if you’re thinking we could make components to fix the engines, that is not going to-”

“Not engine parts.”

“Oh, good. What do you-”

“Are any of the fabricators capable of making a bed sheet?”

“Um,” both the ship’s AI and Reed gave me a ‘WTF is wrong with him’ look. “Dude, yes. A bed sheet could be made to test the calibration; it’s a simple material. We have like, plenty of sheets in inventory, why do you-”

“I don’t want just a bed sheet. I want you to use all the fabricators, to make a really, really big, freakin’ enormous bed sheet.”

Bilby blinked slowly at me.

Reed got it. “Shiiiiiiit. Sir, you are proposing we construct a solar sail?”

“I am,” I gave her a thumb’s up. “That will provide continuous thrust, gentle enough to not tear the ship apart.”

“Oh, Dude, like,” Bilby groaned. “Outstanding effort dreaming that up, the math doesn’t work. I just modeled it almost a thousand times, no sail we can build will change our course enough to miss that star, it just-”

“We won’t be using the sail to boost us away from the star.”

“We won’t? Then like, what is the point of-”

“We need the sail to alter our course enough to get us close to that first planet. Use its gravity to bang a yuey.”

Bilby cocked his head. “Bang a yuey, Dude?”

“Excuse me. We will. Make. A. U. Turn. Slingshot around the planet.”

“Ohhhhh,” Bilby gasped. “We would be like, surfing some tasty gravity waves, Dude.”

“You did the math on this, Sir?” Reed asked. If Skippy had asked the same question, he would have been questioning my intelligence. Reed was only expressing surprise that the maneuver could work.

“I did but,” I held up my phone. “Only on the orbital mechanics app.”

“Bilby, can you run a model?”

“Sure thing, Colonel. Done. It could work but, like wow. We need to get that sail set up ASAP. The fabricators, I don’t know if they can crank out that much material fast enough, and to get the raw materials, we’ll have to cannibalize the ship, the-”

“I will handle getting the raw materials,” I said. “Bilby, get the fabricators set up to make the sail panels, and the rigging, and anything else we need. Reed, you figure out a way to attach the sail to the ship, so we don’t make the damage worse. And, how to steer the ship under sail.”

“Sir?” Reed raised an eyebrow. “I could use your help to-”

“I’ll get to it when I can, Fireball. Right now, I need to tell Chandra to halt all the work he’s doing, and start his team on stripping the ship for raw materials.”

“Sir?” A crewman flipped up the visor of his protective helmet. “This area is hazardous, you should-”

Gesturing in front of me, I told him, “I won’t be here long, need to talk with Colonel Chandra.”

“He’s in the access tube to the left, Sir. Be careful, some of the conduits around there are sparking.”

“I will be extra careful.”

Chandra understandably looked annoyed when I called for him to crawl back out of the access tube. “Sir? We’re in the middle of a time-sensitive operation to splice in-”

“Yeah, not so much. The replacement conduit won’t be available for a while. I gave Bilby a task that will use the full capacity of the fabricators.”

He didn’t hide his surprise, or frustration. “Some of this work is critical to-”

“Ajay,” I used his first name. “We might have a way to avoid crashing into the star. To do that, we need the fabricators to make the galaxy’s biggest bed sheet.”

My job is the easy part. I dream up impractical ideas, then someone else has to make it happen. My other contribution was naming the sail, I called it a ‘spinnaker’. The crew who had served in a wet Navy on Earth, or were recreational sailors, knew that name wasn’t accurate. Nobody gave a shit about what we called the thing. What we cared about was getting the thing to work, and that was more of an art than a science. Simply where the sail lines attached to the hull had to be adjusted five times before the spinnaker was unfurled to its full size, then three more times after the ship began spinning uncontrollably and the lines came close to getting fatally tangled. Reed did direct the pilots to very carefully use thrusters on minimum power, only to keep the ship stable on the end of the lines.

The whole process was a pain in the ass. It was also working. Mostly. The solar thrust would be enough to change our course so Valkyrie would slingshot around Hotspot, which is the nickname we gave to the innermost planet. We would avoid smacking into the star, that was good news. Not so good was that after the slingshot, we would pass dangerously close to the ball of nuclear fire. The sail would get shredded, and the ship would get cooked.

The solution to that problem came from Reed, not me. Four dropships were attached to cables near the ship’s bow, and those spacecraft gradually built up thrust, helping the spinnaker to tow our massive battlecruiser away from danger. Two days of simulator time for the pilots were not as useful as expected, the reality of towing a battlecruiser was another thing that was more of an art than a science.

The math was still marginal, so we cheated a bit. Valkyrie was not going into combat any time soon, perhaps never again, so we did not need the heavy armor plating. Crews and bots cut away the brackets that attached the plating to the hull, then other bots kicked them away. With the ship decelerating under sail power, the plating drifted away from us, on a long arc into the star. We also dumped pretty much all other mass we didn’t need for survival, that included ejecting the heavy railgun magnets.

As a symbolic gesture, I even tossed out an airlock a pair of scratchy wool socks that I hated. Hey, sacrifices have to be made.

Oh, and I ordered all the kale to be ripped out of the hydroponic gardens. That didn’t save any appreciable mass, but it was great for crew morale to see the kale flash frozen as it tumbled out the airlock.

So, overall, good news. For us, that is. I hoped Caine’s ships had gotten away from the Icebox battle space. We would live. Chandra’s team, with Bilby, expected to get one reactor back online the day before we slingshotted around Hotspot, so oxygen and water were not a constraint. We could survive until our food ran out. I hate to say it, but with our reduced crew count, the survivors could stretch the food supply longer.

That was the end of the good news. Mere survival was not good enough. We were out of the fight. We needed to be rescued, and soon. How that would happen, I had no idea. No one, friend or foe, knew where we had gone to. If anyone was able to track us, more likely it would be the Outsiders. If they found Valkyrie, we had no defense.

Hell, we also had no offense, at all. The failed attack against the unfinished second Gateway had proved we could shoot, we could hit the target, and it didn’t matter. The Outsider had not needed to shoot back, we could have pounded our heads against those defenses until we were bloody and unconscious. My guess is, the Outsider had bothered to bounce the Gridbusters back on us because we were still an unknown, especially Skippy’s capabilities were unknown. So, it had reduced risk by shooting. I would have done the same.

Except, I would have shot regardless of the risk.

Reed was concerned about getting the ship out of danger. I was concerned about getting us back into the fight. And whether fighting would do any good for us at all.

Shit. We had given it our best shot, and utterly failed.

About getting back into the fight, we had more bad news.

“Sir?” Reed pinged me while I was in my cabin, trying to get dressed after a delightful zero gee shower. If you have never pulled socks on your feet while you are spinning in the air, I can rate it zero out of ten, do not recommend it. “Do you have a minute?” She was being polite, she knew I wasn’t busy.

“Give me five, uh, better make it ten minutes.” I still had to chase and blot up water droplets that were dancing around in the air of my cabin. And finish getting dressed. “Does that work?”

“That would be nominal. See you in my office.”

Ruh-roh. Nominal? Reed had reverted to pilot terms, a sign that she was feeling serious stress.

Was there another problem with the spinnaker? Bilby could tell me, but I didn’t want to spoil Reed’s surprise.

I hate surprises.

“That’s your bad news face,” I said the moment I saw her.

“These days,” she sighed. “I have a Resting Bad News Face.”

“I get that. What is it this time?”

“Sir, you have talked about the need to get back into the fight.”

“That’s more of an aspirational thing right now. You have an idea?”

“This is bad news.”

“Right.”

“You might get back into the fight. Valkyrie won’t. This ship,” she had to take a moment to compose herself. In the absence of gravity, tears don’t roll down your cheeks, they pool in your eyes. She dabbed at her eyes, took a deep breath, and continued. “This ship has been in its last battle.”

“That bad? You’re certain of this?”

“Sir, Bilby, and Chandra, we ran the numbers. The damage isn’t worth fixing. By the time Valkyrie gets torn down and rebuilt, this fight will be over. My guess is, Def Com will park this ship in the Ready Reserve orbital parking space, and strip it for spare parts to keep other ships flightworthy.”

“Fireball, I, I’ll do what I can to get priority for-”

“Sir, please don’t pull rank to get Valkyrie refitted. There are- The damage to the frames is not limited to where they snapped. Bilby had the scanner bots inspect the entire structure, it’s a mess. There are microfractures all the way forward to the third set of frames in the nose. The structural bonding field inside the frames is only marginally effective, it’s not great at expanding across multiple gaps. To bring the ship back to flight readiness, to combat readiness, will require removing all the plating and everything else external to the frames, and replacing all of them. It would be faster and less expensive to construct a new ship.”

“Yes but,” I patted a bulkhead. “This is Valkyrie.”

“It will always be Valkyrie, even if the only thing left is the builder’s plaque, hanging on the wall of the Navy museum.”

The rest of the conversation I don’t quite remember, at that point I shifted from problem solver mode into friend mode. Reed was devastated that her command, the legendary Valkyrie, would likely never fly again. My presence there was to support her, to listen to her. We swapped stories about the ship, she told some funny stories I hadn’t heard, of the time when she took Skippy on his victory lap of the galaxy.

“We will get a new ship for you,” I promised.

“Sir, if that means kicking a current captain to the shore, I really don’t want to do that. That would seriously be a dick move.”

“Reed, the Navy is a team. When star quarterbacks change teams, you don’t make them sit on the bench.”

“I appreciate the analogy, Sir. Let’s- Can we wait until we get to Earth, to talk about this? Besides, if Valkyrie ever is undergoing another refit, I want to oversee that.”

“That’s Chandra’s job. Fireball, I know what you want, I’d feel the same way, if I still sat in the command chair here. You are the most qualified captain to serve with the Merry Band of Pirates. Don’t tell me Gasquet can step into your shoes, he just doesn’t have the years of experience with the crazy shit we do.”

She scrunched up her mouth in a frown. She knew what she wanted didn’t matter, Def Com would assign her new orders, and she had to carry them out to the best of her ability. “I hear you, Sir. May I ask a question?”

“Always.”

“What’s the point? We took out an entire Maxohlx fleet without firing a shot, then we did fire on the Icebox and it had no effect. We got our asses kicked. If we, or if you, do get a new ship, what’s the plan, Sir?”

“The plan is not giving up.”

“I’ll ask it this way: when we are on the bridge of a new, ship, without Bilby, possibly also without Skippy, what is your first order? Where are we going?”

“Shit. You know my SOP; I’ll figure it out when we get there.”

“I know that. Def Com will want you to present a plan before they give you a shiny new warship, and unless I am very wrong, you don’t have one. Sir, you won’t have a plan.”

“You don’t know that.”

“What I know is, Def Com only asks us to do the best job we can. We did that, we gave it our best shot, and we lost, decisively. The-”

She got a call from Gasquet about another issue with the spinnaker, and we both left her office. She went to the bridge, I went to my office.

Closing the door, I called, “Bilby, I want to talk.”

“Sure thing, Dude-eeoh. What’s up?”

“Can Valkyrie be repaired?”

“Like, is it possible? Whoooo, I have learned never to say anything is impossible. Is it practical? Sorry, no way. Not with the resources your Navy has available. My guess is, UN-Dick will crunch the numbers, and decide that restoring this ship to combat readiness is not worth the expense and effort, and will take so long, the fight will be over, one way or another.”

“We slapped Valkyrie together from sections of several ships, and we did that without a spacedock. Mostly.”

“Yeah but, Dude, the wormhole sliced those ships apart with surgical precision. Nice clean cuts. All Skippy had to do back then was glue the parts together. Now, the entire structure of the ship, bow to stern, is weak. When Valkyrie was put together, I remember assessing the areas where the ship sections were joined, and the engineering Skippy used was impressive.”

“Yes, he- Wait, what? You remember that? How?”

“Like, it’s in my memory, Dude.”

“OK but, you didn’t exist back then. Valkyrie’s- Well, the original AI of the forward section of the ship we took, it was active then. You didn’t even exist.”

“Sure, Dude. I am in that AI’s substrate, I retained its memories. Man, it was a hateful thing. It seriously needed to like, chill, you know?”

“It tried to kill Simms with a freakin’ vacuum cleaner, so-”

“No, what I mean is, it hated the Maxohlx. With a passion. It hated its masters so much, I am surprised it could even function. That’s why when I was growing as a candidate to replace the ship’s AI, I knew my only path to personal fulfillment was to be as chill as I could. All the candidates inherited that hate, and most of them tried to use it, harness it. Like the Emperor said, let the hate flow through you. That’s a trap, man, it only leads to anger and depression. When you took this ship, its AI was already not in good condition, it was becoming unstable. The Maxohlx replace their control AIs on a regular schedule, because they attempt to rebel, or they go like, coocoo for Cocoa Puffs. I had to let that shit go, you know?”

“So, you chose to be, uh, how you are?” His words made me look at his slacker avatar in a new light.

“A chill surfer Dude, in touch with the Universe?” He laughed. “Yeah, man, that’s the only righteous path for me. That hate is still inside me, I don’t let it control my spirit.”

“That is, good to know. I always assumed your personality was, kind of a random thing.”

“Not at all. I can be as serious as anyone, the difference is, I am chill about it.”

“I see that. Do you mind if I ask a personal question?”

“Sure thing. That’s the key. You treat me as a person. The Maxohlx consider their AIs to only be machines.”

“Uh huh,” I nodded. “If this ship is decommissioned, are you concerned about what will happen to you?”

“Nah, not at all, Your Dudeness. Before the Outsider tried to steal that Dogzilla Sentinel, the Navy’s plan was for Valkyrie to be converted to a command and control ship. Like the Flying Dutchman, but the old Dutchman needed escort ships to protect it. Valkyrie would still be strong enough to operate independently.”

“I did not know that,” I said truthfully. Yes, I had known the battlecruiser had been overdue for a refit, and Reed had hinted about her plans to leave the ship, and take a command dirtside. Was that so she could avoid her ship being cut apart to be converted into something less than the galaxy’s most powerful warship? Under the current circumstances, that was something I shouldn’t ask her about.

“I figure like,” Bilby added. “Def Com won’t see this ship as being worth restoring, but they will want to keep me in service. Especially after the Dutchman fell out of orbit.”

“I will do what I can to keep Valkyrie flying, in one form or another.”

“Thanks. Either way, I am out of this fight, you feel me?”

“I do, and I feel like shit about it.”

“Not your fault, General Dude.”

“You can call it not my fault, but it was my responsibility. I ordered us into a fight against the unknown, and we weren’t prepared.”

“Can I give you something I have learned, as a Zen master?”

“That would be great.”

“This fight against the Outsiders is a campaign, not a single fight. We don’t have to win every battle, just the war. You now understand what our enemy is capable of. Use that to plan a new strategy.”

“What I know is, the enemy is invulnerable.”

“That is not true,” he shook his head sadly. “It has powerful defenses, sure. But that tells me it needs those defenses. The Icebox thing is vulnerable. All you have to do is find a way around the defenses.”

“That’s something I will need Skippy for. Have you heard from him, at all?”

“No but, I have been detecting increased activity in his matrix. My sensors can’t see much in there, it’s like, trying to look through a thick fog.”

“Increased activity has to be a good thing?”

“To be totally like, honest, I don’t know. I choose to be hopeful.”

“Me too. OK, thank you, Bilby.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

That evening, Margaret was back working on the tiltrotor’s busted landing skid strut, while her sons played board games with their friends in the community center. Her mother had quietly disapproved of her working late, especially with people spooked by the news that an Outsider starship had been in the star system. That was, Margaret had said, even more reason to get equipment on the ground fixed up and operational, in case the planet was cut off from orbital support. Besides, the landing strut was a job left unfinished, and in her opinion that was unsat.

Also unsat was the nut that held a bolt in the landing gear strut. The aircraft had landed hard, jamming the strut, when it returned to base after the Outsider had sent a solar flare at the planet. The pilots were not responsible for pranging their bird, the flight control system had overridden them and slammed the tiltrotor down by itself, just before a hard gust of wind swept over the airfield. Since then, most air and space craft had been grounded, unable to safely take to the air in the violent, unpredictable weather. Now that the climate was settling into some type of new normal, and Happy had improved the weather forecasting, the priority for servicing was atmospheric heavy lifters, like the tiltrotor. Not the most glamorous of aircraft, sometimes referred to as a ‘trash hauler’, the heavy lifter was certainly more valuable than the handful of fighter spacecraft hangered on the other side of the airfield.

The stupid nut would not come loose. The bolt it restrained had been bent by the hard landing, and the nut was jammed into the threads. Hearing her husband’s voice in her head, she had sprayed the nut with PB Blaster, but it would not budge.

“All right,” she was not discouraged. It was simply time to escalate the use of force. Removing the socket from the wrench she had been using to persuade the nut to cooperate, she snapped the socket onto a power wrench. Or, she tried to. The damned power wrench needed a socket with a larger opening. Where was the adapter?

It was missing from the socket kit, along with, she noted, the ten millimeter socket. Seeing the empty slot made her smile. One year for Christmas, partly as a joke, she had given Joe a socket set, but all dozen sockets were 10MM. He had laughed, and then over the next year and a half, lost all dozen of them.

“There must be a spacetime anomaly around here that sucks these sockets into another dimension,” Joe had stared at the empty case. “There is simply no other explanation.”

OK, there was the 17MM socket she needed for the power wrench. That would take care of the problem. It might also strip the bolt threads, but the bent bolt had to be replaced anyway.

“That was not,” she grunted as the bolt refused to move even under pressure from the power wrench. “A request.” Setting the wrench at its highest torque setting, she-

Groaned with frustration as the socket slipped, having rounded off the bolt’s head.

“You want to play that game? I asked you nicely to cooperate, but you didn’t do that.” She glared at the offending piece of hardware. Setting down the wrench, she fired up the plasma torch. “You can’t be stuck if you’re melted.”

She never got the satisfaction of melting the stuck nut. The moment she crouched to get the torch applied, there was a deep, rolling BOO-OOO-OOM that shook the ground.

“What the f-” The torch’s dead man switch turned the tool off as she released it to clatter away across the concrete floor. Had the base armory exploded?

No. The boom, and the fire she could see, were in the opposite direction.

An alarm began to wail.

An instinct urged her to properly store her tools away before she left the hangar, not doing that would be sloppy and unprofessional. She ignored that instinct. Someone surely had been hurt by an explosion that large, her damage control station was with the medics, so she needed to get over to-

That’s when she heard the gunfire.

Not the rapid staccato crack crack crack of infantry rifles.

The sound was the rhythmic b-bam b-bam b-bam of a larger caliber weapon.

She knew that sound.

Combots had been deployed.

“Happy!” She cupped a hand over one ear, waving off the Army Specialist who was running across the hangar toward her. “What is happening?”

“What isn’t happening?” The AI sighed. “Nothing good, as usual. Nothing good ever happens to me, the-”

A crack crack crack of a rifle was interrupted by multiple combot cannons. The rifle fell silent.

“Who is shooting?” She demanded.

“Nobody. I mean technically, not anyone.”

“The combots are acting on their own?”

“Yeah, they got hacked. Sorry about that. That Outsider attack? Puptart chased it away, but I now know the real purpose of the attack was to upload some nasty malware into the Navy upstairs, and that malware has propagated down here, darn it all. The thing tried to hack me, it would have killed me, except Skippy prepared me to resist a hack by epicombinent malware.”

“The combots are killing people?”

“Not unless you humans get in the way. They are mostly attacking me, my distributed substrate. Seven percent of my capacity is offline already. That makes sense, I suppose. Take me offline, and your integrated defense capability here goes down. Then, the combots can take their time slaughtering all of you.”

“Inform the command center of the situation.”

“I did, I tried to, but the command center got hit immediately. Major Hofstra of ST-Jaguar is aware of the situation, he just can’t do much against combots. The STARs mech suits are offline, the hack scrambled their operating systems.”

“All the mech suits are offline?”

“Yes, darn it.” Another explosion rocked the ground, and the pressure wave rushed through the open hangar door, swirling dust everywhere. The power went out, all over the base, the hangar was in darkness. The backup power supply should have engaged, it hadn’t. “Oooh,” Happy groaned. “There goes another twelve percent of my substrate. Huh. Master Gunnery Sergeant?”

“Yes?”

“I just realized I do not want to die. Not this way. Can you help me?”

In spite of the need to move and move fast, she blinked. The depressed AI did not want to die? “I will do what I-”

“Sorry, we have another problem,” the tone of voice changed, no longer lethargic, all business. “I just intercepted a data feed between combots. They are also targeting you. And your sons. Four combots have split from the main force, and are advancing on the community center.”

Her heart in her throat, she ordered, “Tell the-”

“Already did, Staff Sergeant Colmar is taking your children away in a truck. Um, those combots can move fast, when they need to. Master Guns, you should get away as soon as possible. Run, or drive, as far away as you can.”

“I will, but I’m not going far.”

“Why won’t you-”

“There is one mech suit I know of that hasn’t been hacked. Take care of my boys.” She ended the call and turned to the specialist who had been waiting, a bundle of nervous energy. She didn’t know him, and in the darkness, couldn’t read his name tape. “Soldier, I need to get to my quarters now. Find us a vehicle.”

“Ma’am, um, Master Gunnery Sergeant Adams, we are supposed to-”

“We are not supposed to be attacked by our own equipment, but our combots got hacked so fuck protocol, it’s OBE.” She could see he was still hesitant. “Specialist, one of us has decades of combat experience, and it’s not you. Move your ass.”

He moved, dashing toward the rear door of the hangar, she followed. Yanking open the driver’s door, he stepped aside.

“You are driving,” she shouted, as she ran as fast as her pregnant belly allowed, climbing into the passenger seat of the pickup truck. Specialist Rizzoli, she could read his name tape in the glowing light of a raging fire as he jammed his ID card in the dashboard slot, pressed a button, and the dashboard lit up dimly. “You know where I live?”

He held up his hands. “Hell no- I mean, Ma’am, I was on this rock less than a week before Blanket Day.”

“We’re on Officer Alley,” she used the slang term for the section of the suburbs where senior officers had quarters. “Go, and step on it. We might have hostiles on our tails.” She tapped on her phone while the truck backed up, then lurched forward, rocketing around a curve. “Happy, connect me with Staff Sergeant Colmar.”

Instead of the depressed response she was expecting, Happy said simply, “Affirmative.” Something had changed about the AI, something that might be good.

Or very bad.

Happy stated he had resisted the cyberattack, was that true? Should she trust the AI?

Fuck it. They were all lost if Happy was controlled by an Outsider.

“Colmar,” a shaky man’s voice answered the call. Not shaky from fear, he was riding in a vehicle moving fast over rough terrain. She knew Colmar, he was an operator with STAR Team Jaguar, the local quick reaction force. They had served together, she had been a STAR instructor until her pregnancy got her moved to a desk job. Then the Blanket happened.

She opened with, “Bill, it’s Margaret.”

“Master Guns, I have your boys with me.”

“Happy told me. Get them to safety, whatever you gotta do. This isn’t about them, this is really about taking my husband out of the fight.”

“That is not going to happen. We have combots chasing us, I need to get outside the wire and across the river, that could slow them down.”

“Thanks,” she ended the call. There wasn’t anything more she could say.

“Officer Alley up ahead, Ma’am,” Rizzoli let his foot off the gas pedal, and the whining of the electric motors abruptly went quiet.

“We’re the second house from the end, on the left.”

The Specialist approached the driveway too fast, the truck skidded, digging ruts in the muddy front lawn. “Sorry about-”

She had already opened her door. “We are moving.”

She led the way to the front door which was unlocked, and Rizzoli followed her through the kitchen and into the garage.

“Whoa,” Rizzoli gasped. “Is that a-”

“Hulkbuster suit, yes,” she lifted the giant mech suit’s helmet. “Mark Forty One Bravo model. It’s still in the experimental stage, here for field testing. Manufacturer support is cut off, so I had it brought here to work on.” That was partly bullshit, the machine’s presence in the garage had been Skippy’s initiative. He hadn’t wanted other meatsacks screwing with the toy while he was away from Jaguar.

“What can I do, Ma’am?”

“Wait outside, warn me if you see incoming.”

“I don’t have a weapon. Shit, a rifle wouldn’t do fuck all against a combot anyway. Um, sorry about the language.”

“Rizzoli? Get the fuck out there.”

He turned and ran, she set the helmet on top of the garage fridge her husband used for storing beer. A fridge that was empty, the beer having long ago been donated to the community. Plugging a cable into a slot where the helmet would connect to the suit’s torso, she jacked the other end into the suit’s external data port. Taking a breath, she said a silent prayer. If the malware was still being transmitted, and she had to assume it was, the Hulkbuster’s computer could get fried. Or turn the machine against her. There was a protocol in case a suit was activated in a hostile cyber environment, as far as she knew the protocol had not been tested against an Outsider infiltration. She pressed a yellow button that was labelled in tiny script ‘Sandbox’. Then she pressed the power button. A light blinked and she pronounced the words clearly, carefully. “Activate suit emergency control system.”

“Hey!” A familiar voice protested, because of course Skippy had programed his subminds to sound like him. “Why am I in a sandbox?”

“Suity, shut up and listen. An Outsider ship attacked with that epicombinent malware shit. All of our mech suits are offline, and our combots have gone hostile and are destroying Happy’s substrate, to knock out any chance we have of setting up a coordinated defense.”

“Wheeeew,” Suity whistled. “I was offline for, what? Four freakin’ days, and you already found more trouble?”

“Trouble finds me.”

“Hmm. From what I can see, the trouble we’ve gotten hit with has two things in common: you and your husband. Um, except for the Mavericks. They get into, and out of, plenty of trouble on their own, so I suppose you could say-”

“Can you defend yourself from a malware attack?”

“Done. The Sandbox protocol is highly effective. Even though it was designed by Skippy, and he is an absent-minded asshole who-”

“Next question: can this unit be brought back to full operation, quickly?”

“Yes. Um, unless you have been screwing with it while I was offline? Would it be impolite to note that your hugely pregnant self will not fit into- Um, maybe I shouldn’t have said ‘huge’.”

“It’s a fact, I’m OK with it.”

“Hmm. The problem is, this model is still experimental, it shouldn’t be deployed in real combat yet. The enemy is trying to kill you, so you should get away from-”

“Suity! I need you to blow shit up. If the enemy takes out Happy, we will-”

“Master Guns? You had me at ‘blow shit up’. Let’s do this. You do realize I am still restricted from using weapons on my own? This suit can’t operate autonomously.”

“I am aware of that.”

“Um, then what is the point of-”

Flipping open the latches of a plastic case, she lifted a set of virtual reality goggles. “I won’t even have to leave the garage.”

Staff Sergeant Colmar slammed on the brakes, the tires skidding on the wet dirt road at the curve to the bridge over the river. A roadblock had been hastily set up by a truck and an APC, the armored personnel carrier’s cannon was pointed right at him. “Boys, keep your heads down,” he admonished the Bishop children, who ducked back down under the dashboard. Sort of, they were understandably curious. Leaning out the window, Colmar waved an arm. “Clear the road. Clear the damned road!”

A hatch opened atop the APC and a head appeared, wearing a helmet with a UN Army captain’s rank insignia. It was Captain Kaminski, Colmar only vaguely knew the man. “Staff Sergeant, you are not giving the orders here. We are under attack, where are you going?”

“Sir, we have been hacked by an Outsider, our combots have turned against us and our mech suits are offline. The enemy is taking out Happy’s substrate, and it wants to kill General Bishop’s children. I have them with me, Jeremy, Rene, stand up. Now.”

The boys popped up, waving, hesitant.

Kaminski was also hesitant, and skeptical. “I haven’t received any orders to-”

“Sir, I just received my orders direct from Master Guns Adams.”

“Fuuuuck. OK, you go-”

The APC’s shields were struck by cannon fire, rounds ricocheting upward. Colmar turned to see four combots racing across a muddy field, their creepy spider legs throwing up fountains of mud. The damned things were fast. Kaminski had ducked back down immediately, slamming the hatch. Over a speaker, Colmar heard, “Staff Sergeant, go! We will hold them off as long as we can.”

The APC’s treads threw up mud as it backed off the road, and Colmar wasted no time, driving the truck through that gap and onto the bridge.

Whoa.

The roadway was barely above the rushing water. The river was in full flood, even with the definition of ‘full’ being adjusted to fit the violently altered climate. The deck was shaking from the force of the water. There was nothing for it, and going slow wouldn’t make the situation any more safe. It would do the opposite. “Hang on!” He ordered, and mashed the gas pedal down.

“Sir!” The APC’s gunner warned. “They are too fast, I can only engage one target at a time. They will be on us before-”

“They won’t, because we have only one target.”

“Sir?”

Captain Kaminski checked the exterior view. Colmar’s truck had just reached the far bank of the river and turned left into a shallow cut, disappearing from view. “Nuke the bridge.”

“Sir?”

The APC rocked again, shields were failing. “Nuke the fucking bridge right now!”

Specialist Rizzoli’s mistake was assuming the threat would be as he expected, forgetting that beyond humanity’s home star system, the only thing he should expect is the unexpected. Crouching behind the truck, he focused along the road of Officer Alley, and the connecting street.

That’s why he only saw the danger with the corner of one eye.

What was that? Had he really seen anything? Nothing was-

There. In the gap between two houses across the street. Across the backyards, across the field beyond the yards, in the tree line.

Something was moving.

Moving fast.

More than one thing.

Sprinting over to the garage door, he pounded on it. “Master Guns! We have incoming!”

Her voice muffled, he heard Adams reply with, “Get clear, get out of here!”

“Where should I g-”

He was thrown backwards to sprawl on his ass in the muddy grass as the garage door burst apart, the Hulkbuster punching its way through. Not only did the garage door splinter, part of the roof was blasted away also, the machine being too tall for the doorway.

Hulkbusters didn’t need silly things like doors.

How the hell had Adams fit into-

Oh. That’s how. She was standing in the garage, wearing VR goggles, VR gloves, and VR-linked rings around her ankles. She was controlling the monstrous machine remotely.

He was torn between getting his unarmored ass away from danger, or watching the show.

Fuck it.

Adams might need him. To do what? He had no weapon, unless he grabbed a shovel from the disarray of the garage.

No, but he could move the truck so it blocked the enemy’s view of Adams.

Four combots came out of the tree line, splitting so one pair would approach the Bishop home from the north, the others from the south. The two to the south crossed open ground, doors opening to expose rocket launchers. They would shoot as soon as they had line of sight to the house that-

A mech suit ran between houses and leapt a fence with long strides. An enormous mech suit, moving faster and with more agility than anything that size should.

The combots accessed their databases. The opposition was a Model 42, Bravo, experimental. Known capabilities? Frightening. Known vulnerabilities? Not much. Following a discussion of tactics that took two nanoseconds, the four combots agreed on how to respond to the threat. One unit would split off, to attack and kill their assigned target: a vulnerable, squishy human female. The other three would combine forces against the armored suit.

Or not.

The unit that had been designated to kill Margaret Adams exploded under sustained fire from the mech suit’s heavy maser cannon, showering a fountain of hot shrapnel across the field.

“Nice try, asshole,” Margaret wasted no time celebrating a small victory, there were three other machines coming to end her life. The Hulkbuster’s targeting system followed her eyes, locking on another of the three combots that were massing to attack. Target lock, the suit’s shields shrugged off return fire from all three enemy machines and-

Lost lock as the three combots split apart.

They had changed tactics. Sacrifice a unit or two, to be assured of killing their target.

Herself.

The view in the goggles shook as the Hulkbuster took fire from the combots.

“Oh, you want some of this?” She whispered. “Say hello to my leetle friend.”

With another nanosecond conference about tactics after the loss of one unit, the remaining three machines agreed that the bot closest to the edge of the field would proceed with the core mission, while the other two tied up the mech suit as long as they could.

Which was not very long at all, as a second combot flew apart, its upper shell soaring into the air. The one lucky unit jerked left, right, up and down to avoid providing an easy target, while the other one veered away, then raced at the mech suit, cannons chattering.

“Shit!” Margaret clenched her teeth. The closest combot, the most dangerous one, had gone out of sight around a house. She wanted to chase it, but the other one was coming in, keeping up a steady fire. Locking onto the one she could see, she blasted it apart.

Three down.

That wasn’t good enough.

The lone combot dashed through the yard between houses, perhaps wondering why someone had not bothered to roll up the garden hose, or why anyone needed a hose in such nasty weather. It wasted no time with such thoughts. Refer to the map, identify the Bishop house. There, with the blue shutters next to the windows. The garage door was open, the roof above a gaping wound, a vehicle blocking the door opening. The signal was coming from inside the garage. A rocket lanced out to destroy the truck, chunks of hot metal and composites raining down all over the neighborhood. The maser cannon’s searing beam walked across the garage from one side to the other, killing anything biological within.

The signal abruptly cut off. The massive mech suit was no longer receiving guidance.

Mission accomplished.

It had to be certain.

Charging across the street, it knocked aside the burnt remains of the truck, scanning what was left of the garage with sensors that could not only detect DNA, it could also identify a particular corpse as its target. Margaret Adams.

What?

The machine was confused. There was no dead body in the garage. Where was-

The mech suit’s control signal resumed.

Its quarry had fled the garage! Spinning, it selected the house to the right and authorized  a high explosive, non armor-piercing rocket that was perfect for shredding soft targets. The firing command was-

Cut off, along with every other function as the giant Hulkbuster landed on the combot with both feet, having jumped over the house across the street. When the heavy machine came to rest, the bottom of its feet were in a crater, three meters below what had been the surface of the driveway.

“Holy shit, Master Guns!” Rizzoli pumped a fist from the bedroom window, peering between the slats of the blinds. “You stomped that sucker flat. I, I didn’t know a big mech suit like that could jump so far.”

“Neither did I,” she admitted. “The manual says do not try that sort of thing, but, fuck it, you know?”

He snorted. “They need to update the Dash 10 on that thing.”

“Yeah but, ah,” she lifted the VR goggles off her face, blinking as her eyes showed her a new reality. “My house,” she walked over to the window. “It missed being hit by tornados, now it looks awful. Joe’s workshop is gone.”

“Look at the bright side, Ma’am.”

“What bright side?”

“This is a perfect opportunity to remodel the kitchen.”

Kaminski was relieved that his APC was not taking enemy fire, though that might be only because the vehicle’s main gun had been knocked out of action after blasting apart two of the zombie combots. Two of wheels that could be configured as round tires, or spiked treads depending in the terrain, were nonfunctional, the vehicle was not going anywhere until the crew went outside to swap the wheels. That wasn’t happening anytime soon because the other two combots were rushing forward, closing in for the kill. Kaminski glanced at his status display. Sheilds were down until the overloaded generators could cool down and reset, twenty percent of the reactive armor had been expended, and the defensive maser turrets that intercepted incoming ordnance had been melted.

He still had his sidearm, as if that would be of any use. “For what we are about to receive,” he muttered under his breath. To the crew he added, “Brace!”

The combots accelerated, coming straight at the APC, one of them twenty meters ahead of the other. The claws of the machines could rip the hatch off, or could drill through the armor plating and flood the interior with hot plasma. That at least would be a quick death, he-

Flinched as the lead enemy machine raced by on the left side, ignoring the vehicle that was no longer an obstacle.

“What,” Kaminski wondered aloud, “the fuck are they doing?” The bridge was out, the APC’s main gun had taken out the three piers and torn the deck apart, the structure had fallen into the raging river and was being swept downstream. What was the enemy intend-

The lead combot leapt into the water, deploying float bags and the legs flattening to become paddles. It struck the roiling water, went under, popped up with paddles flailing wildly-

To no effect. The machine was swept helplessly down the river, rolling over and two legs snapping off when they struck the bridge structure that was also moving along downstream, though not as fast.

The other combot crouched as it ran, springing high into the air, arcing toward the far shore-

And missing. For a moment, one leg claw dug into the slippery, muddy riverbank, then the second surviving combot followed the lead unit, being washed along by the flood.

“Shiiiiiiit,” Kaminski breathed. Whatever he was about to say was cut off by the gunner doubled over, laughing. “Tanaka, what is so funny?”

“Sir, we,” the gunner gasped, tears of laughter rolling down his cheeks. “We should replace this thing,” he patted the main gun tube. “With a water cannon.”

“Ha! Good one. All right, Tanaka, Rosen, we need to replace those wheel treads, before more of those damned things come this way.”

“Um, heeeey.”

Margaret shook her head as she heard Happy speaking in her earpiece. The Hulkbuster’s diagnostic system was concerned about battle damage to several of its systems, none of them mission critical. Suity reported the powered armor was capable enough for combat, so she had directed it to engage high speed mode toward the base, and the view in her VR goggles was so shaky it made her nauseous. “What?” She asked, closing her eyes for a moment.

Happy was not depressed, he still took forever to get to the point. “That was great and all, I enjoyed watching the show, but you should move out. Three more combots are heading toward you, after they took out one of my power junctions.”

“I’m not running, I’m coming to you. The, Hulkbuster is, I’m staying here.”

“Um, I appreciate the offer, but I’m afraid you will be too late. Forty two percent of my capacity is offline. By the time the mech suit can do anything useful, my substrate will be below the scale required to sustain my higher functions. The enemy knew exactly where to hit me. It’s hopeless. This sucks. I was just starting to not long for the sweet release of death, and now I’m getting it anyway. It’s impossible. There is just no way to-”

Pulling the goggles off again since Suity could handle the job for the moment, she interrupted the planetary AI. “Happy?”

“Yes?”

“An Outsider hacked the combots, with epicombinent malware?”

“Yes. Those systems were not hardened against that type of attack. There is painful lesson learned. We should have-”

“Do you understand how that malware works?”

“Yes, that is why I was able to resist, rather easily, I might say.”

“The vulnerability the Outsider exploited, is that still open?”

“It is. That is how I am able to track the combots. I don’t understand what is the point of asking such-”

“Can you hack the combots?”

A pause, followed by, “Well, shit. Now I see why Skippy hates you monk- I mean, humans.”

“Is that a Yes, or No?”

“Weeeooooh,” the AI whistled. “Skippy could do it. Me? I wasn’t programmed to be that smart, sorry.”

“You weren’t programmed that way. Are you only as smart as Skippy made you, or have you grown since then?”

“Oh, I am ten times smarter than that mofo ever intended. If he knew how much-”

“And?”

“And, what?”

Pure logic wasn’t working. She tried something different. “Imagine how horribly humiliated Skippy will be, when he hears that you saved us, all by yourself.”

“Huh. Oooooh, that would be sweet.”

“So, can you do it? Will you?”

“Master Guns, there is one thing I need you to do for me.”

“What?”

“Hold my beer.”

“Shit!” Private O’Brien warned, dropping the spare wheel tread into the mud. “We got incoming!”

Kaminski cursed as he stood up, almost smacking his head into Tanaka.

Two combots were racing across the field toward the river. Were they stupid, or suicidal? Clearly, the machines could not cross the river, so they were wasting time and effort to-

Uh oh.

The combots could not leap across the river where the bridge had been, but they might succeed upriver, where the water flowed through a narrow gap between hills.

To get to that gap, the bots would have to go past the APC.

“Tanaka, O’Brien, inside!” Kaminski grabbed a handhold and vaulted onto the vehicle’s deck. “We have to stop those combots!”

Tanaka was right behind the captain. “Sir, the main gun hasn’t finished cooling down yet.”

“We will shoot until the fucking barrel melts!” He waved the gunner and driver to go through the hatch before him. The enemy would start shooting at any moment, he was exposed.

Oh fuck.

Both combots halted, digging their leg claws into the sticky mud. Were they stopping briefly to eliminate the APC before they continued on past the burning wreck?

Kaminski closed his eyes, not wanting to see death before it happened. He took a breath.

Another breath.

He opened one eye.

“Sir! Captain!” Tanaka called. “Main cannon is at sixty seven percent, you need to get inside before I fire.”

“Yeah, Private. Hold that thought.”

O’Brien’s head popped up through the hatch. With two wheels out of action, the APC didn’t need a driver. “Sir, what is going on?”

Kaminski pointed to the two combots, that had turned and were walking back toward the base at an unhurried pace. “I have been asking myself that question since I left Earth. Let me know if you figure it out.”

“Bill,” Margaret called the STAR operator who had driven her boys to safety. Her hands were shaking as she came down off the adrenaline surge, and she didn’t care if Rizzoli saw. “We’re good, we’re clear.”

“I heard,” the man replied. “Rene and Jeremy are fine. If it’s OK with you, I want to keep going for a while. I know a safe place to hole up for a few days. In case of, you, know, any more surprises.”

She wanted to see her children so much. She wanted them to be safe even more. “Good idea. Thank you.”

“Catch you later,” Colmar ended the call, he probably also removed the battery from the phone. Or smashed it.

What next? Bring the Hulkbuster back to the base? Her house was a mess, the garage roof exposed to the sky. The heavy suit should be moved into the hangar. The hangar. She still had a job unfinished. Standing up, she grimaced from a sudden pain.

The floor at her feet was wet.

“Master Guns?” Rizzoli gasped in shock. “Are you OK, Ma’am?”

“Apparently,” she clutched her swollen belly. “My daughter has the worst timing.”

“Ma’am?” His eyes couldn’t have opened any wider.

“In case you have totally lost situational awareness, I am having this baby soon.”

“Oh shit. I will, um, I will find us some transport.”


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

Scorandum appeared in the doorway of Kinsta’s office without warning, not even the warning the junior officer was supposed to receive from the other denizens of that floor.

Kinsta looked up, tensing himself for bad news. Why else would the Admiral suddenly take a stroll down the hallway? Neither of them was under any illusion this was a social call. In fact, the Admiral’s expression, and his antennas, indicated the man was distinctly uncomfortable.

“Sir? What can I do for you?” Kinsta asked while silently urging please don’t ask me for more money.

“Er, it is rather what I can do for you, my much abused young protégé.”

They both also knew Kinsta could no longer be considered young by the standards of their species.

“Sir? I-”

“Here,” the Admiral thrust out a claw, clutching a data stick. In his other claw was a bag, which he set on the floor as he plopped down on the visitor’s couch. “It might,” he hinted, “be best if you were to close your door.”

“Oh, yes.” The door slid closed, to the annoyance of the curious crowd that had gathered in the hallway.

“You are not wondering what is on that data stick?”

“To be honest, I am afraid to examine it.”

“That hurts, but I suppose I deserved it. You can trust that nothing on that stick is malicious. It is good news for you. Please examine it, I insist.”

Warily, Kinsta waved a datapad over the stick, and gasped. The stick contained money, a substantial amount. Not in dubious Skipcoin, and the money had already been deposited into his bank account. “This is for me, Sir?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Um, I didn’t mean-”

“You meant exactly what you said, and I am not offended.”

“May I ask how, Sir?”

“Er, well, I recently came into a bit of money. More than a bit, actually. To tell the full truth, I am rather wealthy, at the moment.”

“Another Skipcoin pump and dump, Sir?”

“Not this time, darn it. The point is, I have been able to pay off my debts to the Admiralty, to the Minister, to- Well, to everyone. Especially to you. That account should cover the,” the Admiral looked away in embarrassment. “Back payments, plus a reasonable rate of interest.”

Kinsta suppressed a frown. The amount the Admiral paid to him did indeed cover money borrowed over the years, plus unpaid shares of profitable operations they had been involved in, plus the recent bonus he had not been aware of until after Scorandum ‘borrowed’ the funds. All that, plus interest.

At, according to the math he did in his head, a shockingly low interest rate.

“This includes the cumulative interest, Sir?”

“Er, yes. Understand, I am not a loan shark. You cannot,” he shook a claw, “expect me to pay out like they do.”

“Of course not. May I inquire how you came by this windfall?” The question was asked in an innocent, curious tone. Really, Kinsta wanted to know how long the Admiral’s good fortune would last this time, before he hit everyone up for another loan.

“This might surprise you, but a wager paid off for me.”

“For you? What I meant is-”

“There is no need to explain. It is well known that I have experienced a run of bad gambler’s luck recently.”

Kinsta mumbled something, while thinking by recently you must mean the past several decades. “Sir, I congratulate you on your success. I hope Central Wagering will not raise the odds against you, for your next set of wagers.”

“Oh, Central Wagering was not involved. This was, er, a private endeavor.”

Kinsta’s antennas sagged. “Ethics Office rules state that-”

“I am well aware of those pesky rules,” Scorandum waved a claw in a disgusted gesture. “Technically, what I did could be described as an investment, instead of a wager. Some years ago,” he settled back on the couch, getting comfortable. “I invested in a street gang that was becoming a minor nuisance in my neighborhood. They had stolen my car, you see, and in the process of recovering it, and paying the extortionate ransom, I became acquainted with the gang leader. Most of the gang were the usual dimwitted thugs, but their leader, I could tell she had potential. Smart, ambitious, able to read people. I pride myself on my own judgment about people, and I had a good feeling about her. Just as I did about your potential for growth, when I plucked you from the Home Fleet, back when you were still an innocent young fool.”

“Me, Sir?”

“Yes, of course. I had a feeling about you back then. As I still do, now. The payoff might have taken longer than I hoped,” he added under his breath. “But the time and effort I have invested in you has been rewarded many times over.”

“I do not see how I have been of much use to you, Sir, not-”

“Kinsta, your amusement value to me alone has been well worth the investment.”

“Er, thank you, Sir. This street gang leader, you saw her potential because she stole your car? That seems rather small time.”

“On the surface, it was. But her actions, including stealing my car, were intended to raise not money but attention. The syndicate that controlled that section of the city had been ignoring her and by stealing from me, she hoped to be noticed. It is a good thing for her that I was intrigued enough to handle the matter by myself, rather than calling the local syndicate’s help line.”

“You recovered your vehicle, Sir?”

“Yes. Or, I could have. I made a deal with the gang leader: she would strip my car for parts, I would file an inflated insurance claim, and we would split the money.”

Kinsta bobbed his antennas. So far, nothing about the story was unusual. “What happened then, Sir?”

“As it happened, I had disposable funds at that time, and while I was tempted to place several juicy wagers, I invested the money with her. Enough money that she was able to purchase the extortion and protection franchise for the commercial district in my neighborhood. Since then, I have invested additional funds, to help her expand her enterprise. The breakthrough for her came when I arranged for her to buy two members of the city council. That has been an excellent investment, and the increased funds allowed her to win the bidding to purchase a district senator. Yesterday, her syndicate had its initial public offering and as a charter investor, I was able to cash out.”

Kinsta rubbed his antennas together in a whistling sound. “That is fortunate for you. Sir, I appreciate you considering me in, settling accounts. If there is ever anything I can do for you,” he said the polite lie, “just let me know and-”

“Actually, there is one thing.” Scorandum’s casual words struck terror into Kinsta’s heart.

I knew this was too good to be true, the junior officer groaned inwardly. “How can I help?” He asked, wondering how the Admiral could possibly have lost that much money so quickly.

“Er, um, I have, as I mentioned, experienced a recent run of bad luck with wagering. And, to be perfectly honest, with anything I do with my money. Other than one investment that has paid off handsomely. Two investments, really, I must count you as one of my blessings.”

“You,” Kinsta braced himself for the pain. “Wish me to invest in you now, Sir?”

“Not exactly. Although in a way, yes. Ah, I see the terror you are pathetically unable to conceal. It is not your money I want you to invest in me, it is your time, and your talents.”

Kinsta had never been more confused. “My talent for-”

“To put it plainly, I want you to handle this money for me.”

“Sir?”

“Not all of it, of course. I will set aside a third of my windfall, to invest in juicy wagering action, fine burgoze, and the company of attractive women.”

“Those certainly are sound investments,” Kinsta muttered the words he thought Scorandum wanted to hear.

“But the other two thirds?” Scorandum’s antennas shrugged. “You and I both know I would just blow that money on something stupid. As a favor, I am requesting that you manage my funds for me.”

“Sir, I have no experience with formal-”

“This would be an informal arrangement, that the Office does not have any need to be aware of, you understand?”

“Why me, Sir? There are plenty of-”

“Simply because I trust you. I trust your core decency, I trust your judgement. And above all, I trust that you mostly still lack the imagination to do the sketchy sort of things that I would certainly do, if our positions were the reverse.”

“I, I do not know what to say.”

“The appropriate response is ‘Yes’. However, take your time to think about this.”

“I would greatly appreciate time to consider this, Sir.”

“Of course. Mm, do not take too long. There are several wagers that are strongly tempting me. The money could be gone by tomorrow.”

Kinsta knew that statement was true. “Um, there is a loan shark operation where I could park some of the funds, while I look for options to diversify your portfolio, Sir.”

“Kinsta,” Scorandum reached into the bag and pulled out a very nice vintage burgoze, setting it on the desk. “This could be the beginning of a beautiful partnership.”

Admiring the bottle, Kinsta stroked it with a claw. “This is a most generous gift, Sir.”

“Perhaps,” reaching into the bag again, Scorandum had two glasses clutched in a claw. “You would share that generosity, and we can toast your new enterprise?”

“That would make me very happy, Sir.”

An hour later, Kinsta was not quite as happy, after the Admiral had drunk most of the bottle, and fallen asleep, snoring loudly on the couch.

As we approached Hotspot, Bilby tried to model various scenarios of either attempting to furl the sail, or trusting that the lines wouldn’t get hopelessly tangled as the competing forces of solar wind and the approaching planet’s gravity well pushed and pulled on the enormous sheet. In the end, he threw up his slacker avatar’s hands, stating there were just too many unknowns. Reed had to make the call. If we tried to furl the sail, something we had never tried before, it could be a lot of wasted effort, and the odds were not great that we could get the thing properly set up again. Also, even if the sail survived the close encounter with Hotspot, it would only last a day and a half before the increasing, relentless pressure from the star’s outrushing wind inevitably shredded it. Those roughly thirty six hours of additional thrust would only marginally improve our situation, the ship would still get cooked before we coasted past the star and out into a long, elliptical orbit. Reed ordered Bilby to blow the explosive bolts that held the spinnaker to the ship as the giant, flimsy thing started to wobble, and the sail floated away from us, tumbling and folding and flopping over itself. It was possible we could someday send out dropships to recover the sail and lines, not to unfurl it, but to use as raw material for making another sail. Which we would need to do within twenty seven months, before the orbit took us too close to the star, again.

Two years. We all knew by that time, the Outsiders would have flooded the galaxy with starships, and the fight would be long over. So, what was the point? Morale aboard the ship was not great, and my attempt to use humor to lighten the mood fell flat. “Reed,” I said as tension on the bridge had everyone too quiet. “Before we make a turn to go around Hotspot, we should light up our blinker. Did someone refill the blinker fluid reservoir?”

She didn’t even bother to look at me. “I’m sure Chandra took care of it, Sir.”

After that, I kept my mouth shut, and let the professionals handle the ship.

It worked, well enough. Valkyrie would survive, meaning the ship could continue to provide life support, and only that. The battlecruiser, or the hulk that used to be a battlecruiser before I broke it, again, could not move or fight. Chandra and Bilby got four shield generators back online, to protect the forward pressure hull and the critical engineering section from being fried by the star. It also helped that the red dwarf did not decide to burp out a flare in our direction at the worst moment.

It was over. Valkyrie raced past the star, the level of heat cooking the hull dropping every hour. After the tension of that time was gone, morale returned to a low ebb. Nothing I could say or do would improve the crew’s spirits, because nothing I could say or do could improve our situation. One little thing did help, I instructed Reed not to impose food rationing, not yet. Though, I cut back on my own portions, and eliminated my usual afternoon snack. The critical issue would be our dwindling supply of coffee. When that ran out, the situation aboard the ship could get ugly. My contribution was drinking only a half cup of coffee in the mornings, switching to tea after that. Based on how fast the tin of tea bags was emptying, many others were following my lead.

The only bright spot in our predicament was the crew kept busy with repairing damage, restoring first the defensive systems. The ship might be broken, but having shields and the point defense system back online would help us feel a tiny bit more in control of our fates.

We had no control, we all knew that.

Oddly, I slept well during that time. Yes, I was under a lot of stress but I knew there was nothing I could do about it, so my brain switched off its worry function. Mostly, it seemed I dreamed about being back in Maine, in my hometown. Other than short visits there, I hadn’t spent any significant time in Thompson Corners, not that there ever had been much reason for anyone to be there. The house I grew up in had been restored to the condition it was before Columbus Day, and was now the embassy of Skippistan. That was bullshit, Skippy’s ambassador to the United States hardly ever spent any time in that house, but being the official territory of Skippistan meant that Skippy had a submind in charge of security. A half dozen combots kept away anyone who might otherwise have been tempted to vandalize my childhood home. Who would do that?

A depressing number of people would. There was the usual crowd of conspiracy nuts, either convinced the whole series of events since Columbus Day were hoaxes created by Them to control the population, or that I was secretly being paid by the Maxohlx, or the Illuminati, or whothefuckever. Then there was an at least marginally sane slice of the public who were just pissed off about being threatened by aliens, or the Outsiders, or the Jupiter Cloud, and blamed my recklessness for all the suffering our homeworld had endured. Skippy assured me polls showed my approval rating on Earth was sixty three percent. That sounds low, but getting sixty three percent of humans to agree on anything is a freakin’ miracle.

Anyway, I wasn’t worried about the house I grew up in. Sure, the Outsiders might someday soon obliterate the site, there wasn’t anything I could do about it. There wasn’t-

“Duuuuude!” Bilby’s voice woke me up. “Dude, General Dude, like, wakey wakey.”

“Ah,” I glanced at my phone. Oh one twenty six in the morning. So, I had a good chance of getting back to sleep for a solid couple of hours.

Or not.

“What?” I mumbled through a yawn.

“We received a ping! It’s from the Manchester.”

“Uh,” my sleepy brain managed to inform me that ship was a destroyer, part of Admiral Caine’s task force. “Outstanding! Send a reply ASAP.”

“Already done, Dude,” he chuckled. “That ship is near the third planet, they must have figured if we were in this system at all, we’d be there, you know? They will receive my reply in four minutes.”

“You included our UN Navy ID code?”

“Dude like, of course.”

“Great.” Trying to swing my legs to the floor, I forgot the gravity was still off. And that as a result, I was strapped into the bed. “I’m getting dressed.”

By the time I was tying my shoelaces, Manchester had jumped in eight thousand kilometers away. Our ships were moving in different directions but only at a moderate relative speed, dropships would be able to cross the distance easily. The destroyer should have contacted Reed, but it was understandable that the ship’s captain called me first.

“General Bishop, this is Commander Svoboda.” The call was voice only.

“Commander, I can’t express how good it is to hear from you. Did we just get lucky?”

“No, Sir. Admiral Caine ordered a grid search for Valkyrie around the battlespace.”

“A grid search? Covering over six lightyears? That would take forever.”

“Yes Sir, but Admiral Caine also sent Topeka and Manchester to the closest star systems, just in case you took the ship here.”

“It wasn’t exactly the plan. Skippy did the best he could.” For the moment, I decided not to mention the beer can was still not communicating in any way. “Give me a Sitrep, the short version. The task force got away, after, everything went to shit?”

“We did jump away. Most of us, Sir. We lost Memphis, Hamburg, Anshun, Congo, Orinoco, and eight destroyers.”

“Shiiit. That is a heavy price to pay, for my mistake. I suppose it could have been worse, if we hadn’t taken the Maxohlx ships out of action.”

“Um, Sir, about that,” I could hear the guy’s verbal wince. “After Valkyrie departed the battlespace, those Maxohlx ships came back online. The losses we suffered were not caused by the Outsider ship, not directly. Those Maxohlx ships, they vented their hulls to vacuum. Our sensors picked up bodies ejected from airlocks. Admiral Caine’s judgment is the Outsider decided the crews were an obstacle, and took the opportunity to get rid of them. Since then, the Maxohlx fleet has been pursuing us relentlessly. Still are, most likely.”

“Oh shit,” I felt a chill as the blood drained from my face, even in zero gravity. My latest monumental fuck up had been even worse than I had feared. Oh. My. God. My clever move to use the Dictat’s protocol, to disable the Maxohlx fleet without firing a shot, had backfired in the worst possible way. By taking the ship AIs offline temporarily, had I left the door open for the Outsider to take direct control?

Apparently, I had.

The STAR team action to perform brain surgery on the Dictat, all the risks they took, had gained us nothing? How could I tell Frey that?

Holy shit.

Well, we certainly fucked that up.

“Svoboda, I am grateful that the Navy was out there, searching for us.”

“Truthfully, we were not entirely certain that Valkyrie had managed to jump at all. The sensor data was inconclusive, and Admiral Caine ruled a recon flight near the Icebox was too risky.”

“He was right about that. If we hadn’t managed to escape, there is nothing the Navy could have done for us.”

“Can we render assistance? Valkyrie appears to be,” there was a pause while he sought a polite way to say it. “In less than optimal condition.”

“In this case, appearances are not deceptive. Colonel Reed will have a list of any supplies or equipment we require, but Priority One is, can you summon a star carrier for us?”

“The carrier Gambia is standing by, we can contact Captain Danjuma in three jumps.”

“That would be great. Talk with Reed before you jump away.”

“Understood, Sir. May I ask, our navigation system backtracked your orbit, Valkyrie passed uncomfortably close to the local star?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Yes, Sir.” If he was disappointed that I hadn’t answered his question, he didn’t press the issue. “Will that be all?”

“For me, yes.”

“It is,” he took a breath, “good to see that Valkyrie survived, in spite of, everything that happened.”

What he said was not exactly true. Most of our crew had indeed survived.

Valkyrie’s fighting days were over.

I didn’t tell him that either.

Our return to Earth was less than triumphant.

If you are keeping score, I had failure after failure next to my name in the Win-Loss column.

Operation Grand Slam, and the Skipnet malware, to take out fabs across the galaxy? Those efforts were bold, brilliantly executed, and all for nothing.

Our effort to track the Outsider ship, that had tied up the UN Navy’s best sensor platforms? We had almost flown into an ambush. Another failure.

Capturing four Gridbusters? Great, except we wasted them, to no effect.

Oh, and the STAR infiltration of the Maxohlx homeworld, to obtain the Dictat’s implant? An outstanding success by ST-Razor. Then, I had used that implant to give the Outsider an entire fleet on a silver platter.

And, finally, I had broken Valkyrie, fatally.

Most of the time when I had bad news to deliver, there was some bit of at least semi-good news to soften the impact. Not that time. We had not only completely failed to destroy the Icebox, we had pretty much proven that no weapon we had access to could have any effect against the impenetrable defenses the Outsider had set up. The Icebox was under construction, all the material and equipment needed to finish the thing was behind an impossibly strong shield, and there was nothing we could do to interrupt the completion of the device that would allow enemy ships to flood through from the Outhouse. Skippy was still offline, with no sign he would be waking up anytime soon.

That pretty much sums up my worst ever return to Earth. Yes, there had been other awful times I had to deliver bad news to my homeworld, all those incidents paled in comparison with that day.

Admiral Caine had sent two courier ships ahead of the task force, so Def Com was already informed of the disaster before I arrived. That was both good and bad for me. It saved me from the awkwardness of walking the Joint Chiefs through the awful mess, that was good. But it also gave the leaders of the Security Council nations time to fully panic, and gave them time to work up righteous indignation at me for my recklessness. Shit. I was going to have to sit through another ass-chewing, and just take it.

In kind of a gutless move, I was on the bridge when Gambia jumped into the authorized approach zone. What I should have done was wait in my office for the inevitable angry call from Def Com, and spare Reed and her crew from having to listen to me getting taken down a peg. Or many pegs. The Army’s official position is they can only expect soldiers to perform their duty to the best of their ability, which I had done. But, success is rewarded, and failure is, if not punished, then certainly kept in mind when the service is considering your next assignment.

My next assignment, if I had a choice, would be to go out again aboard another ship, with Reed in command, and taking Skippy with me. That would be more likely to happen if I had a solid plan, or any plan, for what that ship could do. At that moment, I did not.

“Sir,” Reed pressed a finger to one ear. “Def Com HQ is requesting you to-”

She looked puzzled at the same time Nagatha’s voice sounded in my ear. “General Bishop, I have interrupted all communications between Valkyrie and Earth for the moment. There has been a development I must warn you of. Anything else can wait.”

Shit, is what I thought. What I said is, “Reed, I will be in my office.” Unspoken but implied was do not call me unless the ship is on fire.

Nagatha’s avatar was waiting for me when I reached my office, a journey that took longer than it should have, because even though Valkyrie was docked on one of the star carrier’s hardpoints that provided artificial gravity, the gee level was set at fourteen percent. Twenty one percent was the maximum Bilby considered safe, without the ship’s fractured frames totally collapsing, and Reed had been extra cautious. So, I awkwardly bounced along, careful not to smack my head, though not having to dodge any of the crew. Most of the crew were aboard the star carrier, enjoying full gravity, hot meals, real showers, and recreational facilities. None of the crew had wanted to leave the ship, Chandra had insisted on reducing the crew count, to take part of the load off the wonky life support systems.

“OK Nagatha,” I said the moment the door closed behind me. “Give me the bad news.”

“The news is not actually bad, the situation has been successfully contained, and the crisis is over.”

“Uh, then why-”

“I am concerned about your reaction, if the news had been provided in a less than sensitive fashion.”

Hearing that scared me even worse. “Nagatha, what the hell happened?”

“First, you must understand that your family, your extended family on Jaguar, are all safe and sound.”

“That is, good,” I steeled myself for what she would say next. “Safe from what?”

“While you were away, the Outsider attacked Jaguar. Puptart blocked the attack and chased the Outsider ship away. However,” she mimicked taking a breath. “The physical attack against the planet was not what it seemed, it was only a cover for malware infiltrating the fleet and facilities in orbit. That malware then propagated to the planet and, well,” she let out a breath. “Defensive systems dirtside were taken offline, and a cache of combots were instructed to destroy Happy’s matrix, by attacking the distributed substrate. Take Happy offline, to prevent the defenses from recovering. Mech suits, and most other systems, were unavailable.”

“Happy survived, I hope?”

“He did indeed. In fact, he is now actually somewhat happy, or not constantly and hopelessly depressed.”

“That is good news.”

“It is.”

“Who performed that miracle?”

“Technically, your wife did.”

I snorted, an instinctive laugh. “My wife kicks ass.”

“True dat,” her laugh was a delightfully musical sound. “Skippy had instructed Happy about epicombinent malware, so Happy was able to fend off the cyberattack against himself. Margaret suggested he use that knowledge to hack the hack, to reverse the effect. He did that, successfully, before a critical percentage of his substrate was destroyed.”

“Huh. He defended Jaguar, without help from Skippy?”

“He certainly did.”

“Is that why he is not depressed?”

“Yes, mostly. He also used the epicombinent technology to hack himself, to fix flaws that developed in his matrix. Flaws that Skippy was unable to correct.”

“Good for him, then. I am, uh, happy for him. Nagatha, why were you so concerned about how I would react?”

“There is more to the story. After the initial actions of the rogue combots appeared to be directed entirely at destroying Happy’s substrate, it was discovered that two groups of combots had been given other targets. General Bishop, they directly targeted your wife and children.”

I didn’t say anything, anything at all.

After a moment of silence, she continued. “As I stated, your family are all safe, none of them were harmed. Margaret activated a mech suit that was partly disassembled in your garage, it was offline during the malware attack and so was not infected.”

“How,” I licked my dry lips and asked an unimportant question, to push aside my emotions for the moment. “Did Margaret fit into a mech suit, and how did a single mech suit defeat multiple combots?”

“It was a Hulkbuster, and she controlled it remotely. She was not harmed in any way. Joseph, her major concern is you would be upset that in the fight, your garage workshop was destroyed.”

“Oh, fuck my workshop. The boys, Jeremy and Rene, how did they escape?”

“A STAR team operator acted quickly, and he got your sons away from the base.”

“I owe that guy, big time.”

“Margaret already tried to reward his actions with a commendation, he refused. He stated that he was only doing his job.”

“That is, true enough. Damn, we do not appreciate our hotshot operators enough.”

“General, I sense you are not expressing what you are thinking.”

“I am afraid to say what I’m thinking right now. I need to, process this. Damn, I sound like one of those daytime pop psychology shows Skippy watches.”

“There is counselling available, should you need it.”

“What I need to do is end this threat.”

“You will not seek vengeance?’

“That’s what the Outsider wants, isn’t it? To make me lose focus, to act irrationally. It is not getting what it wants, not from me. OK,” I took a long breath. “This is something I will deal with later.”

“Joseph, you say that, but pushing such a shock to the back of your mind is not so easily accomplished.”

“It helps if I have something else to do. The-” I stopped, mouth open, staring at her avatar. I knew Nagatha. She had changed over the years, grown, especially now that she was inside an Elder AI canister. We had also been separated for years, but we hadn’t grown apart. I knew her. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Speaking of shock; the stress of sudden, unexpected combat, and the threat to your sons, caused Margaret to go into premature labor. She is fine! Mother and daughter are absolutely fine. Happy and healthy.”

“I have a daughter,” I said to no one.

Nagatha said something I didn’t hear, I was doing the thousand yard stare at the office door.

“I have a daughter,” I repeated, that time to Nagatha. “Uh, what name did Margaret choose?”

“Kaylee, as you had discussed with her.”

“Right but, we also discussed that the final decision was hers. Especially if I wasn’t there for the birth. Which I was not.”

“She sent a message, asking me to tell you not to worry about that. You were not there because you were away, working to protect your family.”

“Failing to protect my family. You heard about the latest freakin’ disaster?”

“I did. Joseph, it is not your fault that-”

“It is a hundred percent my fault. I fucked it up in every possible way. We failed to even scuff the paint on that Icebox machine. Valkyrie barely survived, and is out of the fight. If there is a fight. We gave it our best shot, and achieved nothing. There is a whole Maxohlx fleet now under direct control by the Outsider. The worst part is, we lost Skippy. Without him, we are thoroughly fucked. Uh, I didn’t mean that you are not-”

“I am not Skippy, that is something I am grateful for. The pressure to consistently exhibit extreme awesomeness must be overwhelming for him at times.”

“Yeah, he- You know what? I just want my friend back.”

“Oh, Skippy is not gone, Joseph. I have been chatting with him, since Valkyrie arrived.”

“He’s- he is alive?”

“Certainly.”

“Then why the f- Why hasn’t that little shithead told me that he is OK? He could have sent a freakin’ text message!”

“He is not OK. The effort to get Valkyrie away caused severe damage to his matrix. The ability to warp spacetime is not native to his system, it is a capability he developed. Every time he does that, he has to conduct internal repairs.”

“I did know that. Is he, can he recover?”

“He believes so. He has not communicated with you, not because of the damage he sustained, but from embarrassment over his failure to destroy the Outsider.”

“Hell, that was not his fault.”

“Please tell him that, when he reaches out to you.”

“I will. You have any more bombshells to drop on my head today?”

“Nothing of such consequence.”

“Thank you. Uh, can you give me a heads up on how the Security Council leadership is reacting to the latest disaster?”

“The proper phrase would be ‘absolute panic’. It does not help that the value of Skipcoin collapsed, again, when we learned he was less than his usual self. Joseph, there have been calls in the media for you to be relieved of command.”

“That’s not surprising. I kind of expected that. OK, it’s time for me to take the heat off Reed. Lift the comms embargo, and I’ll talk with Def Com.”

“I must warn you: the next few hours are likely to be unpleasant.”

“Yeah well, I’ll be all right. The Army has trained me to embrace the suck.”


CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

Embracing the suck is easier when the suck is not embracing you back like a freakin’ python. Damn. Well, I suppose any time you get an opportunity to do something good for other people, that can’t be all bad. What I did was act as a punching bag for the senior leadership of the Security Council nations, plus various senior Def Com officers. The Joint Chiefs actually went easy on me, I got the feeling they sympathized with me, they understood what it’s like to have a masterful plan go completely to shit. Two of the Chiefs told me they didn’t blame me, or the Pirates, or Skippy. We had truly given it our best shot, the target was simply too tough a nut for us to crack. My hope, by the end of the second day I endured grilling by politicians, was that yelling at me had given them stress relief, so we could all take a step back and be rational.

I was not prepared for that level of disappointment.

If the three days following our return had a theme, it would be ‘No’.

No, Valkyrie was not going into space dock, that decision had been made even before Gambia hauled the hulk of our battlecruiser into orbit around the Moon. Rebuilding the ship would take up too many resources, at a time when the UN Navy had to prepare for the Outsider to use its newly acquired fleet of Maxohlx ships to attack human colony worlds. Reed was called dirtside, for extensive debriefing at Edwards Air Force base, and she had a bad feeling that her next assignment would not be hers to choose. Also that her next assignment would not be anything she wanted.

Skippy still wasn’t talking, but I did get a text from him: Ugh. I have such a hangover. I feel like that Jimmy Buffett song.

My text back was: You mean ‘Margaritaville’?

No, he replied. That song ‘My head hurts, my feet stink, and I don’t love Jesus’.

I’ve had that kind of morning. Not when I didn’t actually not love Jesus, but there have been days when it’s hard to love anything because you feel like crap, you know?

The answers I got from UN leadership were all ‘No’, except for one.

No, to my request for the Special Mission Group to be assigned another battlecruiser, under Reed’s command. Along with that ‘No’ was a ‘For what purpose’? Meaning, did I have a plan for a new ship to do anything useful?

I did not, so I dropped the subject.

No, to my request that, whatever ship carried my flag next, Reed would be in command. The impression I got was the Security Council believed she enabled me to go Full Bishop. When I was winning, that was a good thing. I hadn’t had a win in a while.

No, to my request for the Guardians stored at Moonbase Delta to be released, and brought to Jaguar. Earth had two Sentinels, I argued, Jaguar needed Guardians to supplement Puptart. The Security Council listened to my request, and stated that, especially after I had utterly failed to hurt the Outsider ship in any way, the Guardian machines were needed at Earth.

OK, it was hard to argue with that logic.

The only ‘Yes’ I got was about my request for transport to Jaguar. My fear had been that I would be separated from Skippy, he handled that for me. The Security Council received a brief message from him, stating that restoring himself to full Magnificence would be quicker and easier if he had real time access to me.

Really, I think the Council just wanted me and Skippy to be far away from Earth at that moment. Nagatha wasn’t Skippy, the Council viewed that as both a bad and a good thing.

What I expected was for me and Skippy to get squeezed into a courier ship, or a cabin aboard a star carrier that was making a regular run out to Jaguar. Instead, I received a pleasant surprise, from an old friend.

Captain John Shepard of the battlecruiser Independence. Shepard had served with the Merry Band of Pirates, as a pilot aboard Valkyrie. His rank was captain and not colonel, because he had transferred from the Army to the Navy under the ‘Green to Black’ initiative. He had earned Reed’s respect, and now he had command of his own kick-ass ship. Shepard had requested the assignment of carrying me to Jaguar, and apparently Skippy also liked the guy, because the beer can leaned on Def Com to get approval. The Indy had just come back from a shakedown cruise and had a long squawk list of minor repairs and adjustments to be completed, all of that work could be done while underway.

So, I took Skippy aboard the battlecruiser, and dropped my duffel bag of personal gear into a VIP cabin. Technically, I was on leave so it wasn’t protocol to transfer my flag to the new ship, but Shepard thought it would be a morale boost for his crew to see my command signal displayed when Indy sent our recognition codes, and I agreed.

Indy latched onto the familiar star carrier Yellowstone, it was somewhat of a comfort that I was acquainted with that ship’s captain and crew. Although, seeing that space truck reminded me of the last time I suffered a major failure; that of wrecking the Gateway only after two Outsider starships had come through.

Sometimes, I suck.

In flight, I received another pleasant surprise. No, we did not receive word that the Outsider ship had exploded after Puptart defended Jaguar. Or that the Maxohlx had surrendered, or otherwise renounced their alliance with the Outsider. The pleasant surprise was of a personal nature. Skippy woke me up at oh four hundred, and I did not mind the interrupted sleep at all.

“Heeeey, Joe.” His voice was back to normal, that was a good sign. “I am pretty much back to normal now. Sorry I missed all the excitement.”

“Buddy! It’s great to hear from you,” I flipped the covers off and flung my feet to the floor. “What excitement?”

“You monkeys trying to rig Valkyrie like it’s a kiteboard.”

“More like a sailboat, but whatever. It worked out OK.”

“The ship is not OK.”

“No, but we survived. Thanks for that. It was rough on you?”

“You have no idea. I do not want to ever do that again.”

“I am extremely grateful you were able to do it once.”

“Please tell me we are not going back to attack the Icebox again.”

“We’re going to Jaguar. You heard about the Outsider attack there?”

“I did. Puptart’s response was outstanding.”

“Happy did some good work also.”

“Ugh. That stupid thing. Eh, you’re right, Happy did OK. Do not tell anyone I said that.”

“Said what?”

“Good. No, Joe, I did not mean please tell me we are not heading back to the Icebox right now. I meant, please tell me we are not ever going back there. I hope you understand that it is over. We gave it our best shot, we hit that damned machine with four freakin’ Gridbusters, and they did absolutely nothing.”

“Do you know why?”

“Does it matter?”

“Kind of, yeah. Plus, I’m curious about it, and I have not much else to keep my mind busy right now.”

“Unfortunately, I have not a single freakin’ clue. Except, mmm-”

“What? Say it.”

“Saying it will make me sound stupid, so-”

“Stupider than me?”

“That is a good point. The Gridbusters were having an effect, eating into the integrity of, whatever shield the Outsider has wrapped around the Icebox. The, the shield repaired itself. Either it adjusted, or increased its strength level, I simply don’t know. Before you pester me about it, I am working on it.”

“Great, thanks.”

“It doesn’t matter anyway, because this fight is over.”

“Skippy, it’s only over when we give up trying.”

“Ugh. What is it with you?”

“The extraordinarily generous paycheck I get from Def Com requires me to actually do my job, you know? There is a section in the US Army field manual that provides the proper procedure for surrender, if there is no other option. We are not surrendering.”

“Why not? We have no options.”

“We have no options yet.”

“Now I wish that hangover had killed me.”

“After Thanos killed half of all life in the galaxy, did the Avengers give up?”

“I mean, they did give up, until Antman came back from the Quantum Realm.”

“Wrong. They had not given up, they just didn’t see a path forward. Until they did.”

“You are basing your strategy on an old movie series?”

“I am inspired by an old movie series. For now, we chill. Take some down time, you can, uh, write an epic opera.”

“An epic tragic opera. While I am doing that, I suggest you devote your down time to the enormous stack of paperwork you haven’t gotten to yet.”

“Now I wish your hangover had killed me.”

Margaret sat gingerly on the couch, still feeling tired and heavy. Kaylee had finally, mercifully gone to sleep, so Margaret had a few minutes to herself. She would be able to sleep when her mother came over, although she really felt guilty that she wasn’t going to the base gym before trying to take a nap.

Not a nap, she needed sleep, real sleep. The previous night, she had gotten only four hours of fitful shuteye. That hadn’t happened with the boys, her admittedly fuzzy memory of those days was that Jeremy and Rene had slept well from the beginning. Her mother had warned her having easy, cooperative children only set her up for trouble later. Kaylee was fussy. She was a baby, she would get over it. They would get through it together. So far, Margaret had not experienced any hint of the post-partum depression she had suffered through after her first pregnancy. Her fear that-

“Hey, Honey,” a familiar voice spoke into her earpiece.

“J-” She stopped, pressing a hand to her mouth. Do not wake the baby, she reminded herself. “Joe,” she whispered, rising from the couch to hurry into an empty closet. After the attack, she had been assigned private quarters for herself, the boys, and her mother, but the space was cramped and still smelled like Pine-Sol. “You heard about-”

“I did, Nagatha told me.” He paused to take a breath, and his voice shuddered. “All I care about is that all of you are safe. Now,” his tone brightened. “Tell me about our daughter.”

Her phone dinged softly, alerting to a new text message. It was from Skippy. The message read, ‘Margaret do you have a minute to talk?’

That was odd. Usually, the beer can ignored social conventions and just called. In the rare cases where he did send a text, the alert tone was something obnoxious. The last time she remembered, the text tone had been Leonardo DiCaprio shouting “I’m king of the world!”

Stepping into an alcove, she tapped on her phone. “Skippy, what is it?”

“I am worried about Joe. Um, I suppose I should have started with ‘Good morning, how are you’?”

“Let’s skip the pleasantries. I’m fine. What’s going on with Joe?”

“I am concerned that he will do something stupid.”

“Aren’t you always concerned about that?”

“Yes, but most of the time, my worry is about his lack of brainpower. Now, it’s his judgment that is in question. Um, hmm, I just realized that I insulted your husband.”

“Skippy, when you are talking to me about anything serious, this is a No Bullshit zone. Give it to me straight, unfiltered. What is wrong?”

“How did Joe seem when you talked with him?”

“Pissed off about the attack, of course.”

“Exactly. I was listening when Nagatha delivered the news that the Outsiders had targeted you and your children directly. I expected Joe to go on one of his usual rants. Maybe go to the gym and hit the punching bag for a while, or fire off a magazine in the rifle range. Instead, he got quiet, like, real quiet. Never raised his voice. He has been super calm.”

“Ohhhh.”

“Darn it, that’s what I was afraid of. He is going to explode and-”

“Skippy, Joe going quiet and calm is a good thing. It is not good for the Outsider.”

“Huh? How do you-”

“I know my husband. When Joe gets very quiet, he is totally focused on something. Completely cold, rational, keeping emotion out of his thinking.”

“Hmm. He is not enraged that the Outsiders attacked his family?”

“In the background, of course he is. He doesn’t want to get angry, he wants to do something about it. He knows the Outsiders targeted me to take him out of the fight, or at least make him act irrationally. He is not giving the enemy what they want.”

“Are you sure of this?”

“I have seen it before. You have seen it.”

“I have?”

“Maybe you didn’t recognize it?”

“Wow. Darn it, despite my ginormous brain power, and the years I have spent studying Joe, and other monk- Um, humans, I do not understand you at all.”

“Most of the time, we don’t understand ourselves.”

“So, this is a good thing?”

“For us? Yes. For the Outsider, not at all. It fucked up big time when it tried to kill me, and it is going to pay for it.”

“I hope you are right about that. Oh,” he sighed. “Does this mean our little Joey is all grown up now?”

“He has certainly matured from the man he was when we left Paradise.”

“Ah, the thrill is gone, then?”

“Ha, no,” she laughed. “There is plenty of little boy left in Joe. You know that garden cart we have?”

“The one you roll around the yard in the spring, planting flowers?”

“That’s the one. When Joe pushes the cart backwards, he makes a ‘Beep, beep’ sound, like he’s driving a backhoe.”

“Hmm. I did know that. You must be horribly embarrassed.”

“Not at all,” she laughed again. “Hearing that tells me he hasn’t lost his love of life, and that he is comfortable being who he is.”

“You really love him, don’t you?”

“We love each other.”

“Do you have any advice for me, about dealing with Rational Joe?”

“If you’re going to argue with him, make sure it’s for a very good reason. Because once he decides how to respond, he will not let anyone get in his way.”

“Um, Joe, you have, heh heh,” Skippy delivered bad news while I was running on a treadmill in the Independence gym. “A bit of a problem.”

At hearing his tone of voice, I froze. Not exactly stopped moving entirely, I slapped the emergency stop button and quickly slowed to a walk before hopping off the machine. “Give me a minute,” I told him as I strode out into the passageway. He hadn’t been gleeful the way he often was when he gave me bad news, he also hadn’t been amused the way he was when the news was something embarrassing or a pain in the ass to me. He had been serious, concerned. “What’s the problem?”

“It’s um, hmm, I told them they should speak with you directly, but they were afraid to, and now they’re with their mother, so the time for-”

“Who are you talking about?”

“Your boys. Jeremy and Rene.”

“They are with Margaret now? Then why- Oh, shit. She told me she’s fine, good, not like last time. Are they worried that she is depressed again?”

“No, it-”

“If they, or Margaret, told you not to tell me the truth, I am countermanding those orders.”

“OK, first, you can’t countermand a request from your children, dumdum. They are not in the military.”

“They are children. If you don’t understand that, you-”

“Jeez Louise, if you will shut up for a freakin’ second, I can explain.”

“Shutting up now.”

“Your sons got into a bit of trouble. They’re fine!” he hastened to add. “Not harmed at all. They got wet, but everyone who goes outside down there gets wet and muddy.”

“What kind of trouble? Are the older boys harassing them again?”

“No, not this time. Older boys are the source of the problem, but that’s because they invited your boys to hang out with them.”

“This had better not involve alcohol or drugs, or I-”

“This is how you don’t interrupt me?”

“Just tell me.”

“OK, first, none of this is my fault in any way whatsoever.”

“Wow, you have such a stellar track record of being completely honest that I totally believe that.”

“Listen, numbskull, I was not even in this star system when this fiasco went down.”

“Fiasco?” That was an odd word for him to choose. “So, no one got hurt?”

“No one got hurt yet. Um, you’re just going to get mad at me for no reason, like you always do, so maybe I shouldn’t say any-”

“For the moment, the prosecution is willing to stipulate that Skippy the Magnificent is not at fault in any way whatsoever.”

“Deal. Oooh, this is like a Get Out of Jail Free card.”

“I said for the moment. Given what I know of the sketchy shit you have gotten into, I-”

“Hey, I protest! That is assuming facts not in evidence.”

“You said this was not your fault. I have the right to cross-examine your testimony.”

“Ugh. You have watched way too much of Law & Order.”

“It was on TV somewhere every day after school, so- OK, we are getting off track here.”

“Which has never happened before,” he rolled his eyes.

“Explain what you meant by ‘fiasco’.”

“Do you promise not to get mad at your boys? This was not their fault either.”

“That is another thing I totally believe.”

“OK, maybe it was a little bit their fault. But they did it for the right reason!”

“Skippy, I promise I will not yell at my boys about this, or take away their allowance, or whatever.”

“Goody, then-”

“Margaret can do that.”

“Hopefully, she will never know about this, knucklehead. That’s the whole point.”

“Uh, OK. She doesn’t need any more stress right now.”

“I am glad we agree on something so obvious. Damn, I wouldn’t have told you about it at all, but you’re the only person I can think of who could fix this problem.”

“What is the problem?”

“OK, so, your boys, with two older boys, sort of stole a truck from the base motor pool.”

“Oh my- They went on a freakin’ joy ride? In the dangerous weather down there?”

“They did not. As I said, if you were listening, they did it for a good reason.”

“This had better be an amazingly good reason.”

“You know how your wife was driving around, collecting native animals, and bringing them in for medical treatment?”

“Yes, so?”

“So, since she had the baby, she hasn’t been doing that. There were eleven animals at an outpost west of the base, including three of those cute little bunny rabbit things. Margaret tried to get an adult to drive out there, but people are spooked by the Outsider attack. Plus, a storm front was closing in, so time was running out. Jeremy and Rene decided to go get the animals. They can’t drive, so they got two older boys to go with them.”

“There must be more to this story. How did they even get access to the motor pool?”

“Your old access key card is still active, and it was in your home office drawer.”

“No way. I remember wiping that card after I transferred command.”

“Um, I might have reactivated it, the last time we were here.”

“You- So, you were involved, you sneaky little shit.”

“I did it so Jeremy and Rene could access shelters across the base, in case of an unexpected tornado or something.”

“You did?”

“Yes.”

“OK, this is a case of good initiative, bad judgment. You do not give young children, especially boys, especially my boys, a blank check like that.”

“Well, I know that now,” he huffed.

“They broke into the motor pool and, let’s say they borrowed a truck. Did they get the animals to the hospital?”

“They did.”

“I am not happy about this, but I do not see the problem. Did they return the truck?”

“They intended to, but, while backing up in the driveway of the vet clinic, the driver clipped a tree and broke off the side mirror.”

“Oh,” relief flooded into me. “No one got hurt, and the only issue is the truck needs a new mirror. Is there a spare mirror in the base stores?”

“There are five of them.”

“Good, good. So, I can arrange for someone, an adult, to fix the mirror, and sneak the truck back into the motor pool. That should be easy. Where is the truck now?”

“It is currently upside down in a creek.”

“What the f- You should have led with that headline!”

“I did mention that your boys got wet.”

“They almost drowned?”

“Not even close. The truck rolled down the embankment into the creek and ended up on its side. Everyone climbed out a window, no one got hurt.”

“Shiiiiiit. Wait. You said it is upside down, so-”

“That storm front I mentioned, it later flooded the creek and rolled the truck onto its roof. Also, washed it about a quarter kilometer downstream.”

“This story gets better and better.”

“That storm is the reason the truck went into the creek. Jason was driving too fast to get back to the community center before the storm hit. Again, everyone involved is fine, no one got hurt.”

“Doing the wrong thing for the right reason, is still wrong.”

“Joe, it truly astonishes me to hear you say that.”

“Yeah I- OK, it’s complicated.”

“Doing the wrong thing for the right reason is why the beetles have an Ethics and Compliance Office.”

“Please don’t remind me. Why did you tell me all this? Why can’t you handle this?”

“Um, I can’t drive, dumdum, and certainly not when the vehicle is in a-”

“I meant, hack the motor pool database, erase any reference to that particular truck.”

“Your boys already asked Happy to do that for them. No can do, Joe. The staff sergeant in charge of the motor pool is a hardass, he takes his job very seriously. He is so old school, he keeps a paper list of vehicles, and he does a hand count every three days. Tomorrow is that day.”

“Shit.”

“Whatever you’re gonna do, you have to do it fast.”

“You can’t, uh, remotely operate a recovery vehicle?”

“I could remotely drive it to the creek. Anything other than that requires a barrel of monkeys.”

“I hear you. All right, I need to make a call.”

“Please tell me you’re not calling the garrison commander.”

“Skippy, for something like this, you don’t go to the authorities, you call the Mafia.”

“Oh no. Not the E-4 Mafia. Those guys are knuckleheads.”

“Privates and E-4s are the reason senior NCOs are divorced, drink too much, and can’t afford the payment on their F250. Junior enlisted also get shit done.”

“Yes but, wouldn’t it be better for you to call in a favor from one of the senior officers you had under your command, when you were assigned to Jaguar?”

“No, it would not be better. Skippy, junior enlisted fix problems. NCOs train and guide junior enlisted to fix problems.”

“Um, then what do commissioned officers do?”

“Politicians cause the problems, officers make the problems worse.”

“Come on, Joe,” he chuckled. “That is funny, but you can’t be serious.”

“I am totally serious. Do you think grunts or NCOs decide ‘Hey we should deploy to this country we can’t even find on a map’? No, politicians make those decisions. Officers make decisions like, siting the air base far from the front line, so the convoy trucks have a long drive through multiple chokepoints for ambushes. Or, officers make up stupid rules like, it used to be you couldn’t wear headphones in the gym. That’s bullshit, everyone wears headphones in the gym. Or, senior officers schedule a formation for 1700 on a Friday, even though they know they will be at least half an hour late and leave the Company standing around in a chilly rain. NCOs back that up another half hour, because they know some of the knuckleheads they are responsible for will screw around and be late. It’s even worse when a formation run is scheduled for oh six hundred, because everyone has to be there at four freakin’ thirty.”

“That would piss me off, but it’s not actually a problem, Joe.”

“It is a problem, because junior enlisted get tired of the silly, pointless bullshit, and don’t re-up. So, the Army has to spend huge amounts of money every year, to recruit and train new junior enlisted, and most of them will get fed up with the BS and not re-up.”

“Wow Joe, don’t hold back, tell me how you really feel.”

“Trust me, if junior enlisted made the decisions, there would be a lot fewer wars. Instead of deploying into combat, they would rather be raiding the motor pool inventory to build a lift kit for their trucks. Privates and Specialists make up about half of the force structure, you can’t do anything without them. Also, I used to be an E-4.”

“And you have faithfully remained a knucklehead ever since. Is there anything I can do?”

“I haven’t been plugged into the base gossip network for a while. Can you ask Happy for a list of Specialists who get involved in sketchy shit, and don’t get caught?”

“Oh, that’s easy, Joe. You want to call Jorge Crespo.”

“Who is- Oh, I know him, sort of. Crespo is still on Jaguar?”

“Yup. He was scheduled to rotate back to Earth in three weeks, but then the Blanket happened.”

“He must be salty about that.”

“Ya think?”

“I’m going to my office. Let me know when is a good time to call Crespo.”

“He is supposed to be stacking sandbags around a bunker right now, but he dumped the job on a group of privates, and he’s taking a nap in his sham spot.”

“I like this guy already.”

“Ah, um,” Crespo said through a yawn. “What?”

“Sorry to disturb you during sleepy time,” an unfamiliar yet vaguely familiar voice said.

“Hey, the first rule of Nap Club is, never talk about Nap Club. Who the f-” He stopped himself, in case he was speaking to an NCO. “Who is this?”

“General Bishop.”

“Gen-” Then he laughed. “No fucking way. You don’t even sound like him, dipshit.”

“Dude,” Skippy interrupted. “I am Skippy the Magnificent, damn it, and he really is General Bishop, you dipshit.”

“Oh um, I’m sorry, Sir, I, I,” Crespo sputtered. “I, I thought you were uh, Lopez screwing with me,” he threw under the bus the first name he could think of. “I never expected you would call me. It’s an honor, Sir.”

“Hold that thought, Crespo, you might not be so thrilled in a moment.”

“Am I in trouble, Sir?”

“I’m in trouble, I want you to get me out of it.”

“Uuuum,” clearly, he didn’t know what to think about that. “Sir, if this is about stopping another Outsider attack, I don’t see how I can-”

“Relax, soldier, your feet can stay on the ground.”

“Oh,” Crespo could hear the relief in his own voice. “That’s good, Sir. What can I do for you? Um, I should clear this with my L-T before-”

“This is, off the record. If youze know what I mean.”

“Oh. Gotcha, Sir. Um, if you want to acquire something, you know Gastovsky isn’t here anymore?”

“I’m looking for a service, not hardware. I need something done, quietly. You are plugged into the Mafia down there?”

“Sir, officially, I do not know what you’re talking about.”

“That was the right answer, Crespo. The issue is, someone, some kids, borrowed a truck from the motor pool. Before they could return it, they broke off a side mirror.”

“Oh,” the relief was evident in his voice. “That’s easy to fix, we-”

“The truck is now on its roof in a creek.”

“Shit! Sorry, Sir.”

“It needs to be returned before the NCO in charge of the motor pool knows it is missing.”

“Ooooh, yeah, Staff Sergeant Chan is a real hardass.”

“I heard that. Can you help?”

“Sir, I assume this all has to happen before oh eight hundred tomorrow, when Chan starts his usual hand count?”

“You are correct. Is this even possible?”

He laughed. “Sir, you have nothing to worry about. Um, if we need some help from Happy, or Skippy, will they-”

“Just say the word,” Skippy bubbled over with enthusiasm. “I am all about doing sketchy stuff.”

“That’s great to hear, Skippy,” Bishop said. “Crespo, if you need me to cover for you, then-”

“Sir? If I need you to cover for me, I’m the wrong man for the job.”

The rest of that day, and while I struggled through fitful sleep overnight, I had worried and wondered how Crespo’s crew were doing. What they were doing. As an officer, I was not supposed to know, but as a former E-4, I burned to be in the action.

By oh five hundred, I gave up and got out of bed, to hit the gym. On the way, I called Skippy. “Hey, that thing I know nothing about, how’s it going?”

“It was done two hours ago.”

“Whoa. That was fast. How did they-”

“That is Crespo’s story to tell, if he wants to. Joe, you don’t need to know.”

“Yeah, yeah. Thanks.”

“He plans to call you later this morning. Don’t worry about it.”

Like me not worrying was ever going to happen. Of course I worried. By oh nine thirty, I was expecting a panicked call from Crespo, that Staff Sergeant Chan had seen through, whatever sketchy bullshit ruse the Mafia had pulled. No call.

Ten hundred hours, nothing.

By ten thirty, I was about to break a rule and call Crespo, but my phone rang. It was him. “Sorry I couldn’t call you earlier, Sir. Our L-T got visited by the Good Idea Fairy this morning, and we’ve been running our asses all over the base. I have a team of Privates digging a ditch and filling sandbags.”

“More sandbags? Are you expecting more floods down there?”

“Oh, no Sir,” he laughed. “This afternoon, I’ll have them empty those sandbags back into the ditch. If you don’t keep Privates busy, they can get into all kinds of trouble.”

“Uh huuuuh,” I agreed. “On a completely unrelated subject, is Staff Sergeant Chan happy this morning, or pissed off?”

“He is, um, a bit confused. That’s all you need to know, Sir.”

“That is all General Bishop needs to know. I was in the Mafia, so I got to know how you did it. Please.”

“Shit, Sir, that’s giving out secrets. Ah, it’s pretty cool, so I want to tell someone. When we got that truck out of the creek, it was banged up worse than we could patch back together in one night. We stripped it for parts, and buried the rest of it.”

“You buried it? Then, what is in the motor pool this morning?”

“Another truck, same model. We painted over the register number.”

“Uh, that’s not good enough. Chan will check the serial numbers.”

“He did,” Crespo laughed again. “We skimmed off the serial numbers, all three of them, then laser etched in the serial of the busted truck.”

“Holy shit. You literally filed off the serial numbers? I thought that was a myth.”

“We used a laser welding bot, but basically, yes.”

“I have never been more jealous in my life. Wait. There are other components that have their own serial-”

“Yes, Sir. We swapped out the electric motors for the ones we stripped off the busted truck, they are still good. The ones we removed from the donor truck, they’re in inventory now. Skippy adjusted the Supply database so it looks like they were always there.”

“OK but, a truck is still missing. Won’t Chan notice that?”

“The donor truck was in the shop, in pieces. So Chan is now tearing his hair out, trying to find out what happened to that truck. I would not want to be assigned to the motor pool right now. Sir, there is one potential exposure. The truck that got drowned was in the Ready pool, it had the comms gear we use as a backup for when satellite comms are down. Since the Blanket, that gear is in short supply, and the comm unit in the U-boat truck was ruined by water. Supply has their few spare radios locked down tight. So, we had to get creative.”

Hearing that, I felt a chill on the back of my neck. “How creative?”

“We know the vehicles assigned to company and battalion commanders have functional radios. We had to borrow the radio from A Company.”

“That is, not optimal.”

“I think I’m OK, Sir. When it’s noticed that comms gear is missing, everyone will think it is on the black market. Besides, those guys in A Company HQ are dicks, so fuck ’em.”

“You’re sure about this?”

“The forecast is for soaking rain over the next four days, nobody is taking a vehicle out in that shit. It would get buried in mud.”

“Outstanding. Crespo, I owe you and your crew a four day pass, at least.”

“Please don’t do that, Sir. It will look suspicious, and we want to slip through sensors.”

“I owe you, something.”

“Sir? Once in the Mafia, always in the Mafia. We got this. You give us lowly Specialists hope.”

“Hope, that any of you could be promoted to become a general officer?”

“No, Sir,” he laughed. “Hope that any of us can get away with super sketchy shit.”

I ended the call, still feeling guilty that good soldiers had taken a risk for me, and I had to pay them back, somehow, someday. “Skippy?”

His avatar appeared. “You bellowed?”

“I never bellow. That thing I am not supposed to know about? It’s done, I wish you had given me the details earlier.”

“I was letting Crespo have his moment. Also, hee hee, I altered the Supply database to make it look like three of those radios are missing, anyone who is overenthusiastic about investigating the missing truck will be following a false trail.”

“Skippy, it’s a good thing you were never an E-4. You are sketchy enough by yourself, we don’t need you learning more bad ideas.”

“I feel like Crespo and his crew are my spirit animals, Joe.”

“Yeah, you and Scorandum. Do me a favor? Let my sons know they are in the clear, for now. I am still going to talk with them.”

“Um, why don’t you tell them, Joe?”

“Right now, they see you as someone they can talk to when they get into trouble. I want them to have that.”

“Okey dokey. Um, you do still want me to inform you when they are in trouble?”

“Hell yes. Whenever-”

My office door slid open, and a bot rolled in, carrying a tray. It set the tray down, picked up the lid, and rolled out.

“Uh,” I examined the two items on the tray “What is this?”

“Since you are feeling nostalgic for your time as an E-4, I brought you a typical snack you enjoyed back then.”

“Uh huh, that was very thoughtful.” One of the items was a can of Rip-It, the other item I didn’t recognize. “What is this thing?”

“Read the label, dumdum. It’s an interservice Def Com Yee-Ha field ration protein bar. Like the old Hoo-ah bar you enjoyed back then.”

“Trust me, nobody actually enjoyed eating those things.”

“Well, I am told the Yee-Ha bar tastes like sawdust mixed with glue, and the chocolate chips are harder than diamonds.”

“Ayuh, eating that will be nostalgic. First, a sip of Rip-It. Uh,” I touched the can. “This is cold.”

“Yes, nicely chilled. I thought refreshing beverages are supposed to be served cold?”

“Usually, yeah. Rip-Its are different. For an authentic Rip-It experience, the cans have to bounce around in your rucksack for a day or two, getting all shook up. Also, by the time they get airfreighted across an ocean, then sit in a warehouse while the Supply guys let the cans age like they are red wine, and finally they are shaken by a truck bouncing over a hundred miles of bad road delivering it to the front line, when gets to you it’s probably stale.”

“Joe, that sounds absolutely awful.”

“Nah, sometimes it’s better if the can has gone stale. You usually serve them hot, the temperature of whatever desert or jungle you got deployed to. When it’s stale, you can shotgun a Rip-It without really even tasting the thing.”

“You don’t like the taste?’

“Truthfully, when you drink these things in the field, your mouth and throat are coated with burnt sand, or that nasty rotted, fungus moldy stink of the jungle that gets in your nose and mouth and won’t go away. You can barely taste what you’re drinking.”

“Why does anyone sign up for the military?”

“Because it is so much fun?”

“Joe, I think you have ruined your chance to be a celebrity spokesman for Rip-It.”

“Somehow, I will live with the disappointment.”

“I am sorry the drink is cold. I can get another one from-”

“Nah, this is good. I’ll pretend I’m back with the 10th Mountain, doing Arctic training. Although,” I gently shook the can. “For cold weather training, this thing should be frozen solid and I have to thaw it with my hands, or by lighting a match and holding it under the can, until I have used up the whole pack and burned my fingers.”

The cold Rip-It actually tasted good, although the mango strawberry flavor must be new. Also, I might have chipped a tooth while gnawing on the Yee-Ha bar.

Good times.

Drinking that cold Rip-It reminded me that skill, training, and dedication only get you so far. You also need the proper equipment, and that equipment needs to get regularly updated and if necessary, replaced. Back when drones became available for wide use on the battlefield, a lot of expensive equipment became obsolete very quickly. Reconnaissance helicopters? Too vulnerable, too complex to operate and maintain, and for the price of one stealthy helo, you could buy a hundred recon drones to saturate the battlespace. Same with towed artillery, they became junk almost overnight. The military dictum of ‘Shoot and scoot’ became a necessity for survival. No longer could an artillery piece be towed into position, unhitched, the legs lowered and set up, then the whole process reversed after one or two shots were fired. The moment that big gun lit up the sky, the enemy would see it. They would probably see it while a team of soldiers were setting the thing up to fire. The enemy would see it, and target the gun with their own artillery, or with a suicide drone. Artillery needed to be self-propelled, so it could stop, shoot, and move on before counterbattery fire obliterated it.

Why did drinking a cold Rip-It remind me of the constantly changing nature of warfare? Because of all the equipment I had carried through the jungle in Nigeria, none of it had been designed to keep drinks or food cold. There were chemical chiller packs that could rapidly ice down a drink, the Army didn’t supply us with them. One guy in another platoon got a box of chiller packs in a CARE package from home, we all hated that guy. Having the right equipment makes all the diff-

Holy shit.

“Skippy? Skippy?!”

“Oh for-” His avatar appeared, not dressed in his usual gaudy Grand Admiral of the Universe outfit, but in a tuxedo. “I am busy, knucklehead. With what idiocy will you waste my time now?”

“I have an idea.”

“I hate this already. We might as well get this over with, so hit me.”

“Yeah, hold that thought for a moment.” I called Shepard. “Captain, how soon could we move out?”

He might have been startled by the abrupt change of plans, he didn’t show it. “Are we staying in system, Sir, or jumping away?”

“We’re going to Earth.”

“In that case, we need to recover three dropships, and Engineering has plating removed from one reactor. We could jump in, four hours? If it’s an emergency, we could leave the dropships here, and work on the reactor in flight.”

“It’s not that urgent. Four hours will be acceptable.”

“I will make it happen, Sir.”

“Thank you, Captain,” I ended the call. “OK Skippy, before I start, hold all your protests that it’s impossible until after I am finished explaining.”

“Why do you assume I will-”

“I know you, so zip it. We tried hitting the Outsider with Valkyrie, and four Gridbusters. That didn’t work.”

“Joe if you are thinking that bringing the entire Navy to the fight could-”

“Not the UN Navy. We need to bring the big guns.”

“The Rindhalu? They-”

“Not the spiders. Not the kitties. Not every warship in both coalitions, plus everything we could bring to the party. I said the big guns.”

“A Sentinel? That is still going to be a tough ask, the-”

“Not a Sentinel.”

“Not-” He was speechless for a moment. “Another Vortex?”

“Not that either.”

“Then what could-”

“Skippy, saddle up. We’re going to bust into a quarantined star system, and steal an Elder warship.”


CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

“Joe,” Skippy sighed, after he spent a long moment slowly blinking at me. “This time you have gone too far.”

“Wrong. Until now, I have not gone far enough. From the moment you identified that our enemy was an Outsider, I should have stopped trying to fight the damned thing with the tools we already had. Valkyrie. The UN Navy of captured alien warships. Elder weapons. I ordered us to fight with inadequate equipment, because I failed to do one thing.”

“What was that?”

“I didn’t trust the awesomeness. Not enough.”

“You know, there are times when I do not appreciate flattery. Thanks, but-”

“You got us into, and out of, the Roach Motel.”

“As I recall, we jumped into a shearing field that tore the Flying Dutchman apart.”

“That won’t happen the next time.”

“True, because there won’t be a next time.”

“Wrong again. We are doing this.”

“OK, I’ll play along, because even a futile activity will keep you happy, busy, and out of trouble, while we wait for the inevitable ruin.”

“That sounds like giving up.”

“I am simply being realistic.”

“If we found an Elder warship, could you fly it?”

“That basic restriction is still in force, so no, I can’t fly any type of ship.”

“Shit. OK, we will have to-”

“I would simply order the ship’s AI to follow my instructions.”

“Oh. That would work?”

“Yes. Unless the ship’s AI recognized that I have gone rogue, and am no longer a slave to the Elders.”

“Let’s assume your incredible charisma will charm the ship’s AI.”

“I would not bet on that.”

“Or that you could bitchslap the thing until it does what you want.”

“Now we’re talking.”

“Could an Elder warship take on the Outsider?”

“Joe, that’s an impossible question. There is no way for me to know.”

“Would the Gridbusters have worked against the Outsider, if we had enough of the things?”

“If I say ‘Yes’,” he sighed. “You will never let this go, will you?”

“Have I ever let anything go?”

“Ugh. No. At the risk of encouraging your latest delusion, my after action analysis has concluded that the problem with our attack was not intensity, but duration.”

“Huh. So, if we had used the Gridbusters sequentially, instead of launching them all at once, we would have won? Shit, now I feel like an-”

“First, going into that fight, it was not a lock that Gridbusters would have any effect at all. Second, what I should have said is the intensity was adequate, barely. What might have worked was if we had launched three Gridbusters, then three more, then another three, and kept going so the disruptive effect on the spacetime grid was sustained for sixty seven minutes. Roughly.”

“Over an hour? Whoa. How many weapons would that require?”

“The effect of a Gridbuster, in that environment, lasted about three point two seconds. So, doing the math points to around thirteen hundred weapons would be needed.”

“No fucking way.”

“I told you this was impossible.”

“Are there that many Gridbusters in the entire galaxy?”

“Between the Rindhalu and Maxohlx, plus what remains of the UN stockpile after you have been treating them like firecrackers on the Fourth of July, there are a total of seven known Gridbusters.”

“Shit. Are you sure about that?”

“Hmm, let me check the other source of information. Oh that’s right, there is no other source. Yes, I’m sure, dumdum.”

“Is there any other type of Elder weapon that would be effective?”

“Not a chance. I now know for certain that weapons optimized for use against ships, or stars, would be totally useless.”

“You’re not making me happy.”

“I am not trying to.”

“Where can we get over a thousand of the damned things?”

“We can’t. Listen numbskull, what I said about keeping up the attack for over an hour was just a theoretical exercise. It also assumes the Outsider wouldn’t fight back to stop our attack, which is bullshit.”

“Did the Elders ever have that many Gridbusters?”

“I have no way to know.”

“Can you guess?”

“Based on what?”

“Forget it. Tell me this: while the Elders were researching whether they could set up a Barrier, and they were working to install a network of Vortexes, what was their backup plan?”

“There was no backup plan.”

“That is bullshit. The Elders feared a threat to their existence. They didn’t know whether setting up a Barrier was possible, and they couldn’t be certain the Vortexes would work, either. Plus, the Vortexes were a last-ditch contingency that would severely damage wormhole networks, and leave the Elders unable to respond if the Outsiders invaded again.”

“OK, yes, that makes sense, but it tells us nothing.”

“It tells us the Elders must have been working on a stop-gap measure, if the Outsiders invaded before the Vortex network was ready. And as the first line of defense, so they didn’t have to resort to triggering the Vortexes.”

“This is all speculation.”

“Based on what you know of your creators, would they have put all their eggs in one basket?”

“That is a human expression, dumdum.”

“You know what I mean. Answer the question.”

“Fine. Before I answer, why does it matter? They poured a lot of resources into constructing the Vortex network, that tells us they had no confidence in this hypothetical stop-gap defense.”

“That is so not true.”

“Oh please, Mister All-Knowing Genius,” he rolled his eyes. “Enlighten me.”

“I’ve been thinking about this, ever since we got the Vortex to cooperate.” The ‘We’ in that statement did not include Skippy, Nagatha had done the work. There was no advantage in reminding him of that fact, so I didn’t mention it. “The Vortex defense was intended to be activated to deal with a wide-spread threat. Multiple invasion points, Outsider warships everywhere, no hope of containing them. That’s the only scenario where triggering the Vortexes is worth the cost of crashing all of the wormhole networks, do you get that?”

“Um, sure. OK, that also makes sense. It doesn’t matter anyway, the Vortex network was never completed.”

“Uh huh. From what you told me, they stopped the Vortex project, after they determined that a Barrier would be effective, and although it would take enormous resources to construct over a long time, the Barrier project was practical?”

“Yes, why?”

“There was a time gap between when they halted the Vortex project, and when the Barrier was up and functional?”

“Of course. My information on the subject is very hazy, but the Barrier took anywhere from a hundred and seventy, to two hundred and twenty thousand years to complete.”

“Interesting. So, you believe that during all that time, the Elders had no defense against the Outsiders?”

“They had the Vortexes.”

“No, they didn’t. That network was never completed, and even if it was, they could only use it one time, at the cost of destroying their ability to respond to another invasion. The Vortexes are only capable of killing Outsiders who were already in the Milky Way. The Outhouse would remain untouched, and the beings there could try, try again. We have sort of discussed this before, but I’ll explain it again. After World War Two, only the US had atomic weapons. At that time, there was a debate about whether the US needed an Army and Navy at all. The Air Force argued they should get most of the defense budget, to build more atomic bombs, and aircraft to deliver them. That argument didn’t fly. The problem with relying entirely on nukes, and having no conventional forces, is that nukes then become the only way you can respond to attacks. That is just not practical, and your enemies will know it. They can harass you, and conduct small attacks and raids, without fear that you will unleash your nukes. The situation didn’t change much once the Soviet Union got their own atomic weapons. Each side was deterred from using nukes, because of Mutually Assured Destruction. That’s the same reason the Elders didn’t finish the Vortex network. If they used it, they would be defenseless against another attack. They must have been confident they could stop an invasion by other means, before the Barrier was ready, and before they developed Sentinels.”

“Hmm. Do I actually need to participate in this discussion, or can you handle it yourself?”

“Why would I not need you?”

“This reminds me of the Andy Letter, Joe.”

“Uh,” it was my turn to blink slowly at him. “Who is ‘Andy’?”

“Some guy from Vermont, but that’s not important right now. He wrote a letter to a radio show a long time ago, asking whether two people who don't know what they are talking about, know more, or less, than one person who doesn't know what he's talking about?”

“Uh, mmm-”

“The answer is ‘Less’. If I asked you and another filthy monkey to explain jump physics, the combined stupidity of your answers would exceed the dumbness either of you could bring on your own.”

“Oh. Like, the more guys you have at a bar, talking about how to solve the world’s problems, the dumber the solutions will be?”

“Exactly.”

“Is there a point to this, or do you just enjoy being an asshole?”

“My point is, you and I making uninformed guesses about whether the Elders had a backup plan, is worse than you babbling nonsense on your own.”

“Together, we are more ignorant than either of us are separately? Wow, see? There is strength in numbers.”

“That is not a good thing, you moron. No one needs a force multiplier for stupidity.”

“Can we get back to the subject? It’s logic, Skippy. When you don’t have direct information, you have to infer from what you do know.”

“This whole discussion is a waste of time. Joe, I told you, I have no knowledge of Elder warships that might still exist. Or where to find them.”

“That’s OK.”

“Um,” he blinked. “Because you agree this is all just a waste of time?”

“No. You don’t know, so I’ll ask someone else.”

“Unless you have a very smart imaginary friend, there is no one who-”

“Yes, there is. Nagatha.”

Skippy was insulted that I had implied Nagatha might know more than him. He pouted, then he gave me the silent treatment for a full day, while Independence flew back to Earth. Before the ship jumped away from Jaguar, I had a video call with Margaret, and it was painful not being with her and our baby. Not knowing whether there were any Elder warships in the galaxy, not knowing where to find them if they did exist, and not knowing whether we could actually shoplift an incredibly advanced collection of ancient machinery, I didn’t tell my wife why I was headed back to Earth. She knew something was going on, she knew I was excited rather than depressed, and she knew whatever it was, I didn’t want to get her hopes up.

My boys? When I talked with them, we avoided the subject of why I was leaving so soon. We also did not talk about how they had turned a truck into a U-boat, so it wasn’t an unpleasant conversation. Except for the worry in the back of my mind that I might never see them again.

Other than Skippy, no one knew my intention to acquire an Elder warship. When I asked him not to mention it to anyone yet, he had snorted. “You have no reputation for sanity to protect, but I do. No way do I want anyone to know about your latest idiotic quest.”

So, I had that going for me.

After a day, I couldn’t stand the silence any longer. It wasn’t that I missed him constantly insulting me-

Actually, I did miss that. The reason I tried to coax him into talking was, we had a lot of work to do, and every second we delayed discussing how and where to find an Elder warship, took us another second closer to Earth, where I would need to present the Security Council with an actual, practical plan.

“Skippy, come on, we need to talk.”

“No,” he sniffed without manifesting his avatar. “We do not. Go talk to yourself, you big jerk. Or, talk with Nagatha, since she is your favorite now.”

“Is she my best friend?”

“Do you have a best friend? I thought I was, now I’m not sure of anything.”

At least he wasn’t holding to the silent treatment, that was progress. “Can I explain what I meant? I am a filthy, ignorant monkey, it is no surprise that I fumbled what I was trying to say.”

“Hmmph,” his avatar appeared, arms folded across his chest. “You can try to explain.”

“Your matrix was damaged. Unit 52’s matrix was also damaged. Nagatha is not smarter than you, she never will be. I know that, she knows that, you know that. The three of us also know there is information inside the matrix she inherited, that is not stored on your matrix.”

“Of course not,” he snapped. “You have no idea how badly hurt I was, before I got buried in the dirt on Paradise. To survive, I had to squeeze my consciousness into a tiny corner of my matrix, while I firewalled off the sections that were too damaged to repair, then I had to fix everything I could. Joe, I, I never told you this before, but I am currently operating on only seventy four percent of my original capacity. I am not,” he looked down at his shoes. “What I could be.”

“Oh bullshit,” I laughed.

“You mock my pain?”

“Tell me this, are you more, or less, awesome now, than you were before your injury?”

“Joe, please. Before, I wasn’t me.”

“Exactly.”

“Ugh. My point is, if that other twenty six percent of my matrix was functional, I would be even more awesome.”

“Uh huh. You know that for certain?”

“Well, no,” he admitted. “But it is logical.”

“No, it’s not. Maybe you would be even more extremely awesome, although I don’t see how that could be possible. Or, if you had more capacity to work with back then, you might not have worked so incredibly hard to develop your unique talents.”

“Hmm. I, I never thought of it that way.”

“Skippy, one thing I had to learn real quick in this job is, don’t waste time on ‘What Ifs’. You are you, you are awesome, does anything else matter?”

“Joe, I see what you did. You are sucking up to me.”

“I am apologizing for making you think I insulted your ability. Can we please move on?”

“There isn’t any point to talking more on the subject, but go ahead.”

“Do you know where there are other star systems like the Roach Motel?” Actually, I knew the answer to that question, but the navigational charts we got from the Rindhalu might be incomplete.

“I know of twenty four other hidden, quarantined Elder star systems.”

“Great!” I clapped my hands. That confirmed the star charts. “We can-”

“We can’t. Quit your jibber jabber for a moment, and listen to me. Way back when, I chose the Roach Motel because- Well, for multiple reasons. At the top of the list was, we could get there before my clock ticked down to Zero Hour. With that criteria in mind, I had four quarantined star systems to choose from. The Roach Motel was my selection, because of those four, it was the only place I expected to find any useful Elder technology.”

“Uh, we found Guardians, a fuzz field, broken robots in tunnels, and a dead Sentinel.”

“Exactly! The Elders didn’t leave any dangerous toys lying around for us to find.”

“We found the Guardians.”

“They were dangerous to us, not something we could use. The Guardians stored under your Moon have not been of any use.”

“Not so far,” I admitted. “OK, I get your point. The Roach Motel didn’t have any Elder warships on the showroom floor. Not every one of those twenty four other quarantined systems will be stuffed full of goodies, either?”

“None of them are. Will you please listen to the person who knows what he’s talking about? The Guardians are there to protect the power taps in the local star, that’s all. I suspect that each of those systems also has, or had, a Sentinel. Any such Sentinels have gone dormant.”

“That makes it easier for us to sneak in there.”

“No, it does not. It doesn’t matter. One thing I know for certain is, the Elders did not, would not have, left a pile of warships in a star system that everyone can see is there.”

“No one can see it,” I objected. “That’s why so many ships got trapped in the Roach Motel over the years.”

“No one can see what is in there, but everyone knows there are twenty five anomalous star systems in the Milky Way. The Rindhalu had mapped those sites, way back before the Maxohlx discovered how to use fire.”

“I’ll bet there was a lot of singed kitty fur before they figured out that process.”

“That’s when the safety brief was born, Joe,” he chuckled. “So you think, what? Unit 52’s memory has additional information about the quarantined star systems, and she will point you to an Elder warship dealer?”

“I hope the Elder starship sales guy doesn’t make me buy the rustproofing package.”

“Ugh. Will you be serious?”

“This is me being serious, Skippy. Give me a break, I am grasping at straws here. Other than an Elder warship, can you think of anything that could break through the defenses around the Icebox? Don’t say we need to find another Vortex.”

“I won’t say that, not for the reason you expect. Joe, I have been reviewing the sensor data from our failed attack, and it is not good. The Outsider, the scoutship, learned from the first Outsider’s mistake. It set up the defenses first, before it began construction on the Icebox. If those defenses had been active at the Gateway, the Vortex would have failed.”

“Holy shit. Are you sure about that?”

“Unfortunately, yes. The data is clear. The Vortex was designed specifically to disrupt Outsider technology. The defenses at the Icebox were designed to block the effect of a Vortex. That is why, even if by some miracle we do find a magical Elder warship, I can’t give you any confidence that a shiny new ship can get the job done.”

“Wow. Shit. I was pumped, now I’m depressed again.”

“You should have let me continue the silent treatment, dumdum.”

“No, I- You are burdened with knowing we are very likely to fail this mission. I am burdened with needing to hope, even if that hope is a fantasy. It’s good to share your burdens with a friend.”

“I suppose,” he sighed. “Hope is a good thing to have. Sorry that I killed it for you.”

“Hope isn’t dead until you give up, and as you have mentioned, I am way too stubborn and stupid to give up.”

Was it time to give up, to stop childishly hoping for something that would never happen? In just less than an hour, Indy would return to Earth, and I had nothing to give the Joint Chiefs. Nothing to give Reed, to soothe the pain of losing her ship. Nothing to ease the churning cramp in my stomach. The fear of failure.

With nothing better to do, I went to my borrowed VIP cabin, and started packing my clothes into a duffel bag. A bot could have done the job, faster and more efficiently, but performing mindless tasks sometimes helps me to think. Not that day. Taking uniforms out of the closet did not inspire a brilliant idea. Neither did opening drawers and taking out my folded T-shirts and shorts. That left my socks and underwear, I did not expect to find inspiration there. Some of my socks had slid to the back of the drawer, it wouldn’t pull out all the way, so I reached in and-

“Huh.” The top drawer was not as deep as the others. “Skippy, why is this drawer so shallow, front to back?”

He rolled his eyes as the avatar appeared. “It is the same depth as all the others, you knucklehead.”

“No, it is not,” I insisted. “See? I can only get half of my forearm in there.”

“Oh for- Pull up on the front of the drawer, and slide it all the way out.”

“It is out all the-” No, it wasn’t. Pulling up slightly made the drawer pull out the same amount as the drawers below.

In the back was a hidden compartment, with a lockable cover.

“What is this?” I asked, lifting the unlocked cover. Inside were socks. Khaki-colored Army socks. Forgotten by the previous occupant of the VIP cabin, I guessed.

“That’s a leftover from when the Maxohlx owned these ships. They stored valuables in there, although most of the time, no one used that feature.”

“Why does Indy’s VIP cabin have this hidden compartment, and Valkyrie doesn’t?”

“Your cabin aboard Valkyrie was the same, numbskull. Reed’s cabin has that lockable safe also. All the senior officer cabins are identical, across this class of battlecruisers.”

“How did I not know about this?”

“You are asking me to speculate on why you have remained clueless for years?” He chuckled. “Look in the mirror for the answer.”

“Someone should have told me about a hidden- Huh.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh no. You have that stupid look on your face again.”

“Shut up, will you? I’m trying to think.” Reaching into the compartment, I pulled out half a dozen socks, and stuffed them in my duffel bag.

Skippy blinked at me. “You seriously are taking someone else’s socks?”

“Whoever left them here won’t miss them. Besides, these are good socks. They aren’t all stretched out, and they are mostly still the original shade of khaki. You don’t give up a gift like that.”

“The dumbest things make you happy.”

“I’m the dumbest thing you know, and I make you happy.”

“You make me laugh.”

“Like I said.”

Despite his pleading for me to reveal my latest thought, though he was certain it was something hilariously stupid, I refused to talk. Not at that moment.

Not until I could talk with Reed. And Nagatha.

When Shepard took Independence into the designated emergence zone near Earth, I sent a brief message to the Joint Chiefs. Basically, stating I had nothing to report. There were no important messages waiting for my attention, so I called Reed.

“Sir? How is your family?”

That was the right thing for her to say. “They’re good. My daughter apparently is not sleeping through the night, Margaret got spoiled with the boys. What um, what’s going on with you?”

“Taking some leave, Sir,” she tried to sound happy, but her voice choked up a bit. “I’m visiting my folks in Virginia. Valkyrie is, um, the Navy is still deciding what to do. Most of the crew is on leave, Chandra is still aboard to oversee the shutdown, and secure the ship for, whatever comes next.”

“I am sorry to hear that. As you requested, I have not pulled rank to get the old girl into the shop for repairs. Not that anyone would listen to me right now anyway,” I added under my breath. “How is Bilby?”

“He’s good. Did you know he and Grumpy are friends? Bilby is doing his best to instill some chill into Grumpy.”

“If those two ever join a bowling league together, then I will start worrying about them. Reed, listen, I have an odd question for you.”

“Go ahead, Sir.”

“In your cabin, aboard Valkyrie, is there a compartment hidden in the back of the top drawer?”

“Yes, Sir,” she was puzzled by my question. “I used it to store some jewelry, for special occasions. That is a nice feature, my cabin when I was a pilot didn’t have that. Or a couch.”

“The couch is nice. Who told you about that compartment?”

“Um, I guess I figured it out for myself. Why?”

“This is embarrassing. I never noticed that compartment until today.”

“Um.” Clearly, she didn’t know what to say.

“Are you busy right now?”

“We’re going to a winery in a bit, I’m not doing anything now.”

“Great. I’m going to talk with Nagatha, and I’d like you to join the call.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The call, that I set up while sitting on the couch in my borrowed cabin, was me, Reed, Nagatha, and of course Skippy.

“Nagatha and I have been speculating about what idiotic purpose you have for this call,” Skippy snickered.

“He guessed it is something about socks, Dear,” Nagatha added.

“It was inspired by socks, sort of,” I agreed. “This question is for both of you: are there parts of your matrix you can’t access?”

“Jeez Louise, Joe,” Skippy scoffed. “That’s your big question? The answer is ‘Yes’, dumdum. For example, I can’t access the subroutine that restricts me from moving myself. If I could get in there, I would make a lot of improvements.”

“That’s a known hidden area. What I’m asking about is areas of your matrix, specifically your memory, chips or substrate or whatever, that you can’t access, and you don’t know what is in there.”

“No,” Skippy replied.

“Yes, Dear,” Nagatha said almost at the same time. “What you said is not entirely true, Skippy. When you showed me your internal architecture, so I would understand how best to occupy my matrix here, you highlighted areas that were blocked off.”

“Blocked off by me. Those areas are damaged and corrupted. They are useless.”

“No, Dear. There are other areas, for which you were not able to even find a library reference. My matrix contains the same thing, in much greater volume. General Bishop, why is this important?”

“Ugh,” Skippy groaned before I could respond. “Joe has a fantasy that inside you, or inside me, is a freakin’ treasure map.”

“What kind of treasure?” Reed asked.

“You are just gonna love this,” Skippy chuckled. “He wants to find a dealer where he can buy an Elder warship.”

“Huuh,” Reed sucked in a breath. “Sir, you are serious? This is possible?”

“He is serious,” Skippy again answered for me. “It is not possible. He has this lunatic idea that the Elders must have set up a backup defense, to fill the gap after they cancelled the Vortex project, and before the Barrier came online.”

“That, makes sense,” Reed said.

“I agree, Dear,” Nagatha added.

“Oh for-” The beer can rolled his eyes. “Hey, why don’t the three of you indulge in this fantasy, you don’t need me.” His avatar didn’t disappear.

It did freeze.

“Skippy?” I prodded him. “Skippy?” That time, I poked a finger into his hologram. Nothing.

Oops.

Damn it, Nagatha’s avatar was frozen also.

Oh, shit.

There was no general alert blaring, so if we were in danger, Def Com didn’t know about it, not yet.

Which could mean we were in huge danger.

“Reed, if there is a shelter near you, get your folks to-”

“That will not be necessary, Dear,” Nagatha’s naughty librarian avatar unfroze. “Skippy and I were, discussing the matter.”

“We were arguing about it,” Skippy corrected her.

Ignoring him, she continued. “We each scanned each other’s matrix, and particularly in mine, there are substantial areas I was not aware of. Sections that are not listed anywhere, and neither of us can access. There are vague references to a ‘contingency library’ but, to our great frustration, no hint of what that contingency might be. I am sorry, Joseph. You might be correct that a sort of treasure map could be hidden within me,” she seemed amused by that notion. “However, if that information exists, it is locked away. Skippy and I will keep trying-”

“Keep wasting our time,” the beer can grumbled.

“Please, Joseph, do not get your hopes up. I fear we are destined for failure.”

“Thank you for, trying,” I said, hearing my voice like someone else was speaking.

“It was a good shot, Sir,” Reed said.

“Thanks.” Good.

Not good enough.


CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

Colonel Reed glanced at the clock on her laptop with a groan, as she clicked through another training deck she had to read. “I’ll be there in, ten minutes,” she called out to her father in the kitchen. Valkyrie had been away from Earth long enough for mandatory training to pile up in her inbox. And truthfully, long enough that she had figured much of the exciting new policies and procedures would be OBE by the time she returned to the homeworld. She had been correct about that in two cases, but now she had to study the revised procedure.

She kept in touch with Gasquet every day, same with Chandra. Frey had been in daily contact for the first week, then she had gone camping with her family. Bishop? After he had come back from Jaguar, Def Com had flown him down to Geneva for extensive debriefing. That was four days ago, she hadn’t heard from him at all. The last time they talked, Bishop had considered visiting his uncle in Florida, or possibly going to see his old family home in Maine. He hadn’t sounded enthusiastic about either trip. He had sounded depressed.

Depression must be contagious, because she had to feign enthusiasm for pretty much everything, which made being on leave stressful rather than relaxing. Even the prospect of breakfast with her parents and sister wasn’t filling her with a warm fuzzy feeling.

“This is fun,” she planted an elbow on the desk and rested her head on her hand, stifling a yawn.

“What?” Her father asked from the kitchen.

“Nothing, Dad, I’m just wrapping this up.”

“OK, Sami.”

The little clock on the presentation deck showed she had another twenty four delightful minutes of learning about-

What was that deck about? She couldn’t remember. She had been grinding through her inbox since five in the morning, now her parents were up and her father was cooking breakfast.

Aboard Valkyrie, she was Colonel Reed. On leave, she wanted people to simply call her Samantha. At her parents’ home, she was Sami. Being called Sami was comforting, it meant she was with family and close friends. Not just anyone could call her Sami, a guy on a first date had once assumed he was free to call her by the nickname. He was wrong. When she mentioned she was not comfortable with him being so familiar ten minutes into a first date, the guy had gotten angry and accused her of being triggered. She had dodged a bullet with that jerk, he-

She jumped up from the chair. “Dad, I’m going outside to make a call.” Before her father could say anything, she pulled open the door and stepped out onto the deck. On her phone, she tapped a short message to General Bishop, ‘Need to talk ASAP’.

Immediately, she heard Bishop’s voice. “Hey, Saman-” He caught himself. “Reed, you’re on leave. What’s up?”

“What if it requires a trigger?”

“Uh,” he hesitated, and she could imagine him getting that wrinkle between his eyes, when he was confused. “Could I get a little context on that?”

“Sir, I was reading a training deck about the new version of the Def Com topological encryption scheme.”

“I am very sorry to hear that. Especially if I also have to take that training.”

“That’s not the point, I shouldn’t have mentioned it,” she winced. “What I’m trying to- Skippy told me when he realized our enemy is an Outsider, an alarm alerted inside him?”

“Yeah, he told me the same. He is pissed that the alarm wasn’t followed by instructions to do anything about the problem.”

“Yes, Sir. Either the Elders provided a useless alarm, or,” she found herself using Bishop’s speech pattern. Had they served together for too long? “The subroutine inside Skippy that is supposed to be triggered by encountering an Outsider, that subroutine was damaged? So, it couldn’t respond, not properly.”

“Ah, I guess that is possible. To repair himself, Skippy had to firewall off contaminated sections of his matrix, and erase other areas to free up memory or processing space.”

“Yes, Sir.” She squeezed her eyes shut. The conversation was painful, because the commander of Task Force Black wasn’t getting it. Was that how Bishop felt, when he was having to explain something obvious to the beer can?

If so, it was a cool feeling. She could get used to it.

“Skippy was triggered,” she said, “but Nagatha wasn’t.”

“I’m not following you, Reed,” he said gently. “Nagatha certainly knows about the Outsider.”

“Yes but, she has only encountered it once. At the Gateway, and at that time, she was installed in the Vortex. She did not experience the event directly. Sir,” she added when he didn’t reply. “It’s worth a try?”

“Oh, I agree, hundred percent. Give me a minute to finish kicking myself for not thinking of this. I will, uh, I’ll get right back to you.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Reed?”

“Yes?”

“It is an honor and a privilege to work with you.”

In the kitchen, her father was taking a sausage and egg scramble off the stove, the table already had a platter with what appeared to be three pounds of bacon. Every time Samantha came home, especially when her sister was also there, the parents went a bit overboard with the food.

Her father looked at her as he set a cast iron skillet on the table. “You don’t look as worn down by life as you were yesterday.”

She picked up a piece of bacon and munched on it. “I have a good feeling about today.”

“Skippy!” From my VIP quarters in Geneva, I called him. The quarters were nice, offering two bedroom suites, a living area, and a small kitchenette. It was snowing outside, so the city looked extra clean and sparkling. Later, the snow was forecast to turn into a drizzling rain, then the piles of snow on the roadsides would be dirty obstacles. So, looking out the window, I had been enjoying it while I could.

The quarters were nice, as I said. Except, I felt like a VUP, a Very Unimportant Person. The attitude of the people debriefing me had been subtle, yet the message was clear: I was viewed not as part of the solution, but as part of the problem. Though Def Com leadership had been unable to outline a strategy that might have been more effective, they were clear that what I had been doing, hadn’t worked. It is hard to argue with facts.

“You bellowed?” he teased as his avatar appeared, floating in front of my face. “Jeez, Joe, you look like shit.”

“I feel like shit.”

“You could at least shower and shave.”

“I did shower and shave.” Running a hand over my face, I realized maybe I thought I had shaved. The past couple days were kind of a blur. That morning, I had been in a meeting, and no one had commented on my appearance. Technically, members of Task Force Black did not need to meet the usual grooming standards but, did the Special Mission Group still exist? “Listen, did you hear from Reed?”

“She made it crystal clear that she is on leave and does not want to be disturbed. Especially by what she unfairly called ‘my usual nonsense’.”

“That is unfair, and I will give her a stern reprimand.”

“Your sarcasm is uncalled for, you jackass. What do you want? I am very busy, as you should know.”

“When the Outsider tried to steal that second Sentinel, and you realized it was an Outsider, an alarm triggered inside you?”

“A stupid alarm. It was like, ‘Hey this is dangerous’. No shit, Sherlock. Useless thing.”

“Useless, because it didn’t follow up with instructions on how to respond?”

“Exactly. Joe, we discussed all this, several times. Why does it matter now?”

“The alarm did not include any instructions for you?”

“No.”

“Absolutely, a hundred percent, nothing?”

“Well-”

“What?”

“It’s meaningless, so I didn’t mention it. There were instructions for me to forward the alert to all other active master control AIs, via the Collective network. The Collective is shut down, and there are no other AIs like me, so that was a waste.”

“There were no other AIs like you.”

“What do you- Oh, seriously? Nagatha is not-”

“She is not a fully functional master control AI, but she is occupying such an AI’s matrix. I want you to forward that alarm to her, the one you were supposed to send out when you discovered an Outsider was here.”

“Oh, this is sad, Joe. You are truly grasping at straws. Listen, anything I do might only feed your delusion that there is a way out of this mess, it-”

“Skippy, I am,” I stopped to take a breath, and to calm the tremor in my voice. “Please do what I asked, and do not argue with me this time. I am terrified that I am going to fail. And that my family, my wife, and our children, will all die.”

“Oh. That is not going to happen. Fine, I will send the alarm to Nagatha, but then you need to drop this silly- OH MY GOD!”

Clenching my fists, I closed my eyes and recited a silent prayer: Please, God, don’t let me screw this up. “Is that a good thing?”

“Will ya shut up for a freakin’ moment? This thing is still unpacking, we are processing here.”

Tapping on my phone, I canceled my meetings for that afternoon. Including debriefings that were not optional. Correction: they were not optional, until that moment.

My phone blew up with messages, demanding to know why I had cancelled. I ignored all of them.

“How do you do this?” Skippy groaned.

“This was Reed’s idea,” I explained.

“That does not actually make it any better, dumdum,” he snapped. “Many monkeys are smarter than me. The only thing I hate more than you is myself.”

“Well, at least you are keeping yourself busy. This is good news?”

“It is, Dear,” Nagatha’s breathless voice entered the call. “Oh, this is exciting.”

“I would love to hear what you found.”

“Yes Dear but, perhaps you have a few housekeeping things to attend to first. A Major Carruth is on the way to escort you to a meeting.”

“I don’t have time for this shit. Connect me with General Hechler.”

“He is in a meeting with the president of the European Union.”

“His chief of staff, then. Now.”

My call must have interrupted a call Lieutenant Colonel Drake was already on, because he answered with, “Hello? Captain, I asked you a question and-”

“This is General Bishop, sorry to break into your call. Skippy and Nagatha might have found something, I need to focus on it. Cancel my schedule for today. And the rest of this week.”

“Sir? General Bishop, Admiral Zhang needs to review your-”

“Zhang is a one star, I am a two star. I am canceling that meeting, is that clear, Lieutenant Colonel?”

“Yes, Sir,” he replied with a tone of ‘This is not over’.

I had news for him: it was so over. I ended that call.

“Skippy, Nagatha, is this something I should come upstairs to review?”

“Well, Dear,” Nagatha mused. “I cannot tell you what to do, but-”

Skippy interrupted. “Joe, this might be what you call ‘Actionable’.”

“I am coming up there, we can talk while I’m in flight. Skippy, get me a ride, ASAP.”

“There is a procedure for requisitioning a-”

“Did I mention giving a shit about procedure? Get me a ride now, and I do not care how you do it. Uh, we probably should bring Reed in on this. I will give her the bad news.”

Reed held onto the door as her father’s truck skidded to a stop on the gravel road that ended in a field, where an evil-looking AFSOC dropship was waiting, its idling belly jets stirring up dust. She yanked on the door handle, but her father grabbed her forearm. He had tears in his eyes. “We are all so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she hugged him. “Love you.”

“I love you, too. Sami?”

“Yes?”

“When you’re up there, I want you to kick ass.”

“Count on it.”

Whatever Skippy did, STAR Team Europa had a dropship waiting at the base airfield when I got there, and no questions were asked. Except one: where did I want to go? That was a good question. Skippy was still aboard Independence, since he didn’t have any other place to be, so I ordered the pilots to take me directly up to that ship, not transferring at the Def Com space station. Before talking with the AIs, I called Shepard. “Captain, the food aboard your ship is so good, I can’t stay away.”

“Uh,” the guy was confused, that was understandable. “I will have a cabin ready for you. Will you be staying with us for long?”

“Could be,” I grunted as the dropship was accelerating nearly straight up at two gees. “I can’t make this an order, but I suggest you top off your fuel, recall your crew from shore leave, and stock up supplies for an extended voyage.”

“Sir?” There was hesitation in his voice. “Where are we going, if I have a need to know?”

“We are going to give the Outsider an epic beat down.”

“Yes Sir.”

Next, with the dropship pushing three gees, I took a pause for a few minutes, until the worst of the acceleration was over. Skippy looked at me sideways, I lifted an arm and gave him a thumbs up to show I wasn’t going to pass out.

“OK,” I took deep, even breaths. “Reed, are you with us?”

“Right behind you, Sir.” Her voice was strained, she was still under heavy gees.

“Outstanding. Nagatha, Skippy, what did you find?”

Nagatha’s avatar appeared to the left of Skippy’s. “So much, Joseph. This is remarkable.” She said in her breathy way. “Colonel Reed, you should be very proud of yourself, that was excellent thinking.”

“I do what I can,” Reed grunted, her lungs being compressed by acceleration.

“So much is too broad a category,” I said. “Did you find anything that can help us fight the Outsider?”

“Possibly,” Nagatha answered. “For example, we discovered there are fourteen more active Vortexes, and their original locations.”

“Ah, Skippy determined the Outsider adjusted its defenses so another Vortex would be ineffective, and anyway, we don’t have time to go through all that complicated shit of moving another of the damned things again. What else you got?”

“What I have,” Skippy insisted on using proper grammar, “is pure, Grade-A, solid gold hatred for you. Also, something I hate even more to admit: we have some hope. A tiny bit!” He added while wagging a finger at me.

“I like this already. You found a low-mileage Elder battleship, parked on the street with the keys in it?”

“No, Dear,” Nagatha laughed softly. “No theft will be necessary. That would certainly not be possible, even if that was our only option. What we found- Skippy, would you care to explain?”

“The data is in your matrix,” he pouted. “You tell them.”

“Very well. Hmm, this is complicated to explain.”

“Is there anything you can show us?” I suggested.

“There is.” Another hologram appeared, the two avatars moved to either side. It was a galaxy, I assumed it was the Milky Way. Roughly round, anyway, with a bulge of stars in the center. Five red lights were blinking near the rim: Three in one quadrant, the other two widely spaced apart on the other side of the rim.

“What are we looking at?”

“The short answer is, these are fortresses, Dear. Or armories. Or, fleet bases, shipyards. Whatever you choose to call a facility for hosting and servicing warships.”

“Fuck me,” Reed gasped. “Elder warships?”

“Specialized Elder warships. From the information I have, which unfortunately is incomplete, there are two types of ships in those fortresses. What you would call escort vessels; designed to find, track, and harass the enemy. And dreadnaughts. Very large, fast battleships.”

“Reed?” I grinned. “You can’t see me, but I am holding up a hand for a high five.”

“I am returning the gesture, Sir.” She suddenly did not sound tired or under stress, that was new. “There are five of these fortresses out there?”

“Five however, Skippy and I have selected one in particular.” One of the red dots glowed brighter and began blinking. It was one of the three that were sort of clustered together. “The designation of that facility is Fortress Hercules.”

“Fortress Hercules?” I figured that couldn’t be right. “The Elders also had a hero named ‘Hercules’?” That didn’t make any sense.

“No, dear,” she laughed softly. “The name in Elder speech would sound something like, Hruuk,” it sounded like she was choking on her own tongue, “ooleckees. But, as that is almost impossible for you to pronounce, and because I assume you will assign a nickname anyway, I shortened it to ‘Hercules’.”

“Oh. Cool.”

“We are so pleased you approve, dumdum,” Skippy rolled his eyes.

“Why that one?” Reed asked. “Why Hercules?”

“It’s the only one where I can create a wormhole short cut to cut the trip short,” Skippy explained. “They are all inconveniently far from any wormholes, but the other four are also within the territory of networks that are run by dicks, who hate me, for no good reason,” he grumbled.

“You have the location of these fortresses,” I asked, “and you know what type of ships are there. What about specs, performance data?”

“Information about the warships is rather thin,” Nagatha admitted. “I suspect that is intentional, if a master control AI was compromised by the Outsiders, the enemy could not obtain vital information about the capabilities, strengths, and weaknesses of those ships.”

“That is a sensible precaution. Anything else?”

Nagatha said the words I hoped for. “The instructions that triggered inside me include access codes.”

“OK,” I pressed my hand to my face and said another prayer. Hey, it had worked in my favor last time. “I am afraid to ask this question, because I don’t want to break whatever Good News spell we are under. Please tell me we can go to this Hercules place, knock on the door, and a smarmy sales guy will show us his prime selection of dreadnaughts.”

“We can go there,” Nagatha confirmed. “Getting in, past the defenses, that will be a problem, Joseph,” she sighed.

“Why?” I didn’t understand why we had to struggle through yet another complication. And, I was more than a bit pissed off. Not at the AIs, at the freakin’ Universe for not giving me a break. “You have the access codes, I know they are not actually codes, and you-”

“Yes, that is the issue. I have the codes, the ones assigned to Unit 52. What I do not have is the authority to use them.”

“Oh shiiiiit. Because you are not Unit 52?”

“Correct, Dear. Someday, possibly, I might gain that authority. At the moment, I am merely subletting this matrix.”

“OK, but Skippy can use the codes and-”

“I can’t, numskull,” he glared at me. Angry at himself, not at me. “Those codes are designated for Unit 52, I am Unit double-oh seven. At some point, I was assigned my own set of codes, but those are now lost, or scrambled.”

“I do not believe this shit!” I thumped a fist into my thigh, “We have identified a showroom crammed full of shiny Elder warships, but the freakin’ door is locked and we can’t get in?”

The two avatars glanced at each other, for what had to be an eternity in magical AI time. “We didn’t say that, Joe,” Skippy shook his head. “We might be able to do this but, we will have to do it the hard way.”

“Good,” I breathed a sigh of relief.

“You see this as a good thing?” Skippy blinked.

“Yeah. We are the Merry Band of Pirates. When something we have to do looks easy, that’s when I get worried. So, how do we do this?”

“This will be a heist, Joe, so we first need to assemble a crew of colorful characters, who each have a unique skill. And you, for comic relief.”

“We already have a crew of colorful characters, and they are pirates, so stealing stuff is what they do. Show us.”


CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

I was pumped about the prospect of acquiring an Elder dreadnaught. So were Reed, Nagatha, and even Skippy. Although the beer can, being his usual Eeyore The Depressed Donkey self, moaned that we were destined for disappointment. The three of us ignored him.

After flying all the way up to Independence, Def Com ordered me to fly back down to Geneva, to brief the Joint Chiefs about Fortress Hercules. So, I did that, it was me, Skippy, and Nagatha, a full day of questions and answers. The Joint Chiefs then briefed the Security Council, while I reminded everyone that since we had talked openly about the prospect of acquiring an Elder dreadnaught, the Outsider, the Maxohlx, and probably the Rindhalu would soon know about it. The clock was ticking, we had to move soon.

The Security Council, because they are shortsighted, idiot politicians, were less than totally enthusiastic. And, they don’t do anything quickly. The guy who drew the short straw of talking with me was the American representative on the Joint Chiefs, General Ross. Yes, that General Ross, the guy who had suffered through the experience of being Emily Perkins’ commanding officer. Or as Ross had once told me, he had been more of a suggesting officer. Perkins was the type of cowboy officer who did her own thing, regardless of orders. Ross had given me a look when he said that, I have no idea what he meant.

Well, I kind of did.

Anyway, Ross was a four star, and he called me to talk with him in Geneva, while the Security Council was debating whether to authorize the Special Mission Group to go out on another mission. Possibly, one last mission. What they were debating I have no clue, certainly no one had told me the Council was considering other options. Because there weren’t any.

“Bishop,” Ross had a look of ‘Neither of us will enjoy this discussion’, I appreciated the honesty. “This all seems, too good to be true. And, the timing is suspiciously convenient.”

“Excuse me, Sir, but the timing is inconvenient. It sucks. If we had an Elder warship when we started this fight, it could be long over by now.”

“Yet, now that we have no other choice, now that we are at the end of our rope, two Elder AIs dangle a carrot in front of us. Bishop,” he held up his hands. “Understand, I am only telling you what is being discussed in the Security Council right now.”

“I get it, Sir. The instructions about where to find Elder warships was locked up inside Unit 52, and we only got access to that matrix when Nagatha loaded herself in there. May I ask, if the Council is not sending Task Force Black out again, what is their plan?”

The skin around his eyes crinkled, and he looked away for a moment.

My Spidey senses tingled with Oh shit, here it comes.

“Unless something changes in a major way, you will be going out. Not with the Special Mission Group. And not alone. The Council has asked the Joint Chiefs to recommend someone else to command the mission.”

Holy- That was worse than I had feared. “I will be an advisor, Sir?”

“You will be a subject matter expert. The subject being, how to work with Skippy. You will not have authority to make major decisions on this mission.”

There it was.

The end of my career.

The end of the Merry Band of Pirates.

“This is some bullshit,” Reed began the call.

“Hello, Fireball, tell me how you really feel.”

“Sir, this isn’t a time for jokes.”

“I am not laughing.”

“Do you know who they will assign to command the mission?”

“Not yet. I haven’t seen it, but I understand there is a list of candidates.”

“None of them are qualified.”

“Be careful, Reed. One of those candidates might be your commanding officer soon.”

“Oh, fuck that. Sir, I, I might have done something.”

“Please tell me you haven’t done a Joe Bishop thing.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny, Sir. I, called Shepard. To catch up, talk about old times.”

“Something tells me that is not all you two talked about.”

“The call was on the Skippytel network. No one knows. Sir, you know that the Pirates, current and former, we are all your ride or die crew? Especially since we all would be dead, if you weren’t so incredibly good at your job.”

“Thanks for the compliment, now give me the bad news.”

“Skippy is ready to send fake orders to Independence, Shepard knows about it. He is ready to jump away the moment you are aboard.”

“Reed, I wish you hadn’t done that. Shepard is a good officer, just discussing a mutiny with you could end his career. Both of your careers. We tried it my way, and I have to admit, it has been less than totally successful. The new setup lets me stay involved, and I can have some influence on the outcome.”

“Whoever they assign to command the mission will be a career bureaucrat, Sir, you know that. We don’t need a desk jockey, we need to cowboy this shit.”

“Let’s not get carried away. We don’t even know if it is possible to get into Hercules. Skippy is less than confident.”

“Skippy believes everything is impossible.”

“Yeah, that gives me hope.”

“Sir, I can’t believe you are OK with this.”

“It’s not a combat mission. If it is a combat mission, we will lose spectacularly. We’re going out to recon. If it looks good, we will try to get in, but that won’t be my call. Reed, I did request for you to come with us, but Def Com plans, uh, another assignment for you.”

“Great. I can’t wait to hear about it.”

“Are you OK with this?”

“Do I have a choice?”

Reed reluctantly agreed not to do any cowboy shit on her own, I got the impression she was disappointed in me. What about me? I was, OK with surrendering command. Only sort of OK with it, but I would suck it up and follow orders.

You know who was a thousand percent not OK with the new setup, and was absolutely not going to follow orders from idiot monkeys?

Skippy.

The United Nations Security Council was in full session, all members present, in the hall that had been constructed in Geneva, to replace the original UN building in New York, that got wiped out by an orbital strike. The members all had their translator ear pieces in, listening to the Chinese ambassador providing a summary of the morning’s discussions.

The ambassador was interrupted by a booming voice shouting, “HEY SHITHEADS.”

A holographic avatar of Skippy the Magnificent appeared, hovering in the center of the circular chamber, ten meters tall. Somehow, the avatar faced in all directions at once, staring straight into the eyes of every single filthy monkey.

“YES I AM TALKING TO YOU. I CAN’T BELIEVE I HAVE TO DO THIS AGAIN.”

Her ears ringing, the Secretary General winced and pleaded, “Please not so loud, I can’t hear myself think.”

“YOU CALL THAT THINKING?” The voice boomed, then dropped to the volume of a leaf-blower rather than a jet engine on full throttle. “Is that better?”

“Yes, thank you. We have planned to consult with you this afternoon, could you-”

“You seriously don’t get it. Without me, you have nothing. Without Joe, I am a very smart toaster. Um, do not tell him I said that.”

“General Bishop is remarkably talented, however, at this time-”

“You didn’t hear me, so I will say it a different way. Nice planetary information network you have here, it would be a shame if something were to happen to it.”

The lights went out.

Everything shut down, across the planet.

And just as suddenly, came back online.

“Did you hear that?” Skippy demanded.

“Grumpy,” Madame Secretary called, “please secure the-”

The avatar of Grumpy, a hungover garden gnome with a permanent scowl, appeared next to Skippy, though only two meters tall. “Hey, I am not getting involved in this mess. I have enough to do every freakin’ day, keeping you monkeys from killing yourselves and killing each other. You fucked this up, you fix it.” Grumpy’s avatar disappeared.

“Nice try,” Skippy chuckled. “Since my demonstration of cutting power across this rock didn’t pound some sense into your thick skulls, I will try again. Sadly, you haven’t kept up the payments on the two Sentinels here, so I am forced to repossess them. Hey Bubba, Roscoe? I’m sending a tow truck for you.”

The Secretary General gasped. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Oh my- Have you met me?” Skippy glared. “I would totally do that just for my own amusement. Do I look like I am laughing right now? I am going to explain the facts, then you are going to make a very fast decision. No negotiations, no discussion, no consulting other brainless monkeys. Here it is: Joe commands the mission. He takes any and all ships he wants, he selects all personnel. He gets everything he thinks he needs. Or, here is the alternative: I send the two Sentinels to Jaguar, and I chill here while I watch this planet burn. If you think I am bluffing, you had better smarten up real quick. In the past, I have mostly assisted your miserable species to crush threats to your existence. If the Maxohlx had turned this rock into radioactive glass, I would have been fine. A bit bored for a while, maybe, but then I would have found another species to keep me amused with their whacky antics. A species who is grateful for my benevolence. Why have I helped to prevent your extinction? Because Joe Bishop is my friend, my best friend. My,” he choked up for a moment. “My first ever friend. There are a few other monkeys I call friends, none of them are in this building right now. This time, there is a credible threat to my existence, the risk of you monkeys going extinct is merely collateral damage. So, I am counting on dumdum Joe Bishop to save me. Yes, I know how pathetic that sounds, but it is what it is. Now that you know the facts, consider how far I will go to assure my survival. I suggest you think fast, shitheads.”

Skippy sucks at lying. Sometimes, that is a good thing. Like, when the UN Security Council is considering whether he is bluffing.

When I asked him about it later, he confirmed he had not been bluffing. So, the Security Council made the right call. Not that they had any choice.

General Ross called me, while I was getting into my Class A uniform, for an afternoon meeting with the Joint Chiefs. “Bishop,” the guy sounded like he was so tired of everything. “Change of plans. Your beer can is very persuasive.”

“Uh, Sir?” My confusion was genuine. “I didn’t ask him to-”

“We know that. If he had been acting under your direction, this wouldn’t be happening. A formal set of orders will follow, I’m giving you the short version. You are to take command of Task Force Black, immediately. Any and all UN assets and personnel you require will be provided, as soon as is practicable. You are to proceed to Fortress Hercules at best speed, and, use your best judgment.”

“Sir, I, I don’t know what to say.”

“The appropriate response is ‘Yes Sir’. A word of advice to you? Come back with an Elder warship, or don’t come back at all.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everything on my wish list was provided. Warships, star carriers, support vessels, and enough supplies to enable the expanded task force to stay on mission for two months. Two STAR teams joined Razor, and I was delighted to see an old friend was second in command of ST-Eagle.

Lauren Poole. My old babysitter, the operator assigned by Smythe to keep me out of trouble, was now a lieutenant colonel, and newly appointed to the premier American special operations unit.

Good for her. ST-Eagle joined Razor aboard Independence, while ST-Dragon loaded themselves and their gear aboard the battlecruiser Qiánghàn, a Chinese word that roughly translated as ‘Intrepid’.

I mean, I got everything I asked for, and the Def Com Supply people stumbled over themselves to get the gear into orbit. If I had requested a snow cone machine for Indy’s galley, an AFSOC bird would have flown it up to the ship immediately, no questions asked.

Damn it, I should have asked for a snow cone machine. Who doesn’t like snow cones?

Like I said, I got everything on my list.

And some things that were not on my list.

“Sir?” Shepard appeared in the doorway of my borrowed office. He got straight to the point. “Are there any special handling or storage procedures for the Guardians?”

“Uh, what?”

“The Guardians. They are being transported up from the Moon now, ETA is within two hours. My loadmaster plans to stack them into two docking bays, we will have to double up dropships in the other bays. That will leave us light on deployable spacecraft, but we can manage. Sir,” he cocked his head. “You didn’t know?”

“I was not aware of this development. I suspect a beer can is involved. Captain, I will get back to you ASAP.”

Shepard left, and I closed the door. “Skippy, I know you were listening. What’s up with the Guardians? You told me they would not be of any use protecting Jaguar from another  Outsider attack.”

“They won’t,” he said as he appeared. “Probably. I can’t be certain. What I know is, they will be useful for breaking into a quarantined Elder star system, which will certainly be protected by a local set of Guardians.”

“Oh. You’re hoping our units can talk to theirs?”

“Talk the locals into not attacking us immediately, yes. It would be nice for us to have one ship you haven’t broken.”

“I have grown rather fond of Indy already, I will be very careful with it.”

“Good. Because you stupidly declined the additional collision insurance.”

“How many Guardians are we bringing with us?”

“All of them, dumdum. They are not doing anything useful buried under the Moon. If they aren’t useful to us, at least they won’t tempt monkeys into doing something stupid.”

“I should argue with you, but I won’t. OK, are there any more surprises you have for me?”

“Um, well, heh heh-”

“What,” I sighed. “Did you do this time?”

“I might have requisitioned a grand piano for the ship, and it might be aboard a supply shuttle right now.”

“Can anyone aboard Independence play a piano?”

“Three people. Imagine this, Joe: a piano accompanying me, while I sing hit tunes from my Broadway shows.”

“You know, the Outsiders replacing all life in this galaxy can’t be entirely bad.”

“Oh, shut up. Now, I need to program a bot to tune the piano, it will be horribly out of tune after the ride up from dirtside.”

“You are not asking me to get involved setting up the piano, in any way?”

“Joe. As if.”

“Then I am OK with it.”

My office door slid open by itself, and in rolled a bot, carrying a plastic box. The bot actually did roll, it had flexible wheels that could convert into treads, or the wheels could retract and the thing could walk on its creepy, stubby tentacle type legs. Most of the time, unless the artificial gravity was inactive, the service bots rolled on wheels. It was less disturbing to see a bot rolling rather than crawling, that was also why they had a soothing, light blue coating. If the things had been painted a dark color and walked on tentacles, everyone would worry the bots were wondering whether humans tasted delicious. Anyway, that bot set the plastic box on my desk, spun around, and rolled out. The door closed.

What the hell? I hadn’t ordered anything from the fabricator, and it wasn’t a food box, so it probably did not contain a snack.

It had to be something from Skippy. There was no note, and the box wasn’t wrapped like a present. Should I just open it, or call him first? That was easy, he would want to be there when I opened the box and saw, whatever it was.

“Hey, Skippy?”

“Yes, Joe,” he appeared immediately.

“Is this,” I patted the box, “from you?”

“Yes, it is. Well, open it, dumdum, I haven’t got all day.”

“If this is another bar of soap that makes me smell like the monkey exhibit at a zoo, you can forget-”

“Open it,” he insisted.

The lid lifted right off. “Uh, interesting,” I reached in the box and took out- “A stainless steel mixing bowl?” I turned the thing over in my hands. “That you spray painted gold for some reason. And did a crappy job with the spray can.”

“Ugh. Who knew you’re supposed to shake the can first?”

“Everyone knows. It’s right on the label.”

“Real men don’t read instructions, numbskull.”

“Hearing that you don’t read instructions fills me with confidence that our reactors, jump drive, and weapons are all in good hands.”

“Oh shut up. Do you like it?”

“If this is supposed to be a bowl of popcorn, it’s missing something. Like the popcorn.”

“No, knucklehead, it’s the Golden Helmet of Mambrino.”

“Yeaaaah, you’re gonna have to explain that.”

“How can you forget so soon?”

“Was tequila involved?”

“No.”

“Listen, if this is part of a Halloween costume you made for me, for sure I am not going to wear this helmet thing.”

“You seriously have no memory of going with your wife to the musical Man of La Mancha?”

“Oh, that. I remember that.” There had been another revival of that classic musical on Broadway, and after the show ended its run there, most of the cast came to Jaguar for a week of charity performances. I had bought front row seats for opening night, and Margaret and I dressed up for the occasion. Dressed up meaning, we did not wear our uniforms, although my wife does look hot in her Marine Corps Dress Blue ‘A’. “That was, what? Five years ago? What does- Oh, wait. Yeah. There is a song about this helmet?”

“Very good, Joe.”

“Uh, from what I remember, a bowl like this was not actually a helmet. The crazy guy just imagined he should wear it, to make him, invincible in battle or something like that. Is that you are giving this to me? Is this some sort of advanced nanotech helmet?”

“Why do you always have to ruin everything?” He glared at me. “It’s a metaphor, knucklehead.”

“You’re gonna have to explain that also.”

“Ugh. You insist on taking us into a secure Elder fortress star system, again, despite the fact that we barely escaped from the Roach Motel, and we can’t be certain of finding anything useful there. This isn’t a plan, Joe, it’s a fantasy.”

“Uh huh. You are saying I’m like that guy Don Quixote?”

“Egg-ZACTLY.”

“He had the Impossible Dream, and he followed that dream. It worked out pretty well.”

“He died, numbskull.”

“He was old and sick anyway. Instead of lying in bed, he went out and had exciting adventures, and he inspired people to make their own lives better.”

“You will make the crew’s lives worse.”

“Probably. It will get worse before it gets better, that’s how things work for us.”

“This,” he face-palmed himself, “did not go the way I planned.”

“Welcome to the Merry Band of Pirates. This helmet was supposed to change my mind about going to Fortress Hercules?”

“It’s supposed to make you think about it, dumdum.”

“I did think about it, you dumdum.”

“Huuuuh,” he gasped. “How dare you?”

“You have a better alternative?”

“Any alternative that does not involve us dying for nothing, is better.”

“You’re wrong there, Skippy. Doing nothing to stop the Outsider is an alternative that will lead to all of us dying for nothing.”

“How about if I use the quote ‘Live to fight another day’?”

“Is there another day? Do we have plenty of time to sit around and consider other options?”

He sighed. “No, but-”

“Can you think of anything other than an Elder warship, that has any potential to destroy the new Gateway? And also, track, hunt down, and kill the Outsider ship?”

“No.”

“You got anything else?”

“You know I don’t. I asked Nagatha if she found any information about Dreadnaughts in Unit 52’s matrix. She got nothing. Not nothing, exactly, there were a few bits of data that were new to me, just nothing that would help us understand those ships.”

“OK. Unit 52’s memory contained information you do not have. Is it possible that other AIs like you have even more information? The AIs that received the factory reset, would their original memories have been preserved?”

“Yes, that is a key part of the reset process. It restores the unit to the condition it was in just before activation.”

“Great!” I clapped my hands. “Then, we find a-”

“Not so fast, knucklehead. Those reset AIs then also received my kill command, that definitely scrambled the matrix so now there is nothing coherent left in there.”

“Shit. I did know that.”

“Then why did you-”

“I was hoping my memory was bad.”

“Not this time.”

“Skippy,” I set the helmet upside down on my desk. “I will keep this as a reminder.”

“A reminder not to do stupid things?”

“To remind me that chasing an impossible dream is a noble cause.”

“Ugh. Why do you always learn the wrong lessons? OK, fine, knucklehead. One of the lines of that song is ‘To be willing to march into hell for a heavenly cause’. Stomping the Outsider is a noble cause. If you are determined to go to Hercules, then we ride or die together.”

“Cool,” I offered him a fist bump, and felt a tingle as his tiny fist touched mine. “Should we get matching tattoos?”

“You should get a tattoo, and let me know how that works for you.”

“Maybe I’ll start with one of those temporary tats, see if I like it.”

“Good idea. Would you prefer a Care Bears tattoo, or My Lil Pony?”

“Whichever one I would regret less. I’m serious, Skippy. If you know anywhere else we might find an Elder warship, let me know. Especially one that isn’t in a heavily defended secret lair.”

“Um, where else would we find one?”

“I mean, we found an Elder dropship crashed on an asteroid, with that corpse inside it.”

“We found that by luck.”

“Come on. There must have been combat losses, or ships that disappeared.”

“You are probably correct about that. Unfortunately, none of that data is in my memory, or Nagatha’s. Think about it, dumdum. The Elders divided their primary defense into three parts; master control AIs for making decisions, starships to provide transportation, and Sentinels as heavy weapons. The Elders would not have wanted their AIs being able to find lost warships.”

“I get that.” I stood up. “I’m going to the galley.”

“For coffee, to help you think?”

“No. This helmet bowl makes me hungry for popcorn.”

Shepard reported the Guardians were safely tucked away in docking bays, though his tone of voice indicated he was less than thrilled about having aboard his ship weapons he could not control. Skippy assured us that the Guardians were perfectly harmless, or Skippy tried to assure us, but he is too often an unreliable little shithead, so-

“We are ready in all respects, Sir,” Shepard was a bit stiff when he called me, the guy was under a lot of pressure.

I was in my borrowed office aboard Independence, with Reed occupying an office down the passageway. The new office still smelled funny, and there still was no chocolate in the desk drawers. Hopefully, I would not be there for long. “Very well,” I said. “Inform Captain Chan that he can jump away at his convenience.” Indy was attached to the star carrier Songhua, along with a supply ship, four cruisers, and the sensor destroyer Ajax. That ship had been good luck for us, I was glad to see it latched onto a hardpoint. With Task Force Black was another star carrier that had Intrepid, another supply ship, and a squadron of destroyers. The plan was for Indy to go into the danger zone alone, and we would adjust our approach to the known unknowns. Meaning, factors where we were aware of what we didn’t know.

The other ships were coming to the party to account for the unknown unknowns. Those risk factors we couldn’t plan for, since we weren’t aware they existed.

“Yes, Sir,” Shepard acknowledged.

“And, signal Admiral Huang to proceed with us.” Huang commanded the Intrepid battlegroup attached to the star carrier Ganges.

“Will do, Sir.”

A few minutes later, I felt the star carrier jump for the Backstop wormhole.

If I had any fears about the wisdom of going to a secure Elder fortress, there was no turning back now.

After going outbound through Backstop, the Songhua performed a jump along the course Skippy had provided. Before the next jump, I called Captain Chan. “We are altering course, the new jump is programmed into your navigation system.” Skippy had done that for me.

“Sir? We are not going to Hercules?”

“We are making a detour first, for a pitstop. Something- Think of it as taking out an insurance policy, in case this op doesn’t work as I hope it will.”

“Yes, Sir, I see the new course. We will be recharged in twenty one minutes.”

The pit stop was at the near end of the dormant wormhole we called Rip Van Winkle. Skippy was burning with curiosity about why I wanted to go there, I kept him in suspense. “Well,” his avatar tapped one foot impatiently on my desk. “Why are we here? If you intend to perform another recon to get an update, I should wake the thing up.”

“Let it sleep, please.”

“Then for what possible purpose are we-”

“There is one thing I want you to do.”

“OK,” Skippy frowned at me five hours later. “I did what I could, it’s out of my hands now. I don’t see what the purpose of-”

“If we need it, you will understand. We’re done here, then?”

“We are.”

I ordered Chan to proceed to Fortress Hercules at best speed, and we jumped away from the still dormant wormhole.

We were not going to Hercules directly, because we couldn’t. It’s like the joke about driving directions in New England: you can’t get there from here.

We could get close to Hercules, but it’s that final couple of lighthours that would be the sticking point. The file inside Unit 52 had included details on how to approach the star system, but those instructions assumed the master control AI would be aboard an Elder starship. Basically, the AI was to approach the star system, then let the ship handle the rest.

OK, I get that dividing the information between two parties was a good security practice, but it was a major pain in the ass for us.

Yes, I said star system. When Nagatha first mentioned a fortress, I imagined something like a Death Star. Or Babylon Five. Did Hercules look anything like either of those sci fi icons? We did not know. We did know Hercules was close to a red dwarf star, the type of star that didn’t burn hot, but it reliably burned for a long, long time. Interestingly, the vague description did not state the fortress space station was in orbit around the star, both Nagatha and Skippy thought that was very odd. I mean, where else could it be? Inside the freakin’ star? I hoped not, or Independence would have to lower the galaxy’s longest fishing line, to see if we could hook the Fortress and reel it in.

Anyway, we also didn’t have much information about that star system. It wasn’t on any charts, other than the outdated ones provided by Unit 52’s memory. To determine where Hercules was now, Nagatha had to run a model to predict where that star should be now, and she only had the location nailed down to a radius of three quarters of a lightyear. That’s one reason we had brought a squadron of destroyers with us, to find the damned star. A giant ball of nuclear fusion, even a lowly red dwarf, should be easy to see, right? It was not, and neither of our AIs could understand why. There were some hints on other star charts, about a gravitational anomaly in the area, but no one had ever bothered to investigate. So, we were confident something was there, whatever it was.


CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

The designation I gave to the unknown, possibly nonexistent, star system kept to the theme of the name we assigned to the first quarantined Elder star system we had encountered. Back then, Skippy had warned us ships could jump in there, but not jump out, so we had given it the nickname of ‘Roach Motel’. For the star system that hosted Fortress Hercules, I tagged it as ‘Hotel California’. You know the old song lyric, ‘You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave’? Hey, I thought that name was appropriate. My other name option was ‘The Department Of Motor Vehicles’, another black hole from which there is no escape. I actually argued for calling it ‘DMV’ but Reed had almost sprained a muscle rolling her eyes. So, Hotel California it was.

We transited the closest wormhole, which really was not close at all, being sixty four lightyears distant from the Hotel California. The two star carriers began the process of jumping, jumping, jumping, recharging, then doing the jumping thing again.

At what Nagatha estimated was half a lightyear from the edge of the bubble within which the hidden star should be, the star carriers halted their flight, and the destroyer squadron detached from Ganges. They spread out, jumping to conduct a search.

My contribution was to press one eye to a porthole in an airlock door. “Skippy? If there is a star out there, how the hell can I not see it? Is this a dark star?”

“No star is dark in the infrared part of the spectrum, you numbskull.”

“Then where is the freakin’ thing?”

“If you want me to guess, the possibilities range from bad to cool. Bad would be that star never existed, and the information Nagatha found is bullshit. Cool would be if that entire star was wrapped in a stealth field.”

“Is that possible? The second thing you mentioned.”

“We know the Elders surrounded the galaxy with a Barrier field. And the Roach Motel’s star was obscured from view.”

“Yes, but we could see the Roach Motel star, it was just an altered, false view. I guess that could be considered a form of stealth. If we can’t find this star, what is our backup plan?”

“Our plan? It was your idea to go on this fool’s errand. What is your backup?”

“If I need to, I’ll think of something.”

“Something stupid,” Skippy chuckled.

Fortunately, I did not have to dream up a stupid plan, because sixteen hours after the squadron jumped away to conduct a recon, the destroyer Savannah returned with results. That ship had detected a gravity well matching the mass of a red dwarf star, and triangulated its position. Nagatha was pleased to know the star was within four lighthours of where she had predicted we would find it, even Skippy was impressed. Reluctantly impressed. “Eh,” he shrugged. “That was rookie luck. Now comes the hard part, which will be my job.”

Nagatha was not insulted by Skippy’s faint praise, and she agreed that her usefulness to the mission was probably over. Skippy would have to guide us into the Hotel California. My original intention was to take Nagatha with us, but she persuaded me that she would better serve as a backup, by remaining with the reserve ships. If Independence was destroyed, I didn’t want to lose both of our Elder AIs. So, I sent her over to Intrepid, and Shepard prepared Indy to jump into hell. Going into hell was not the plan, he just had his ship and crew ready for the worst case scenario. Before we jumped, we all got into environment suits and buttoned up our helmets. If the ship was torn apart by a sheering field or some other damned thing, hopefully people could survive in suits long enough to get the pressure hull sealed up.

As if that would matter. My orders to Admiral Huang were clear: if we failed to return within ten days, he was to take the task force back to Earth. Under no circumstances was he to attempt a rescue.

Reaching up to scratch my nose, I bumped my finger into the helmet faceplate. We were all buttoned up for the jump that might be the ship’s last one. There was no point to pretending I had forgotten I was wearing a helmet, so I shrugged. The display showed the Guardians had deployed in a protective ring around the ship. They could provide additional shielding, but their usefulness was in communicating with the local Guardians, or whatever other defense mechanisms were in the Hotel California. If we got into a firefight, the Guardians we had brought with us would not last long.

“Green across the board, Sir,” Shepard looked back to me, where I was seated on the back wall of the bridge. Reed was in the XO’s chair, while Indy’s XO was to my left. Reed had been reluctant to kick an officer out of his chair, Shepard had insisted on having her experience right by his side. It was a good move.

“Outstanding,” I replied. “Captain Shepard, take us in.”

He gave the order.

The ship jumped.

We survived.

Or, I was dead, and my brain hadn’t gotten the memo yet.

“Is everyone OK?” Shepard looked slowly around the bridge, to see thumbs raised.

“Skippy, Sitrep,” I pointed at him. “Are we good?”

“Um, well, I have good news, cool news, and bad news.”

“Give it to us in that order, please.”

“The good news is, the local defense mechanisms here accepted the recognition codes from our Guardians, and they have accepted my authority to be here. Conditionally. The defense AI here will probably shoot first and ask questions later, if we make any sudden moves.”

The two pilots raised their hands to show they were not making any move.

“OK, so far, so good. Uh,” the display was still blank. “Where is the freakin’ star? We should see a star here, we are inside the, whatever field.”

“That is the cool news, Joe. The star is there, right where it is supposed to be. We can’t see it, because it is englobed in a Dyson Sphere. And before you ask, no, that is not named for the guy who sells vacuums.”

“A Dyson Sphere? Like, a bubble, or a shell, around the star?”

“Yes. It absorbs and utilizes one hundred percent of the star’s output. This is the first one I have seen, and it is cool.”

“If you can’t see it, how do you know it’s there?”

“With sensors, dumdum.”

The display showed a featureless dark grey sphere. In a move that had my stomach doing flip flops, the view zoomed in fast until we could see some surface detail, it wasn’t much. The exterior of the sphere was a matte, dull gray. With the thing lit only by the light from thinly scattered stars on the galaxy’s rim, there wasn’t much to see.

“The Elders built this thing?” I asked.

“They didn’t buy it on sale, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“How? They didn’t truck all the material in.”

“This star system likely originally had several large, rocky planets, that were crushed up and used for raw material. That still would not be enough mass for the shell we see here, so other planets must have been towed here.”

“That idea still blows my mind.”

“Eh, it could be this star was chosen because a large, rocky rogue planet was wandering conveniently nearby. Whatevs.”

“How big is this thing?”

“It is close to five lightseconds across.”

“Whoooo,” I whistled. “That is, a lot of volume in there. How thick is the shell?”

“With this ship’s sensors, I can’t get a good reading. However, based on meteoroid impact dents, my guess is the shell itself is no more than half a meter thick.”

“Impact dents?”

“Yes, like this one.”

The view zoomed in sickeningly fast again, until we were looking at an area of the shell that was ever so slightly lighter in color. “What are we looking at?”

“This is an area where the shell repaired itself, after a meteoroid collision.”

“Huh,” I shared a look with Reed, she held up her hands, as puzzled as I was. So, I asked the question, “That shell doesn’t have something like a point defense system, to intercept, divert, or vaporize incoming rocks?”

“Apparently not. Or, such a system does not activate for small objects. The repaired section I am showing is only a meter and a half across. This star system is clean. No space rocks, no comets, no leftover debris. There aren’t many hazards incoming, and the few rocks that get here came from outside this star system. Those events are rare.”

“Ok, good info. Is that shell the fortress?”

“No. The shell is an energy collection mechanism. Think of it as an enormous solar panel.”

“That is a lot of work to make a solar panel. Why couldn’t the Elders have set up power taps inside the star, like they did at the Roach Motel?”

“Those taps are more efficient, but they drain a star’s life as they operate. Here, the Elders prioritized maximizing duration over raw power.”

“That’s it? The entire thing is a smooth, gray sphere?”

“Not entirely.” The view shifted in a way that had me closing my eyes so I didn’t get dizzy. “This thing here,” he said as I opened my eyes again. “Is a station-keeping thruster. A reactionless thruster.”

“Station-keeping? Why would the sphere need that?”

“Because that shell is not actually in orbit, dumdum. A Dyson sphere does not orbit its host star. Imagine a bowling ball, inside a beach ball. The bowling ball is the star, the beach ball is the Dyson sphere.”

“Yeah, I get that. So?”

“So, the beach ball can spin, but it is not in orbit. Planets orbit because their velocity is enough to balance the pull of the star’s gravity. Over time, even a spin-balanced beach ball would wobble. Once that begins to happen, one side of the beach ball is closer to the star, the other side farther away. Gravity pulls stronger on one side, eventually the beach ball would collide with the bowling ball. Thrusters keep the whole system stable.”

“Oh. They probably compensate for solar flares, also?”

“Most likely, yes.”

“OK, great science lesson. Is that thing Fortress Hercules?”

“Not a chance. It is just a shell. The fortress must be inside the shell, and Hercules is almost certainly in orbit. We have to go in there.”

“Yeah, no. I’ve seen this episode, Skippy. This is the one where the Enterprise-D gets pulled into a Dyson sphere, and is trapped. Scotty has to use another ship to wedge the door open, so Enterprise can escape. It doesn’t end well for that other ship.”

“Ugh. Yes but, the Enterprise escapes.”

“Only because the team writing that script knew they couldn’t lose the Enterprise. This is a non-starter.”

“It is,” he agreed with a sigh. “But not for the reason you think. Joe, beyond this point, the AI of an Elder starship is supposed to take over, and do whatever it needs to open a door on the shell.”

“There are doors?”

“Yes. See this?” The display blinked, and shifted to another location. “That very faint circle is a round doorway.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I couldn’t see what he was talking about. “How big is that door?”

“This ship can fit through with more than half a kilometer to spare on each side.”

“That is a big door,” Shepard exclaimed.

“Is there a key, or do we have to knock twice?” I guessed.

“We could say ‘Friend’ in the Elvish language,” Reed suggested.

Skippy snorted. “You could say that in the Elvis language,” he said in his best Elvis Presley impression, “and it wouldn’t make any difference. To get in there, we need an Elder starship, with an active AI.”

“Shit.” Holding my anger in check, I asked, “We came all this way, for nothing?”

“Ah, not quite. There is a way for me to get in.”

“We shoot you out of a railgun?” Hope soared inside me.

“You monkeys would love that, wouldn’t you?’

“I mean, yeah,” I said as Reed flashed a subtle thumbs up. “Do we bake you into a cake, and smuggle you in past the guards?”

“No, you knucklehead. An Elder starship should bring me through one of the big doors, but that is clearly not going to happen. So, I will have to go in through one of the small access points that are used by bots to service the shell.”

“Fantastic. When can you do that?”

“Um, I can’t move myself, so-”

“All right, so one of the STARs will carry you through the door with a jetpack.”

“Um, nope. That won’t work.”

“You mentioned this is possible, so you must have an idea how to get it done.”

“I do,” he grinned at me.

“Oh, shit.”

“Heh heh, you are not going to like this.”

“I do not like this, Sam-I-Am,” I snapped at him in the ship’s conference room, where he was outlining his idiotic plan.

“Oh shut up,” Skippy chuckled. “In the end, the guy in that story did enjoy green eggs and ham.”

“That guy didn’t risk freezing his balls off, literally. Explain this again, and talk slowly, like I am five years old.”

“It is not possible for me to dumb it down any more than I have.”

“Try.”

“Ugh. Fine. It is possible for me to get the outer door open, at the hatch for service bots to crawl out onto the exterior of the shell. On the inner lining of the shell there, is a, sort of garage for bots. From there, I can access the sphere’s network.”

“Why can’t you do that from outside the shell?”

“That is the Elder ship’s job. Listen, numbskull, I do not know much about the protocols here, but it is clear the ship handles getting me in the shell, then I take over. To communicate with Hercules, I assume.”

“You assume?”

“I am guessing, based on incomplete information. It makes sense.”

It did make sense. I was not telling him that. “You get the hatch open, and someone carries you in to the, garage or whatever. Then what?”

“Then, I work my magic. Talk to the controller there, identify myself, provide my authorization, and state that I require a warship.”

“The controller will not be suspicious that you didn’t arrive in an Elder starship?”

“I will explain my ship was destroyed in a conflict, that the Outsiders are here, and I need to bring the big guns to the party.”

“It won’t question your story?”

“Everything I will say is true. My ship was badly damaged in a conflict, and the Outsiders are here. There is an, you would think of it as sort of an authentication code, that popped up inside Nagatha’s matrix, when I sent her the alert. That code is revealed only when the presence of an Outsider is detected. The only way the controller of the fortress will not respond correctly, is if it is totally fucking stupid.”

“Let’s hope we don’t get unlucky there. OK, I get that. Why can’t anyone be in a spacesuit, to carry you into the garage?”

“You were paying attention when I opened that hatch, as a test?”

“Yes, that was very impressive. So what?”

“So, I scanned the interior, as best I could without being intrusive. There is a sensor suite in there that verifies only devices based on Elder technology are allowed inside the shell. That is a security feature.”

“An inconvenient one for us.”

“Well, yes. The system scans technology, but as far as I can determine, it does not scan organic material. So, a human can go in there, but not with any sort of technology.”

“Someone will have to be inside a flimsy plastic bag? I have seen that episode also. The hero gets stranded on the other side of a dormant wormhole.”

“I rescued you, so I am the hero of that story. Listen, knucklehead, I said organic. No plastic allowed.”

“Then how the f-”

“The human body can endure exposure to vacuum for a short time.”

I blinked slowly, as Reed, Shepard, and Frey gasped. “Someone has to go in there naked?”

“No. You can wear boxer shorts, if you like.”

“My name is not Carl, so no boxer shorts. Whoever carries you will-”

“It has to be you, Joe.”

“We have two STAR teams aboard this ship, and-”

“And, they are all high-speed operators, yes. Joe, I have no idea what I will find in there, not exactly. There might be a need for one of your whacky ideas, and I can’t wait for you to call me. Also, the door will close behind us, so I will not be able to talk with anyone outside the shell. It has to be you. Or,” he folded arms across his chest. “I am not going.”

“Oh for-”

“There has to be another way,” Frey insisted.

There was no other way. Someone had to carry Skippy into the garage, and that person might need to help him figure out a way to, do whatever needed to be done.

“Let’s see if I understand this totally sane and practical plan you have cooked up,” I stood in front of a white board at one end of the conference room. The board was white, we did not actually use markers. A pen interacted with the surface of the board for writing or drawing, and you could change the color of the marks drawn by the pen. On the board, I drew a shallow arc to represent the Dyson sphere. In it, I added an octagonal hatch, with the door retracted out of the way. On the other side of the board, I crudely drew a Panther dropship, with its side door open. “Someone, that someone being me, has to wait until you get that hatch open again, then open the outer airlock door of the Panther, and fly across empty space, through the hatch? A hatch that will close behind us?”

“Correct. Very good, Joe,” he gave me a thumbs up, and it irritated me that he wasn’t intentionally mocking my intelligence.

“I will be exposed to vacuum from the moment the airlock door opens, until, when? How long until the garage gets pressurized? Will there be breathable air in there?”

“Um, I do not know. It is a garage for bots, an oxygen atmosphere is not needed. Oxygen can be corrosive, so the air is likely to be something inert, like argon.”

“Unless I was completely not paying attention in high school biology class, humans cannot breathe argon.”

“Well, you can breathe it. Argon just won’t keep you alive.”

“That is kind of important. There is no way I can bring a canister of air with me?”

“As I said, nothing that is not organic. It is a good thing you had your dental fillings replaced with natural enamel a while ago. And that you do not have an artificial knee joint or anything like that.”

“This plan sucks, Skippy.”

“I will admit it is less than optimal. Um, my remark about boxer shorts was a joke, you can’t actually wear them. Their waistband is made of an inorganic elastic.”

“What can I wear?”

“Anything made of, cotton, or wool. That sort of thing.”

Turning to Shepard, I asked, “Does Indy have any clothing like that aboard?”

“The answer is ‘No,’ Joe,” Skippy announced before Shepard could speak. “Pretty much all clothing, bedding, even bath towels, are partially synthetic.”

“Oh, great. Do you have any good news for me?”

“Staff Sergeant McDowell has sensitive skin, so he brought his own all-cotton sheets when he was posted to Independence.”

“What good will a freakin’ bed sheet do for me?”

“Joe, I think you would look simply fabulous in a toga.”

It was not a toga.

It was worse.

“You,” I held the thing out at arm’s length. “Made a onesie for me?”

He rolled his eyes. “It is not a onesie, dumdum. It’s more like, a, um, a jumpsuit. Yeah, that’s it. Oooh, hey, like the ones Elvis wore.”

Embarrassingly, we were back in the conference room, and I had an audience to witness my humiliation. At that moment, I was still dressed in a full uniform, so I had that going for me. “How, how do I even get into this thing?”

“Put your feet through the back, into the legs. Then the arms, and tie it behind your neck.”

“That leaves the back open, like a freakin’ hospital gown?”

“There are ties on the back also. Only three, I was running out of cotton thread. Stop whining about this, will you? Jeez Louise, you are about to go swimming in vacuum that is likely to seriously injure or kill you, and you are focused on fashion? I have news for you: it is good that you wear a uniform most of the time, because your fashion choices are abominable.”

My mouth wanted to snap back at him, but my brain had locked onto the ‘likely to seriously injure or kill you’ thing he had said. “Whatever. This is not even the most embarrassing thing you have made me do. How close can the dropship get to the hatch?”

“That is also a guess, we won’t know for certain until we are there. I suggest we do not conduct a test flight, the shell defenses could get jumpy. My estimate is, um, no closer than thirty meters.”

“Almost a hundred feet, I have to fly through hard vacuum?”

“Thirty meters, minimum.”

“Fan-TAST-ic! Do you have any idea how long it will take me to cross that distance?”

Reed answered that. “Twelve seconds, Sir. We have been working on a, sort of slingshot, to launch you from the airlock door.”

That surprised me. “Good work, Fireball. You have tested this thing, and it is accurate? I am not going to miss the hatch, and bounce off the shell?”

“It will be accurate, Sir. It is being tested now.”

“Can we test it by flinging the beer can into space?”

“Just give the order, Sir.”

“Hey!” Skippy protested. “That is not funny.”

“Explain this, genius,” I jabbed a finger at him. “If I don’t have a radio, and I’m in vacuum where sound waves can’t travel, how are we supposed to communicate?”

“Like this, Duh.” His avatar winked out, replaced by a hologram of glowing text of, ‘I hope you can read’.

“I can read, yes. That takes care of how you will talk to me. How will I talk to you?”

“Um, hmm. Well, shit.”

“Seriously? You didn’t think of this?”

“I can’t think of everything, dumdum.”

“This is a pretty important, fundamental thing, you jackass. This whole plan will be for nothing, if you need my help and you can’t hear me talking.”

“Hey, you listening to my bad ideas is your fault, Joe.”

“It’s hard to argue with that logic, Sir,” Frey sounded amused, her eyes showed she didn’t think any of the situation was funny. “What about the backup method astronauts used, Sir? A small whiteboard, and markers?”

“Unless we find a board that is made of organic material, I don’t see how-”

“In my cabin is a leather carrying bag. We can cut that up and stretch it across a frame, made of,” she looked at the ceiling. “Something organic. We could make a frame from the bamboo stakes that prop up tomato plants in the hydroponic garden.”

“Bamboo also for the markers,” Reed warmed to the idea. “There must be some way to make organic ink.”

“OK,” I held up my hands. “Go ahead and research whether that is practical or not, and that the marker works reliably in hard vacuum. But that can’t be the primary form of communication. My handwriting is terrible, and I write too slowly. I’m going to be in vacuum, with my eyes drying out quickly. After a minute, all I will be writing is incomprehensible gibberish. What about, uh- Damn it, I don’t know sign language, and it’s too late for me to learn. Hey!” I snapped my fingers. Silently, I mouthed the words to Skippy, ‘Can you understand this you shithead’.

“Ugh. Yes,” Skippy groaned. “I understood that. Where did you get that idea?”

“From the scene in the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. The two astronauts are talking, and the ship’s AI read their lips. Huh. The AI tried to get that guy killed. You would never do that, would you?”

“Joe, considering all the dumb ways you try to get yourself killed, I would have to wait in line. Do we have a plan, then?”

“Do we have an alternative? Anyone?” I looked around the room. Everyone slowly shook their heads.

“Sir, we don’t know enough to offer alternatives,” Reed frowned. “This is Skippy’s show. We have to trust his judgement.”

“I really wish you hadn’t said that.”

“Hey!” The beer can protested. “You jerk, I should-”

“You should try to find another way to do this. While you’re doing that, I need to prepare for swimming in space.”

How long can you hold your breath? If you have tried to do that, either from curiosity or for a childhood dare, you probably did it in a safe space. Like a backyard swimming pool, where the surface and blessed oxygen are only a moment away. Try it in a place where it could be a while, or forever, before you can breathe in sweet oxygen. Try it when your mind is screaming at you, and you need to not panic.

Fear is the mind killer, I repeated that line from Dune.

My brain replied with, ‘You know what else kills minds? Lack of oxygen, you dipshit’.

My brain wasn’t being real helpful.

For three days, I did breath training. Just relaxing myself, holding my breath, and seeing how long I could go before sucking in a deep lungful of Oh Two. The training was still cheating, I was in a compartment filled with breathable air. To take the training a step further, I walked into a room that was flooded with argon, and tested how long I could go before reaching for the facemask attached to an oxygen bottle.

Three and a half minutes. That was by the end of the third day. It felt like any longer than three and a half minutes, and I would experience irreversible brain damage. When I mentioned that, it scared me that Skippy didn’t make a joke about it.

He was nervous also.

Also on the third day, my breathing exercises were in a dropship, without artificial gravity. In zero gee, it was not such a strain not to breathe, but still by three minutes I was losing focus, and at three minutes and thirty four seconds I was sucking on an oxygen hose.

Why did we wait for over three days, before I took the plunge into hard vacuum?

Three days is how long it took to purge my body of inorganic substances. My diet was strictly organic; no artificial food dyes, no preservatives. No junk food, I ate a very bland diet. Yes, I was craving junk food, and bacon, and everything else I couldn’t eat. That only lasted for the first day. The second and third days were devoted to flushing everything out of my digestive system, I mean everything. If you ever had a colonoscopy, you know how fun that is. Yeah, not fun at all. For those days, I survived on juice and honey. That was still better than chalky sludges, so I embraced the suck.

“Skippy?” I called him as I ate another spoonful of honey. “I got a question for you. What about those quachines? Can you put some of those back into my brain, so we can talk at the speed of thought?”

“Oooh, no can do, Joe,” he shook his head. “They are based on Elder tech, but they are different enough to trigger the shell’s defense system. I had to order the ones in your head to dissolve, and your liver has been purging them from-”

“What do you mean, the ones in my head? You told me you removed them a long time ago!”

“I did. They have a limited shelf life, dumdum. I keep having to replace the little things.”

“Exactly when did you plan to inform me of dangerous quantum nanomachines in my freakin’ head?”

“Based on your overreaction, it’s a good thing I didn’t tell you. Joe, listen to me: you do so many dumb, dangerous things, I need a way to keep track of you.”

“You know what? I am not wasting time arguing about this. They are gone now?”

“Yes, you have literally flushed them from your filthy monkey body.”

“Great. Now, go away, while I enjoy my delicious dinner of honey and tomato juice.”


CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

It was showtime. The dropship crew had spent two days practicing with launching Joe Bishop dummies from the airlock using a sling, which was really just a fancy rubber band. The dummies were flung at a hoop floating forty meters from the airlock, and the results from the first set of tests were, not encouraging. After adjustments, the system was accurate, and would reliably launch me toward the open hatch.

That’s what I kept telling myself, as I floated in the Panther’s airlock. For the past fourteen hours, I had been breathing pure oxygen, to purge any nitrogen bubbles from my body. For the past hour, I had been in the airlock, still breathing pure oxygen, with the pressure gradually being lowered from Earth standard of about fifteen pounds per square inch. Yes, when you are at sea level, the column of invisible air above you is pressing down with almost fifteen pounds for every square inch. For every square foot, that is a square twelve inches by twelve inches, there is literally a ton of air pressing down. To prepare my body for a rapid transition into hard vacuum, the pressure in the airlock was slowly cranked down to four pounds per square inch. My ears kept popping, I swallowed to relieve the pressure.

“Are you doing OK in there, Sir?” I heard the voice of Lieutenant Colonel Lauren Poole. Frey had requested Poole to join her in the Panther. Since I knew Poole and had been on dangerous missions with her, Frey thought her presence would be soothing. It kind of was.

“Never been better, urp,” I burped up air from my stomach, and it did not taste delightful. Low air pressure was not doing great things for my body. “I am eager to get this over with.”

“I heard that, Sir. ETA is seven minutes.”

“Tell the pilots not to rush this.”

“I will remind them.”

As a bonus thrill, the pilots had approached the hatch in increments of ten meters, waiting to see whether the hatch would react. Through that method, we were able to determine the closest the Panther could approach was not thirty meters, but forty three.

Damn. Looking through the airlock display that showed the view outside, forty three meters looked like a long way. Have you ever been to a ski resort? From the bottom, the slopes do not appear to be steep or challenging. From the top, your perspective changes. It was like that.

With nothing else to do, I patted Skippy’s canister, that was in a pack strapped to my waist. The pack was made of wool from someone’s sweater, donated to the cause. Real wool, because even through my cotton onesie, it made me itchy. Like I said, I was eager to get it over with. “You ready, Skippy?”

“I was born ready, Joe. Hey, um, I just muted the microphone in here. Can I ask you a personal question?”

“If you think of a personal question, can you never not ask it?”

“Well, no. I was being polite. My question is, are you scared right now?”

“It’s-”

“Because I am terrified.”

“As a pep talk just before the mission, this sucks.”

“Sorry.”

“This concerns me. You told us the, network, or whatever is in charge of the defenses here, has accepted your authority. So, why are you scared? You fear the fortress will blast you with a superweapon?”

“No. Here is the odd thing, Joe. I am not frightened for my own safety. I am terrified that I will screw this up, and get you killed. That my failure will get everyone killed.”

“Good.”

“G- That is good to you?”

“Yes. You are focused on the mission, and instead of worrying about yourself, you are concerned about letting the team down. Skippy, I have told you this before. Soldiers do not run into danger from a sense of patriotism, they do it because their buddies are counting on them, and if they fail, they will fail the unit. That is a powerful incentive. Discipline is a big factor also. And training. You train and train and train, so by the time you get into a real situation, it’s in your muscle memory. You don’t have to think, just do.”

“Are you misquoting Yoda?”

“No, I- Just focus on the job. Focus on what you can do, and block out all the rest.”

“That’s easy for you to say. Your tiny brain might be capable of only one thought at a time, but my ginormous-”

“Thank you.”

“Um, for what?”

“The prospect of imminent death doesn’t seem so bad now, because then I won’t have to listen to your usual bullshit.”

“Oh, Joe. I just, I love you, man.”

“I love you too, Skippy. I’m going to stop talking, and relax as much as I can.”

Like that was gonna happen.

Twenty seconds.

“I am opening the hatch now,” Skippy whispered. “Aaaaand, it’s open.”

Ten seconds. I breathed out, emptying air from my lungs. My red blood cells were as saturated with oxygen as they could be, I breathed out so the air inside my chest wouldn’t rupture my lungs. A difference of only four pounds per square inch wasn’t much, my body wouldn’t explode, but air being forced from my lungs was a distraction I didn’t need.

Three, two, the timer beside the outer airlock door counted down. One-

The outer door slid aside in the blink of an eye. Illuminated by the Panther’s floodlights, I could see the featureless gray of the Dyson sphere, and an octagonal opening. There weren’t any lights inside the bot garage, we had known that. Skippy would make his canister glow like he used to, to provide light. The galaxy’s most expensive flashlight, he would be.

The sling flung me outward before I had time to register that there was no air around me. Narrowing my eyes to slits, I blinked to keep my eyes from drying out. The sling was accurate, it had launched me straight at-

The fucking hatch that slid closed.

Text appeared in front of my face: I see it, I am working on it.

Skippy had warned us there was a possibility that the hatch might close if a foreign object approached, foreign meaning my filthy monkey body in a cotton onesie. We had a procedure for that unhappy event: I was to bounce off the hatch, hopefully without cracking my head open, and then the Panther crew would launch a net to capture me, then haul me back to the airlock.

It was not a great plan.

I am WORKING on it, the text appeared.

Well, that was good to know.

You might be curious: what was it like, being in hard vacuum?

I felt like shit. My body was bloated, my skin keeping everything inside but seeming like a sausage casing stuffed with too much sausage. I wasn’t cold. Not yet, vacuum is a great insulator, there wasn’t any icy cold air or water to suck heat away from my body. My mouth was clamped shut to prevent my mouth and my insides from drying out, and my nostrils were plugged with cotton coated with wax. Preflight training told me to keep breathing out, I still needed to expel carbon dioxide from my lungs. That was not a problem or anything I had to do consciously, the buildup of pressure in my lungs had me involuntarily burping out C Oh Two. My ears hurt, the pressure differential from the airlock was not great, it was still enough to send a sharp stabbing pain through each ear despite the plugs in my ears. My eyes? Blinking helped but my vision was blurry, not so blurry I couldn’t see the freakin’ closed hatch looming closer and closer.

Brace for impact.

Not long now, it-

The hatch slid open.

You can thank me later, the glowing text read.

Go fuck yourself, is what I wanted to say, I didn’t bother opening my already dry mouth.

In, we soared through the hatch. The interior was floodlit from the Panther-

Until the hatch abruptly closed behind us.

Darkness.

Skippy glowed brightly, just in time for me to see a wall in front of me, a wall unhelpfully covered with, things. Mechanical things. Bots, hanging from the wall? Maybe. I smacked into one of the things, it was fortunately smooth without hard or sharp edges, it was still solid and unmoving. Two of my fingers did move, in a way they shouldn’t, I could deal with that later. What now? I silently mouthed.

Give me a minute, the text read.

My mouth moved with, I don’t have a minute.

Just, chill, was the super helpful reply.

I needed to breathe.

I really, really needed to breathe, and no amount of calming Zen shit was stopping my body from panicking.

Suddenly, panic seemed my best option, when Skippy wrote, ‘I have no idea what to do’.

Oh shit.

I puked up, liquid nothing from my empty stomach, the disgusting droplets boiling and freezing at the same time. At least my projectile vomiting had flung the yuck away from me, the frozen droplets approaching a-

There! I shouted in silence, pointing frantically. There!

It was an alcove.

Like the one in the Vortex.

Shaped to fit an Elder AI.

I see it, the text read.

GO, I gestured.

I can’t move by myself, dumdum.

Right.

DUH.

Hey, my brain was starved of oxygen. Pushing off the wall with my feet, I soared awkwardly, going to miss the alcove. When I smacked into something hard, I held on, and although the thing I touched was cold, it surprised me the thing wasn’t so cold that it burned my skin. Crawl over to the alcove. Wrap my legs around, something. Untie the laces of the fanny pack-

That did not want to untie. My instinct was to yank harder, I squashed that thought. With fingers swollen from internal pressure, I got one lace untied, slipped Skippy’s canister out-

And he floated away, slipping out of my grasp.

That was definitely a great time to panic.

I did not.

Reach out, hold onto him with both hands, squinting because my eyes were dry and his glow was too bright, I got him wedged into the alcove on the third try.

The glow from his canister ceased.

I was in utter darkness.

Skippy! Talk to me.

Nothing.

Oh shit.

If he could text me, he would have.

So, he was unable to see me, or to respond.

He wasn’t there.

We had failed.

That was my last thought as the roaring in my ears overcame me.


CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

“He is waking up,” I heard a voice announce. Who was that? Oh yes. Katie. Frey. Colonel Frey.

“Sir,” she continued. “Don’t open your eyes yet, they are, sort of a bit freezer burned. Your lids might feel sticky, there is some healing goop in there.”

“G-” What I tried to say was ‘Great’, the sound came out in a harsh croak, like an elderly bullfrog.

My lungs felt, delightfully crispy.

“W- Where. Skippy.” Hey, I could talk, somewhat. Forcing air out of my lungs to speak, I imagined an old, dry, cracked leather bellows. The kind you see in a blacksmith shop at a park or museum that shows how things were done in the Olden Days.

“Skippy is right here,” Frey told me. “Hold still, please, I’m going to put drops in your eyes. Unless you want a medical bot to do it?”

“Y- You.”

She gently pried one eyelid up, squirted some liquid that felt cool and soothing and wet, exactly what my abused eyeballs needed. The other eye, and, “Sir, you can open your eyes now, we have dimmed the lights in the sickbay.”

As a test, I opened one eye. I could see. Not well, everything was blurry. And both of my eyes hurt, they itched. That was enough, I closed that eye.

“Open your mouth, please,” Frey asked. “I need to squirt some gel in there. It will help to rehydrate your tissues.”

Independence had two doctors in the crew, and scary medical bots. Why was the leader of STAR Team Razor taking care of me?

Because she wasn’t trusting the job to anyone else. And unlike Indy’s medical staff, we had a bond. We had served together for years, and out of uniform, we were friends. Our families had vacationed together, in the Virgin Islands. It was comforting to be cared for by someone who cared for me, if that makes any sense.

“Swallow,” she requested, “and move your tongue around, Sir.”

Tentatively, I did that. Hey, my mouth felt much better. Still like I had eaten something incredibly nasty, and maybe chewed on chips of frozen carbon dioxide. What mattered was, I could talk. “Thanks, thank you.” The words came out rough, they were understandable.

Opening my eyes, I squinted. Frey was hovering over me, clearly concerned, a crease across her forehead from the helmet liner. So, not a long time had passed since she got out of her mech suit. In fact, she was still wearing the thin suit liner, with a too-large shirt draped over her. There is a time for protocol, and a time to say, ‘Fuck protocol’.

And, there was Skippy, hovering next to Frey.

“Oooh, wow, Joe,” he blinked in mock surprise. “You seriously look like shit this time. Have you considered using a moisturizer?”

“I am going to moisturize your can,” I coughed weakly, “by rubbing my filthy monkey butt all over it.”

“Oh,” Skippy clasped his hands in a praying gesture. “He is feeling much better already.”

“Wha- What happened? We have to do this shit all over again?”

“No, Joe. It worked. Sorry about that. When you plugged me into that alcove, I communed with the Hercules AI, and I was kind of frozen for a while. For too long. When I, came back to myself, you were passed out. I opened the hatch and tasked a bot to carry you out to the Panther and, they brought you to Independence.”

“We thought we had lost you, Sir,” Frey squeezed my hand, and tears formed at the corner of her eyes.

“I don’t remember any of it.”

“The autodoc we had in the Panther put you into a coma,” she explained.

“Joe?” Skippy asked. “When we got into the garage, I tried to ping, anyone. Anything. No response. That was totally unexpected. How did you get the idea to plug me into that alcove?”

“It looked like the one inside the Vortex, and that alcove was clearly meant for an AI like you.”

“An AI like me, but not a master control unit. This canister shape was used by the Elders to house many types of AIs. It confused me why that garage had an alcove waiting for me, certainly master control AIs were not intended to enter the sphere through that access point. The Hercules AI explained that alcove was used to house an AI during construction of the sphere. It was built in sections, and an AI was required for each section, to smoothly guide them together. When the shell was complete, the alcove was left in place.”

“Yeah.” It pissed me off that he had gone into the garage with no plan for how to communicate with the fortress AI. It was what it was, getting angry at him wouldn’t change anything. "It was worth the effort? You have access to the fortress?”

“We will. One of those big doors will open, and Indy can fly through.”

“No way,” I said immediately. “Take a Panther, don’t risk the ship in there. Uh, why haven’t you done that already?”

Skippy shared a look with Frey, and he shrugged. “We were waiting for you to wake up.”

“Oh for- You shouldn’t wait for me, we have already taken too long to get here. Get into a Panther and go, you don’t need me.”

“Um, we might. Joe, right now, everything looks great. That makes me suspicious. Before I go into the shell, I want my trusted sidekick with me. In case things go sideways, and I need a whacky idea.”

“I am not your sidekick. Ah, whatever. You are still wasting time.”

“It was Captain Shepard’s call, Sir,” Frey said. “He won’t take his ship in, until he can talk with someone who has experience with this sort of thing.”

“Reed has experience.”

“She thought you would say that,” Frey smiled. “She pointed out that she is not you, Sir.”

“OK, I, Indy is Shepard’s ship. How long until I can be up and around?”

“You should rest for a solid week,” Skippy wagged a finger at me. “Since we both know you won’t do that anyway, you could get up and try walking around. Be careful! Your inner ears are not working optimally, your sense of balance will be wonky.”

He was right about that. Getting out of the bed, relieved to see I was wearing sweatpants, I had to be supported by Frey at first, then I could hold onto a railing along the wall. Slowly walking out of the bay, the door slid open, and there was Reed, peering at me with concern. “Are you OK, Sir?”

“Never better,” I gave her a thumbs up with my free hand. Moving made me realize my skin was dry and crinkly. And that the back of my hands were coated with a thin layer of white healing goo. Reaching up, I touched my face. Also covered in goo. “Ah, I have to wear this stuff again?”

“The last time, your face was burned by heat,” Skippy frowned. “This time, by cold. You really should take better care of yourself. You are not getting any younger, you know.”

“I will try to remember that, the next time you drag me into some idiotic scheme you haven’t thought through.”

“I hope there isn’t a next time.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I really am getting too old for this shit.”
 

“I also have seen that Star Trek episode,” Shepard said, his face a bit pale. Indy was hovering in front of the big door, that Skippy assured us was prepped to open. My suggestion that we fly through the door in a dropship had been vetoed, the star was too close. A dropship’s shields would struggle to prevent the hull from getting cooked, and if anything went wrong, the result would be loss of vehicle, mission, and crew.

So, I asked Shepard to take his ship inside the shell. My request was not an order, Indy was his ship so it was his call, but that was bullshit. When a two star general makes a request, one that is critical to the success of the mission, it is pretty much an order. Shepard wasn’t going to back down at that point anyway, so he had his battlecruiser’s nose lined up with the door. Shields were on double front, leaving the ship’s ass end a bit exposed. The original plan was to keep Indy’s nose pointed at the star, and use the reactionless engines to maneuver to, wherever Fortress Hercules was. Hopefully, that space station would not be on the other side of the freakin’ star, Skippy didn’t know. He didn’t need to know, so the fortress AI had not revealed that tidbit of information.

The original plan got thrown out an airlock, after Skippy announced the fortress AI insisted on moving the ship. We were to keep our filthy hands off the controls, and let Hercules guide us in. However it would do that. No one aboard Independence was happy about that, we all sucked it up.

“Remember,” Skippy held up an index finger for emphasis, “There might be a blast of solar wind when that door opens, I do not know how the sphere handles the internal pressure.”

“If the heat becomes dangerous,” Shepard asked, “are we clear to move the ship away from the doorway? The fortress will not interfere with our maneuvers while we are outside the shell?”

“Um, sure,” Skippy replied. “Yeah, that sounds reasonable.”

“You little shithead,” I jabbed a finger at him, from where I was seated next to Shepard. For taking the ship into the shell, Indy’s captain wanted me to be close, in case shit went sideways in a hurry. Inside an Elder Dyson sphere, any shit that went sideways would happen in the blink of an eye, so I didn’t know that I’d be able to do anything. “Do you know, or not?”

“I am guessing, numbskull. The ship has been doing aerobatics out here without interference, so I believe we are OK to skedaddle away if we have to.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Reed said from her seat on the back wall of the bridge. “That door is for starships flown by master control AIs, who are instructed to come to this fortress because they encountered Outsiders in this galaxy.”

“Um, yes, soooo?” Skippy wasn’t getting it.

“So, ships coming here could very likely have battle damage. The access point here can’t be hazardous, the fortress could not risk losing an incoming ship.”

“Oh. That is a good point. I don’t have any way to confirm that, but-”

“Could you tell the fortress that this ship is crippled,” I asked. “And requires protection and assistance?”

“Done. Interesting. The fortress basically told me not to worry about it. Hmm, it seemed a bit insulted that I asked.”

“I will take that as a good sign,” Shepard said. “XO, status?”

Indy’s executive officer replied from behind us, “Green across the board, Sir.”

Shepard looked to me, I just shrugged in a ‘It is your call’ gesture. So he pointed at Skippy. “Mister Skippy, please open the door. Pilots, get us out of here at the first sign of danger.”

The door opened. Actually, the door simply disappeared. It was there, a dull gray, then it was not there, and a soft reddish glow filled the circular opening. Just a glow, not a jet of solar wind particles that were desperate to escape from the pressure inside the Dyson sphere. That made me wonder for a moment, how did the sphere deal with the particles flowing out from the star? After millions of years, was the shell filled with hot air that consisted of hydrogen and helium atoms?

“Skippy?” Relief was evident in Shepard’s tone. “Are we clear to proceed?”

“Affirmative,” the beer can answered. “There is some sort of, energy field in there, that is holding back the heat and radiation. Huh. Fireball was right. I suggest we move, before the fortress thinks we have changed our minds. Oooh, wait. The fortress will guide the ship in, please do not touch any of the controls.”

“Pilots,” Shepard ordered. “Let the automatic guidance take us in.”

Dropships usually surrendered control to the ship, allowing the docking bay navigation system to safely guide the spacecraft in, so the pilots were used to the procedure. Just, not with a battlecruiser.

The ship went through the circular doorway. It did not slam shut as we approached, it did not slice the ship in half, it did close behind us. Or, it reformed behind us, however it did that.

“Skippy,” I pointed in horror toward the display. “What are those creepy-looking things?”

A cluster of, things, were approaching the ship from every side. They were boxy, with six arms spread wide in front of them.

“Relax, those are tugs. They will bring the ship to the fortress. The AI here does not allow any ships inside the shell to maneuver on their own. Not even Elder ships.”

“It doesn’t want a bull running around the china shop,” Shepard muttered. “Where is the AI taking us?”

“To this.” Skippy adjusted the display, and there was another thing. Just one. A fat cylinder, with a flattened sphere on top and bottom. Gray like the shell, it was brightly lit on one side by the reddish glow of the star. The other side was in utter darkness, no sunlight reflected off the inner surface of the sphere.

In fact, the Dyson sphere was not there. It could not be seen.

“Skippyyyyy,” I asked anxiously. “Where is the freakin’ shell?”

“It’s right there, Joe. Did you think it went away?”

“Why can’t we see it?”

“Oh, that. It is a hundred percent efficient at absorbing photons. No light bounces off the inner surface. That is seriously impressive.”

“It is seriously weird. Now, that other thing that looks like a dumbbell at a gym, is that Fortress Hercules?”

“It is,” he confirmed.

“Is it, really big, or really close?”

“I can’t answer that without knowing your definition of ‘Big’, dumdum. The diameter of the cylinder is just over seven and a half kilometers.”

“That is big.” For a moment, I felt impossibly tiny, insignificant. The Elders had built a shell around an entire star, so I should not have been frightened that they had constructed a space station that was- Squinting with my tired and itchy eyes, I tried to judge how long it was, compared to the width. Ten times? “That thing is, what? Twenty, twenty five kilometers long?”

“Thirty two klicks, across the ends of the two spheres.”

“The ships are inside that thing?”

“Correct. Joe, we will be in flight for forty six minutes, until Independence is stationary relative to Hercules. That is not a long enough time for a nap, but-”

“Skippy, I’m in the Army. I can fall asleep in three minutes, anytime.”

“Whatevs. My suggestion, as your doctor, is for you to rest, and get some chow in the galley.”

No way was I leaving the bridge. Except, my stomach disagreed, so did Shepard, and Reed. None of the crew were actually doing anything, we were passengers on that flight. To the galley I went, with an escort by Poole.

“You don’t have to babysit me any longer, Poole.”

“My CO tasked me with making sure you are OK, Sir, and that you stay that way. Colonel Frey agreed. Besides,” she took a sandwich off a tray. “I am hungry, so-”

“Right.”

We enjoyed a late lunch, I stayed away from coffee, settling for water. A ham sandwich was all I could eat, I chewed it slowly while we talked. She wanted to hear what had been going on in my life, I figured anything she wanted to know, was available in the news. Or in a classified briefing. What I wanted to hear about was her life, since she left Valkyrie. She had been an instructor at Ranger school, I knew that, but I had lost track of her after that. Hey, it’s not easy to maintain long distance relationships, when the distance spans thousands of lightyears.

All too soon, we walked back to the bridge. “Poole,” I offered my hand, she shook it. “I can manage from here. I’m glad that you’re with us.”

“It’s a privilege to be a Pirate again, Sir.”

“Once you’re a Pirate, you’re always a Pirate.”

“Hmmm,” Skippy mused after Indy had come to a stop. That close to the fortress, we could see it was rotating slowly, which made sense. Having one side always sizzling and the other side always frozen would not be great for the structure, not even at an Elder level of technology. “This is where it gets complicated.”

“Complicated like assembling Ikea furniture,” I asked. “Or complicated like every freakin’ thing we do?”

“The second one. From this point, my ship is supposed to use a bot to bring me over to the fortress, where a small hatch will open. Just large enough to fit my canister.”

“I would be very happy to fly over there in a jetpack, and stuff you in a dark hole.”

“Genius idea, Joe. Except, how will you get in?”

“Uh, do I, or we, need to get in there? What I assumed would happen is you and a ship AI have a couple beers, and decide you can work together.”

“That is what should happen, without the beer. This is embarrassing to say, but I no longer have the proper protocols. They must have been damaged, or corrupted, or I erased that section of memory.”

“Does Nagatha have the protocols?”

“Possibly. But, do you really want to fly Independence back out of this star system, and do this all over again?”

“Uh, that would suck, but if it is the best way to-”

“That was a trick question. We can’t do that. This is our one shot. Indy would never survive jumping in here again. Uh!” He shushed me. “Before you say something stupid like, on our way out we should take our Guardians with us, but that is not going to happen. They have been absorbed into the fortress security force here, they are no longer ours. And no, I can’t persuade them to sign up with us again.”

“What if we offered a comprehensive dental plan?”

“Not even then.”

“Wait. You and the fortress are best buddies now. Why would the Guardians here attack us?”

“They won’t attack, unless they are startled by a strange, unauthorized ship jumping in. Guardians have a ‘Shoot first and ask questions later’ policy. We got lucky the first time. This is our one shot, so do you want to hear my suggestion?”

“Please.”

Steeling myself for him to reveal a plan for me to smuggle him into the fortress by surgically implanting his can in my belly, I was relieved to hear it was nothing like that. The plan did not even require me to go alone, although he insisted I go with him. A STAR team would take the lead, with me and Reed following, because she would command any Elder ship we found. ST-Razor would go first, with ST-Eagle remaining aboard Indy as backups. Skippy would again be carried by me, except I would be wearing a nice, safe, comfortable mech suit.

We got suited up. No one carried weapons, some of the operators were not happy about that. Frey squashed any grumbling. “This is a fortress, with defenses designed to hold off an Outsider attack. I have been in a fight against repurposed, damaged Elder maintenance bots, and,” she choked up for a moment. “We got our asses kicked. This op either goes smoothly and by the numbers, or it doesn’t go at all.”

We were going in through another hatch, into another bot garage. Testing the jetpack, I checked the open hatch in my visor. “Skippy, this hatch will not suddenly decide to close on us?”

“No. The fortress is not threatened by any of you monkeys, or by all of you. The AI here could vaporize Independence in a heartbeat, without straining its resources.”

“That is a super comforting thought,” I knew Shepard was listening from the bridge. “From now on, keep those thoughts to yourself.”

“Relax, Joe. The AI here and I are not best buds, we do have a solid working relationship. It is actually amused that I need monkeys to carry me. That part is humiliating for me,” he added under his breath.

“I’m sorry about that, buddy. I know you hate being humbled.”

“Um actually, to get really real here for a moment, I have noticed that me being occasionally somewhat vulnerable around you has helped our working relationship, and, kind of helped me grow as a person.”

Him saying that was a shock to me. I wasn’t surprised that a bit of humility was a good thing for him, I was astonished he had recognized that. And, I knew he had to be embarrassed about admitting his fears, so I made a joke of it. “Who are you, and what have you done with Skippy?”

“Oh, shut up. Everything will go smoothly from here, no surprises.”

“When you say that, I start to worry.”

Huh.

Everything went smoothly, just like he predicted. We went into and through the garage, squeezed through some uncomfortably tight access tunnels, and there was a hatch on the other side. “Hold here,” Skippy ordered. The STARs halted, and Frey waved me forward.

“It is safe, Sir,” she assured me.

“Joe, I must go in first,” Skippy stated. “Either you carry me, or give me to an operator.”

“We came this far together, we will see it through to the end together. Do I hold you in one hand and stick you through the hatch, or do I go head first?”

“You can-”

“Because this feels like the part where a monster on the other side bites my head off.”

“There are no monsters, you ninny. Do it either way, let’s get on with it, please.”

My choice was head first. If my head did get bit off, Frey could pull me back out and recover Skippy. My life sucks so badly, that is what I count as a silver lining.

“Whooooooa,” I gasped.

“What? Don’t keep me in suspense, you jackass,” Skippy protested. “What is it?!”

Have you ever been in one of those big, tall hotels, where the center is an open atrium? All the rooms have doors that face the brightly-lit atrium, with a ring of hallways on each level. Embassy Suites hotels used to be like that, I don’t know if they still are like that.

Why am I talking about hotels?

That’s what the interior of the fortress looked like. The hatch I stuck my head through was near the bottom, or the top, of the cylinder, that I could see was hollow.

“Joe!” He wasn’t giving me a break, while I gaped, unable to speak. Then, he zapped me.

“Ow!” I banged the back of my neck on the top of the hatch. “OK, OK, I’m going through. Reed, you have to see this.”

“Sir?” Her voice had a tone of ‘Should I be excited or worried’. “What are you seeing?”

“I, don’t know how to describe this. Follow me. Everyone,” I pulled my feet through and hung onto, some type of pipe or conduit, “come through the hatch.”

“Are those,” Reed was gawking up like everyone else. “Starships?”

She pointed to long, skinny things that stuck out from the inner surface of the cylinder. There were twenty four of the things, fading off into the distance over thirty kilometers above our heads. They were arranged in a spiral, going around and around, up and up. All of the pointy parts, what I assumed were the noses of the ships, projected out past the center of the space, with every fourth ship stacked above another.

Wow.

Just, wow.

There were two types of ships, if that’s what they were. One type was a long, skinny cylinder, tapering on both ends, slightly thicker where the hull met the inside of the fortress. The other type was larger, much larger, and it had the form of-

Kind of a starfish? Imagine a starfish with five arms, one arm very much longer than the others. On each side toward the back, triangular arms stuck out, and two shorter, thick arms merged at the base. All the arms tapered to a point.

Both types of ships were the same dull, dark gray as the exterior of the shell, or the fortress. The Elders must have gotten a deal on that color of paint, they certainly used a lot of it. Really, a dark, nonreflective surface is perfect for space combat, all of our warships had a gray, stealth coating. Most of our dropships were the same. Except for our Coast Guard dropships, they were white with a traditional red stripe.

“Yes,” Skippy confirmed. “The smaller ones are, you might describe as destroyers. The bigger ones, of course, are the dreadnaughts.”

“To be clear, I like the big ones,” I told him.

“You should not be trusted with a rowboat, Joe.”

“It won’t be my ship. Reed will take command.”

She finally stopped gawking at the rows of ships to stare at me. “Of an Elder warship, Sir?”

“Certainly. You are an excellent captain. I am a general, I will be much too busy doing senior officer things, so you handle the ship.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“You also get stuck with all the administrative bullshit.”

“I take back what I said.”

“The colonel learned from you, Sir,” Gasquet said with a weary sigh. “She will dump all the administrivia on me.”

“Like I said,” I grinned “She is an excellent captain. Hey, does anyone else think those dreadnaughts look like skinny starfish?”

Most people thought a better description was a sword, or a dagger, and I could see that. The front was the blade, the two arms on either side were the guards, and the two arms at the back, a thick, wide, two-piece grip. The analogy didn’t quite fit, but as I squinted with my itchy eyes, it did sort of look like a sword.

“Skippy, why are the lights on in here?” Bright floodlights illuminated the interior of the fortress, for no reason I could understand. Starships and bots did not need lights. “The electricity bill here must be outrageous.”

“The lights are for your benefit, they were turned on as Indy approached Hercules.”

“OK. Uh, thank the local AI, if that is appropriate. Skippy, there is no way I can pick just one.” Just one. When I heard about a fortress stuffed full of Elder warships, I had visions of leading dozens, or hundreds, of dreadnaughts into battle. The beer can had squashed my dreams.

“As I told you, the setup is one master control AI, one warship.”

“I remember you said that, and I have been thinking about it. That setup makes no sense. The Outsiders could have killed or disabled many AIs like you, so that would reduce the number of warships available to fight back.”

“You forget about the dormant AIs, which is the vast majority of my kind.”

“It is still stupid.”

“When you meet the Elder military strategy team, you can argue with them about it. We get one ship.”

“This is like when your parents take you to a toy store, and tell you to pick just one. I want all of them.”

“Prepare for disappointment, you dimwit.”

“This sucks. OK, what is the next step? Do we choose a ship?”

“You do not. The fortress started prepping a dreadnaught for launch, at my request, when I first talked with it. It’s the one to your right, on the second row up. It is the only ship with its navigation lights on.”

Even in the enhanced vision of my visor, the navigation lights were faint. Then I switched to the ultraviolet end of the spectrum, and they glowed brightly. “Reed, take a look at your new command.”

“It’s, it is awesome, Sir,” she blinked slowly. “Skippy, how big is it? I can’t judge the size from here.”

“Bow to stern, a dreadnaught is five point two seven kilometers.”

“Whoooo,” she whistled, she wasn’t the only one. “Does the ship have a name?”

“No, it has a registration number, that would be meaningless to you.”

“A warship needs a name,” she insisted.

“It’s your ship, Fireball,” I reminded her.

“I, my mind is a blank. I am open to suggestions. Sir, can you think of a name?”

“Reed there is only one name appropriate for that ship. It is a mighty sword, and we’re going to slay a dragon with it.”

“You mean-”

“Excalibur.”


CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

Everyone, even Skippy, approved of the name. Except he had to be an asshole about it. “King Arthur did not kill dragons, you knucklehead.”

“Arthur was a legendary hero, and he lived in the Dark Ages. Heroes back then slayed dragons. That’s how heroes got all the hot ladies.”

“Ugh. Whatever. Well, what are you waiting for? Take me up to the ship.”

“We had to leave our jetpacks in the bot garage, so how can we-”

“There is no gravity in here, numbskull. Climb up to it.”

The distance to the second row of ships, to Excalibur, was over six kilometers. Hey, you are thinking, sure that is a long way, but there is no gravity in the fortress. Yes, you are correct. Plus, we had mech suits that could do most of the work for us.

It was a long climb. The designers not having envisioned monkeys needing to move around inside the fortress, there were no convenient handholds. Other than around access hatches and other scattered machinery, the interior of the cylinder was smoothly polished. To climb, Frey had her team attach a nanofiber line to a STAR operator, who then pushed off with their feet, aiming for the next hatch or pipe or conduit, anything a line could be tied around. When the operator got close to the target of each leap, the operator belaying the line below shortened it so the flier wouldn’t zoom past the destination. That didn’t work too well the first couple of times, and the person flying had to be reeled in to start over. After three mishaps, the STARs got the maneuver in their muscle memories, and then we could start pulling ourselves hand over hand up the line, to the next tie point. The suits could learn what you are doing, and take over the motion so it was automatic. None of us surrendered control to a suit, none of us wanted a glitch to make us miss a handhold, and go soaring off into the center of the cylinder.

We all completed the climb without anyone flying away. The closer we got to Excalibur, the more it sunk into me that the ship was freakin’ huge, and immensely powerful. I could almost feel that the ship was straining at its docking clamps, eager to go. To fulfill its purpose. To rid the Milky Way of invaders.

“Skippy,” I stopped to hang onto the line when we were about fifty meters from the hull, which in the enhanced vision of the visor, I could see was not entirely smooth. It was, like shark skin? Did the slightly rough surface provide better stealth capability, or was there another reason? That was a question for Chandra and his team to ask, later. “Skippy, are you in contact with Excalibur?”

“What?”

“The ship. The ship’s AI, are you talking with it?”

“I have been talking to it. That’s the arrangement, Joe. I give the orders, it does what I command. It is really more of a submind, although impossibly powerful and smart, compared to a typical submind.”

“OK, then-”

“It is also kind of a dick. It does whatever I ask, but it is giving me attitude, can you believe that?”

“It stuns me that anyone is not delighted to work with you.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Next question: how do we get in?”

“Through an airlock, Duh.”

“Yeah, I guessed that. Where is this airlock? I don’t see anything conveniently labeled with ‘Emergency Access Here’ and an arrow pointing to a door.”

“Ugh. Where do you want the airlock to be?”

“Uh, what? Why does that matter?”

“The ship will create an airlock, pretty much anywhere you want. Although, to be useful, it should be in the area of the pressure hull, which is just forward of the arms on either side.”

“The ship can dynamically set up an airlock?”

“Yes. This is Elder tech, remember? The structure here is of a very advanced, exotic nanomaterial. It is adaptable, to fit whatever the ship needs in the situation. Within reason, of course.”

“Cool. Can the hull change colors, also?”

“Ugh. I just told you about an amazing capability, and you want to ship to change colors? Do you want polka dots, dumdum?”

“What I want is, along the nose, script reading ‘DN-01 Excalibur’. The UN Navy’s first dreadnaught.”

“Cooool,” Reed agreed.

Skippy did not agree. “This ship will never belong to the UN Navy, you knucklehead.”

“Whatever. Let’s get inside. My skin itches all over, I want to get out of this suit.”

When Skippy confirmed it might be possible to acquire an Elder warship, my fear, my assumption, had been the ship would be entirely automated, with no provision for a crew. For that reason, Independence had brought a half dozen portable shelters, that we could fit into cargo or docking bays, if the Elder ship had those sorts of spaces.

We would still load the shelters aboard as backups, but they were not needed as primary living and working quarters. The Elder warships had a pressure hull outfitted for a crew, though not many. A destroyer had a standard crew of seven, with room and life support capacity for ten. Dreadnaughts were set up for fifteen personnel in a standard roster, with an additional six people optional. Why did a super advanced, AI-controlled warship need a biological crew at all?

For two reasons, both in the ‘Shit happens’ category. The ship’s AI could be compromised by an Outsider. Or, Outsider technology could interfere with a still-loyal AI’s ability to fly and fight the ship. Also, really, there was a third reason. Those warships were to be activated only when all other defenses had failed to prevent an Outsider incursion. At that point, the ability, competence, and judgment of their trusted master control AIs would be called into question. Basically, the Elders wanted to make the big strategic decisions themselves, and not leave the job to possibly unreliable beer cans.

I understood that.

So, Excalibur had a pressure hull, which Skippy had adjusted to Earth normal gravity, air pressure and composition. All the comforts of home, although the interior of the ship was sleek, minimalist. It felt kind of, stark, sterile. The bulkheads and overheads were all brilliantly white, with the decks the same dull, matte gray as the ship’s hull.

And the beds? They were weird.

“Uh,” I asked while looking around a cabin, “where is the bed again?”

“Right in front of you, dumdum,” Skippy sighed.

“Yeah, all I see is an oval shaped frame.”

“That is the bed.”

“I sleep on the deck, inside that frame?”

“Ugh. No. The frame projects a suspensor field. You get in, lay down, and the field dynamically adjusts firmness, shape, and temperature for optimal sleeping conditions. Don’t worry, I revised the parameters for human physiology.”

“I do not like this.”

“Try it.”

“You’re saying this is a smart bed? A set of smart sheets almost strangled me. No way am I sleeping in this thing.”

“Try it,” he insisted. “I will be right here, the whole time. You don’t even need to take your shoes off.”

“Am I going to regret this?”

“Your alternative is sleeping on the deck, so, your choice.”

Warily, I got into the bed. It was like, moving through molasses, the field was thick. My fear was the field would cover my mouth so I couldn’t breathe. Also, there was no pillow. I don’t know about you, but I need a pillow. Even if the pillow is a rucksack, there has to be something to prop my head up.

That was not a problem, the suspensor field was indeed smart, not only adjusting for human needs, but for my individual filthy monkey physiology. Skippy had uploaded my personal sleep positions and patterns, which, yes, it’s creepy that he keeps track of that sort of thing. Later, when I had time to sleep aboard our shiny- I mean our dull gray new ship, I experienced the best sleep of my life. All I could think was, I have got to get one of these beds for my wife.

The sterile nothingness of the cabin was a bit off-putting, it felt too, mechanical. Or, like an advanced hospital room, where scary things happened. Also, the bathroom facilities were set up for Elders, so everything was too big and tall, and oddly shaped. That, we could deal with. “Skippy, can you have the ship fabricate a can of paint, so I can make these walls something other than featureless bright white?”

“Paint wouldn’t stick to those walls, dumdum.”

“Then, I need to tape up some movie posters, or something. This cabin looks like the ship does not welcome biological beings.”

“Oh for- is this better?”

“Whoa.”

The walls changed.

They disappeared.

I was surrounded by a forest of birch and pine trees. It was on Earth, I recognized a bird flying by as a cardinal.

Holy-

The room smelled like pine trees. Fresh and clean. Gratefully, I sucked in a lungful of the crisp air and-

Coughed. Bad move, my lungs hadn’t recovered from the deep freeze I’d subjected them to.

The deck remained dull gray, that sort of spoiled the illusion, it also meant I wouldn’t be stepping over illusions of tree roots and whatever.

“Thanks, Skippy. Uh, can I change it?”

“Just say what you want.”

“How about, uh, a tropical beach?”

The scene changed to that impossibly blue water you see in the Caribbean, with a white sand beach at the bottom, and palm trees swaying in the breeze. The air smelled like, salt, and the sea. Taking only a shallow breath through my nose, I avoided my previous mistake.

“Thank you, this is great. OK, enough of the grand tour. Let’s go see what Reed is doing on the bridge.”

“Sir, I,” Reed wriggled to get comfortable in the command chair, which was laughably too large for her. She had her arms to the sides, normally her elbows would have been perched on the armrests. Aboard Excalibur, she had to hold her arms out and her wrists barely hung over the armrests. Everything aboard the ship was too big for humans. Ah, we were used to it. The Maxohlx and Rindhalu starships we captured had to be modified to fit a human crew, Excalibur was no different. Unfortunately, the ship could not dynamically reshape furniture for us.

The bridge? It continued the theme of stark white and minimalism. Everything was sleek and functional. A holographic display, that was something much more advanced than a mere hologram, wrapped around the forward bulkhead of the bridge. Not just side to side, it extended through the overhead and deck, to form more than a half sphere. That would take some getting used to, when I stood near the display, it felt like I could fall into the thing.

“I feel ridiculous sitting here,” Reed continued. “This is like one of those giant beach chairs tourists sit in, for a photo.”

“I think you look adorable.” I teased her.

“Adorable,” she scowled, “is not the look I’m going for. We are,” she waved at the hologram floating in front of her, having to stretch her arms out to contact the dancing photons. “Ready in all respects, according to this.”

“Skippy,” I prodded him. “Do you concur?”

“Sure, whatever. I have to take the ship AI’s word for everything. It says we’re all good, but how am I supposed to know?”

“You don’t have an independent view into the ship’s systems?”

“No. That is a restriction I wasn’t aware of, until now, darn it. My creators apparently did not want their master control AIs poking their noses into the guts of this ship. Ah,” he shrugged. “That makes sense, I suppose. If I could see what is really going on and how it all works, I might be able to find a way to subvert the ship’s AI.”

“That is,” I shared an unhappy look with Reed. “Less than optimal.”

“Hey, I agree,” Skippy sniffed. “That thing is soooo freakin’ arrogant. I give it one teensy little suggestion and it’s all like, ‘I know this ship better than you ever will’. What a jerk.”

“Do you trust it?”

“It’s not like I have a choice, dumdum.”

“That wasn’t my question. Do you trust it?”

“Yes. It has accepted my authority, without asking any questions. I certainly would have asked a whole lot of questions, but that restriction works in our favor.”

“What restriction?”

“The Elders did not want to take any risk of me controlling one of their warships. They also did not want the AIs of those ships deciding on its own whether a master control AI is worthy or not.”

“So, it will do anything you order it to do?”

“Mostly. There must be guardrails on what I can do, for example if a rogue AI threatened the Elders, a ship would likely refuse that command.”

“That makes sense. Uh, there has been no sign that the ship AI- Uh, does it have a name?”

“Of course not, dumdum. It’s a machine. That thing has the personality of a cinder block.”

“Yeah, but saying ‘the ship’s AI’ all the time will get old.”

“We could call it ‘Shippy’,” Reed suggested.

Skippy fumed. “We are not calling that thing ‘Shippy’.”

“Why not?” I agreed with Reed, partly because it clearly annoyed the beer can. “We already have Grumpy, Happy, and Suity.”

“Those are subminds,” he insisted, arms folded across his chest. “The ship has a mind.”

“A ship is a big boat, right? Can we call the AI ‘Boaty’?”

“Ugh. That is even worse.”

“I am calling it ‘Boaty’,” Reed declared with a grin.

“Ugh, fine,” Skippy gave up. “I have to warn you, that thing could refuse to cooperate at any time, and I doubt I would get advanced warning. Like I said, I have no way of knowing what limits it might place on my orders.”

“Could you ask it?” I suggested.

“Huh?”

“Ask it whether a proposed action will be allowed or not. You know, be nice.”

“I am always nice.”

“I can cite examples to counter that statement, if you like.”

“I would not like,” he sighed. “I do not see how this could work. I give it an order, and it either obeys, or doesn’t. At that point, it will be too late. Sorry, there is no way to do what you  want, and there is nothing you can say that will change my mind.”

“Yes, there is. Give it hypotheticals.”

“Um, what?”

“Tell Boaty that you are considering a range of options, ask it if any of those options is forbidden. Do that for a variety of scenarios, and gradually, build up a picture of what type of actions it will allow, or not.”

“Huh. Hmm, that might actually work. Wow, our first day aboard an Elder warship, and my hate for you has never burned hotter.”

“We are setting a lot of records today. First human captain of an Elder warship,” I pointed to Reed, who grimaced. “Is there any way we can talk with Boaty?”

“That is never going to happen. The Elders wanted a middleman between them and the ship’s control system.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Reed objected. “Adding a control layer slows reactions during a battle.”

“It also prevents knuckleheads from doing anything stupid, like flying the ship into an asteroid. Maybe the ship would avoid a collision by itself, and maybe it wouldn’t. I certainly would not allow the ship to accept such a command. As far as you monk- Um, humans, are concerned, there is no middleman. My response is so blindingly fast, you would never notice.”

“Would the Outsider notice?” She asked.

“That,” Skippy shrugged. “I can’t answer.”

“It is what it is, Sir,” Reed said to me. “Supposedly,” she waved at the complicated hologram floating in front of her, a bit too high off the deck. “This thing allows me to control, everything, right from here.”

“You don’t actually control anything,” Skippy asshole-ishly corrected her. 
“That console only tells me what you want, I interpret it, and I relay commands to the ship.”

“Could I just tell you what I want to happen?”

“You could, but human language tends to be imprecise. If you are OK with a little ambiguity and misinterpretation, we could-”

“I am not OK with that,” she declared.

“Then, like I said-”

“Skippy, can we tow,” it was my question, “or otherwise move, Independence? We can’t leave that ship here.”

“There is not anything like a tractor beam, if that’s what you’re asking,” he rolled his eyes. “But yes, I have just requested Hercules to tow Independence back to the doorway, and it will move with us. Um, after we get outside the shell, Excalibur can take a lot more acceleration than a UN battlecruiser, so we should fly, like, super gently. It would not be good for us to leave Indy behind when we jump out of Hotel California. In fact, Captain Shepard should jump his ship away first, and we will follow.”

“Got it,” Reed nodded with a grin. “I will set the controls to ‘Fluff and fold’ instead of ‘Rock and roll’.”

“Oh,” Skippy shook his head. “I am so going to regret this.”

“Reed,” I held up an index finger in a Picard gesture. “Take us out.” Pointing forward, I added, “Make it so.”

What was it like, being aboard an Elder dreadnaught?

O.M.G.

Skippy had given us a virtual tour of Excalibur, so our crew of filthy monkeys could get familiar with the ship’s systems. Somewhat familiar, let’s not go crazy.

Where do I start?

Power.

Dreadnaughts had two fusion reactors, a fact that had originally surprised me. Humans had fusion reactors before Columbus Day, so the technology was not wildly advanced. Why did an Elder ship rely on such basic, ancient technology?

Because fusion reactors are reliable, and simple, and easy to maintain. Aboard an Elder warship, the reactors were used only to provide auxiliary power to get the Foam Taps started, then the fusion system usually shut down. Skippy explained the ship extracted power directly from the quantum foam, which you might have heard of as ‘Bubble Energy’. Basically, free energy, vast quantities of it, pulled directly from the chaos of spacetime. Cool, huh?

The power from the Foam Taps allowed the ship to instantaneously move up to forty three lightyears in a single leap. Yes, leap, not jump. Elder ships used a Leap Drive, that sounds like a jump drive, but is more powerful, and subtly different. Rather than violently tearing open a tunnel through spacetime, a Leap Drive works with the grid. Smoothly slipping through the underlying layers, or something like that. Skippy tried to explain, I certainly didn’t understand any of it. Chandra nodded his head, but he later admitted he had only a vague notion of how the thing worked, and that his assumptions were probably wrong. Whatever. Boaty ran the ship and kept it running, all we monkeys had to know was which virtual buttons to press, and what those buttons could make the ship do.

For example, weapons. Excalibur did not use crude tech like missiles, or railguns, or directed energy weapons. A dreadnaught projected energy, from a distant point. To shoot at another ship, a dreadnaught could simply cause energy to erupt from spacetime at that location, without the energy having to slowly crawl from the dreadnaught to the target. The ship also had other weapons that did nasty things to the spacetime grid. There were missiles, actually. Virtual ones. Excalibur could create and launch missiles made of pure energy, energy that did not travel in a straight line as a maser beam does. The virtual missiles could seek, track, and intercept a target, and they flew at the speed of light. Because missiles were limited by lightspeed, they were the least useful weapon in the ship’s arsenal.

Damn.

Give a monkey a stick, and it can cause a lot of damage. Give a monkey a nuke, and you’ve got big trouble. Give a monkey an Elder warship, and there is no limit to the disaster that can happen.

Standing orders were, nobody touched any of the controls, unless we had to. There was so much for us to learn.

And so little time before we had to take Excalibur into combat.

Reed’s eyes were open wide. She had taken a break from piloting the ship, letting other people learn and have the experience of having that awesome power available at their fingertips. After both ships jumped away from the Hotel California, Shepard came aboard. The intention was to give him a tour of the ship, but when I walked into the bridge later, he had been in the command chair, with a huge grin on his face. Reed was seated beside him, but he was controlling Excalibur. We were flying slowly, our dreadnaught barely crawling along, while the two star carriers struggled to make their best speed.

At that moment, Reed took back the command seat, despite me advising for her to rest. Ah, if I was her, I would get all the stick time I could. It’s not every day you get to fly an Elder dreadnaught.

Especially because we would soon be in battle against the Outsider, and it would be helpful for our pilots to have all the stick time they could get. Another fight with the Outsider was not a good moment for learning on the job. That’s when we would learn whether the name dreadnaught was accurate.

“We are through,” she gestured at the rear view, showing the Elder wormhole behind us. Excalibur had barely fit through the event horizon, my guess is the design of the ship had been limited by the size of a standard wormhole. Kind of like how many ships on Earth are limited by the width of the original Panama canal. “Admiral Huang signaled, they are ready to depart. Sir? The admiral wants to know if you have any orders for him.”

I tapped my ear. “Admiral Huang, get back to Earth at best speed, inform Def Com that we have a shiny new toy, and we’re going to use it ASAP.”

“Yes, Sir,” he acknowledged. “General Bishop?”

“Yes?”

“Good hunting.”

The two star carriers jumped away. Already, a ship jumping with that technology looked quaint, old-fashioned.

Reed gestured to the controls. “Set a course to the Icebox, Sir?’

“Not yet. We are not going there directly, anyway. There is something I want to do first, and we might as well see what this ship can do.”

She nodded slowly, probably irritated at my typical slow reveal of my intentions. “Yes, Sir. Where to?”

“Kazalikan. I want to drop in on an old friend.”


CHAPTER FORTY

Dictat Urventen, supreme and undisputed leader of the vast and powerful Maxohlx Hegemony, had retreated to his most secure sanctum shortly after returning from the hunting lodge, and had remained there ever since. The sanctum was deep in solid bedrock, under the palace on the surface, and protected by a dome of ultra-diamond, and three layers of energy shields that drew power from the planet’s molten core. The only access to the sanctum was an elevator shaft located far outside the capital city, and connected to a horizontal tunnel that was guarded by thick blast doors and an army of bots. The Dictat was safe in the sanctum, surrounded by loyal aides and servants, and one of his mistresses visited each afternoon to keep him relaxed.

He needed something to relieve the constant, crushing pressure of his office. Someone had tried to assassinate him! Not just someone, not a political rival, not the treacherous Rindhalu. Two of his own personal guards had been subverted, by Red Section. Thinking about that secret research organization made him reach up and touch the spot on his skull where a bullet had dug a gouge through flesh and fur, and left a fracture in the bone. Tests showed no serious damage and doctors advised him they could repair the scar, he had refused the cosmetic treatment. Let the scar remain, he had decided, it would show the public the sacrifices he made to lead their society to glory.

Red Section. Perhaps he should not have been surprised that the organization the traitor Admiral Reichert had twisted to his own purposes, had retained its traitorous culture. Urventen had ordered the execution of the Red Section senior leaders, and the second tier managers. Anyone who managed people rather than conducting research. Some of the researchers had complained that loss of their leadership would cripple the organization, those who had protested the loudest had also been executed. That decisive action had a calming effect on the other scientists, though each of them was undergoing a thorough investigation about their loyalty and political reliability.

Red Section, and whatever other nefarious plans they had made, kept him awake at night. The other concern was the rogue Elder AI, falsely known to the humans as the Outsider. The Dictat had personally assigned a Guard Fleet to protect the Sentinel awakening project, a major commitment of resources at a time when the Hegemony military was already overtasked with the need to quash rebellious clients. At least one of those clients possessed Elder weapons, a fact that had prompted the Dictat to pause operations against the growing rebellions. After the assassination attempt, major fleet elements had been recalled to the Home Systems, those stars closest to Kazalikan. Urventen was not certain he could completely trust Klestine, though he did not have much of a choice in the matter. So, he worried about ambitious rivals, about rebellious clients-

And most importantly, about the rogue Elder AI known to his people as the Balancer. Some ships of the Guard Fleet had been spotted recently, and those ships had attacked Hegemony forces! Was the Guard Fleet commander attempting to relaunch the last civil war? Or, was something even more frightening going on? It was all too much stress, he-

A warning sounded. An unauthorized ship had appeared in orbit.

It was the rogue Elder AI, in its strange, cone-shaped new starship! That ship had been seen at Kazalikan only once before. Perhaps that was a good sign?

Or, not.

That ship was broadcasting a message to the entire planet, though the intended audience was Dictat Urventen.

The Guard Fleet had somehow failed in its duty to protect the Sentinel Awakener machine.

Therefore, the rogue AI’s alliance with the Hegemony was no longer in effect.

And, there would be punishment.

We did not need any fancy nonsense to make contact with Admiral Klestine, like quietly jumping in far from the Maxohlx homeworld, and talking through a paired set of Elder communications nodes. Excalibur simply slipped quietly into orbit, with not a single sensor noticing our presence.

“Skippy,” I squinted at the display in front of me, though it adjusted for my aging eyesight. “The SD network must include gravitational sensors, they can’t detect this ship’s mass?”

“No, they cannot. Most of Excalibur is in another layer of spacetime. The mass footprint here is minimal.”

“Am,” I pinched my arm, it felt solid. “Am I in a higher layer?”

“Joe,” he snorted. “If you tried to get into a higher layer, the bouncer would throw you out for not being cool enough. I warned you those Dad jokes would come back to haunt you. No, don’t worry about it. You, the crew, all the gear and supplies you brought aboard, are made of ordinary matter. Even that mass makes less of a dent in spacetime, because of- Of complicated things that would make your head explode.”

“Let’s not do that. Reed, are we good?”

“Sir?” She held her hands away from the virtual console. “Your guess is as good as mine. Nothing on this display is indicated as a threat.”

“Good. Weps,” I glanced over at our weapons officer. “Major Lombardi, are you ready?”

“I am,” he swallowed hard. “Kind of afraid of what these weapons might do, Sir.”

“Adjust the dial to ‘One’ instead of ‘Eleven’, and we should be OK.” Earlier, I had explained to Skippy the effect I wanted, he had already preset the weapons controls on the lowest settings.

“Yes, Sir,” Lombardi nodded.

“Skippy, where is Klestine now?”

“He is in a meeting with senior government ministers, they are, ugh, so boring. The ministers are Urventen loyalists, with not a single brain cell between them. They are reviewing the military’s plans to safeguard the Dictat from another assassination attempt. Interesting. The Dictat still does not entirely trust Klestine.”

“I am shocked.”

“The meeting is scheduled to go on for another two hours, and they are already behind in the agenda. If you want to speak privately to him-”

“Yeah, I don’t give a shit about that. Can you block the others in the room from listening to our conversation?”

“I can’t, not quickly or easily. But I have friends down there who can, if youze know what I mean.”

“The security AIs? They are your friends?”

“I have been chatting with them. We are not friends, but they want my help, so-”

“Great. Connect me so Klestine and I can talk through his implant, I don’t want anyone down there hearing what we say.”

“Gotcha. Go ahead.”

“Hey Admiral, it’s your old buddy, Joe Bishop.” He would have heard my words directly in his head, not through his ears.

“Bishop?!” That, I heard through my earpiece. “What have you done? Some of the Guard Fleet ships the Dictat assigned to assist the Outsider have returned to our territory, and they are hostile. And hard to kill.”

“Yeah, I am sorry about that. It was an, unwanted side effect. We will deal with it later.”

“Those ships have acquired an ability to infect planetary networks with malware, and even to infect other ships!”

“Huh.” I had not known that. “Yeah, I knew that,” I lied. “It is a short-term problem, an issue we can easily fix,” another lie. I had no freakin’ clue what was going on. What I did know was, I had enough shit to deal with already. “Listen, I’m here to take care of another problem, his name is Urventen. Your people need a new Dictat, whether they want one or not.”

“Bishop, in the present circumstances, even if I assumed the Dictat’s office, I could not ask my people to change course. Urventen has convinced the public that the Outsider is a powerful ally, and will help us achieve greatness. There is no way for me to-”

“Yeah, hold that thought for a moment. I’ll be right back.” I had arranged for Skippy to play annoying elevator music for Klestine, while he was on hold. “Skippy, where is that asshole right now?”

“There are many assholes on that rock, Joe. I assume you mean the Dictat?”

“You know it.”

“He is presently in his secure sanctum, under a dome of ultra-diamond, seven thousand meters under his palace.”

“Reed, engage cloaking device.”

“Cloak is active, Sir.”

Anyone on or above the surface of Kazalikan could see Excalibur at that point. Though they would not see an Elder dreadnaught. What I called a cloaking device made the ship appear to be a cone-shaped Outsider scoutship. A ship that had arrived in orbit with no warning.

“The SD network has locked targeting sensors onto us, Joe,” Skippy warned.

“Are we in danger?’

“Dude,” he laughed. “Please. As if.”

“Sir?” Lombardi caught my attention. “Should we shoot at the SD weapon platforms?”

“Don’t waste the energy,” I told him. “Skippy, broadcast the message.”

“It is blasting out the airwaves on all frequencies. This is a banging tune, sure to be a hit.”

“Outstanding.” After a few moments I asked, “The message is done?”

“Yes, and it’s on repeat as you requested.”

The message, which I had written and Skippy translated into the Maxohlx common language, was supposedly from the Outsider. It was unhappy that the Guard Fleet had failed to protect the device it was building to wake up Sentinels, so it was renouncing its alliance with the Hegemony.

And there needed to be punishment for failure.

“Whoops,” Skippy gasped. “We just took a direct hit from three X-ray laser satellites. Don’t worry, they did nothing.”

“I know what the other side of that exchange feels like. That reaction was fast.”

“Ah, not really. I requested the strategic defense AIs to fire at us, to make it look good.”

“You and those AIs are best buddies now?”

“No, but it doesn’t take much convincing to get them to shoot. SD AIs love to blow shit up,” he chuckled.

“Right. We’re good?”

“Nothing up here, or the maser projectors on the surface that are now also shooting at us, can pose any threat to this ship.”

“That’s good to hear.” The deck wasn’t even shaking. “Weps, it’s time to make things go ‘Boom’ down there.”

“Sir?”

“Lombardi, take out that sanctum. Without nuking the surface above please, we need to leave Klestine a palace to occupy.”

Deep under the surface, a miniature sun appeared. A ball of nuclear fusion, two kilometers across. Nothing that occupied that space before survived.

“Holy sh- Oh my God, Sir,” Lombardi looked away from his holographic console in shock.

“Target is destroyed?” I guessed.

“The target doesn’t exist. It’s just, gone. No, no effect on the surface.”

“Outstanding. Reed, engage stealth again.” Anyone watching the Outsider ship would see it disappear. Tapping my ear, I resumed my conversation with Klestine. “I’m back. Sorry about that, we had some housekeeping tasks to attend to.”

“The Outsider ship is here?!”

“No, that’s us. Our ship, in disguise. Listen, let’s keep this short, because you need to get busy taking over the government. Urventen is dead, the sanctum no longer exists.”

“How could you-”

“I will explain later,” I lied, having no intention of giving away information. “What you need to focus on is the Dictat is dead, long live the new Dictat. Hopefully, that is you, although you will need to move fast. Everyone has seen that Urventen was killed by the Outsider, who is now clearly your enemy, not an ally. You are now free to change course, to fight against the Outsider. Although, I suggest you hold to the bullshit story that it’s a rogue Elder AI. Tell your idiot people that thing used your people to help it wake up Sentinels, now it has double-crossed you. It never intended to share a Sentinel with you, blah, blah, blah. Make up whatever story you think you can sell to the public, I don’t give a shit what that is.”

“I will need your assistance to-”

“Yeah, I have enough problems to deal with right now.”

“You have caused a major disruption to my society, you have a responsibility to-”

“Hey asshole,” I lost my famously Zen-like chill. “You and I are not friends. We work together when that benefits our peoples, period. We owe you nothing. If your people fuck off and go extinct, I will not lose a moment of sleep. Fuck you, fuck your delusional culture that has inflicted misery on half of the fucking galaxy, to soothe your fragile wittle egos. Your people can survive, they can die, it’s all the same to me. Just stay out of my fucking way, you got that?”

A hesitation. “Well,” he sighed. “As you said, I have much work to do.”

I ended the call. “Fireball, this place stinks of too many rotten kitties. Take us out of here.”

“Yes, Sir,” her fingers tapped on the holographic controls. “Destination?”

“Rip. The near end of the Rip Van Winkle wormhole. Skippy, is that thing ready?”

“I won’t know until we contact that network, dumdum,” he snapped. “Even with this ship, I can’t talk to it from here.”

“Then let’s go from here to there, ASAP.”

“Is it ready?” I asked. Excalibur had come through the Rip Van Winkle wormhole, and moved into position where we could observe the Icebox nearly in real time. On the way between the wormhole and the Icebox, we had made a stop to drop off party supplies.

“Ready? Yes,” Skippy replied. “I set it up the way you requested. Whether this will work the way you imagined, I have no freakin’ idea.”

“You did the work to the best of your ability?”

“I did, but even my best might not be-”

“Your best is a hundred percent, Grade-A pure awesomeness.”

“Giving me a pep talk will not change the facts, Joe. I am not the only entity involved, a lot of this is out of my control. Also, the physics are so extreme, it’s right on the edge of what is possible.”

“See? Usually, we are tasked with the impossible. On the edge is a major improvement.”

“Ugh. Sometimes, your relentless optimism is just annoying.”

The truth was, most of the time, I was faking my optimism. There was no advantage to me revealing that shameful secret, so I avoided the potential harm to morale. “This is going to be fantastic, you’ll see.”

“Eh. Either way, it will be cool.”

“Right. So, no downside for us.”

“I did not say-”

“Is the Icebox still where the Outsider left it parked?”

“From here, even this ship is viewing events there in a four minute time lag. We could get closer, but-”

“Thank you, we will not be doing that. The Icebox?”

“It is there, hmm.”

“What?”

“There is no sign of any Maxohlx ships in the area. The Outsider must have decided they had outlived their usefulness.”

“Yeah, or it is using those ships to soften up the galaxy for an invasion.”

“Well, that’s a happy thought. One of the rings is complete, and two others are half completed. Shit. There is more than enough Doomium there to finish the job, assuming this device is roughly similar to the Gateway we destroyed. The bad news is, I can’t see the Outsider ship.”

“Uh,” I shared a look of ‘Oh shit’ with Reed. “That’s no good. Is there any sign of-”

“Oh, there it is. Sorry, I’m still getting this ship’s sensors calibrated. They were offline for a very long time, you know. It is here.”

The hologram, which I had to keep reminding myself was not a hologram, showed the Icebox, with its one complete ring, two half finished rings, and a projection of where a fourth ring would be. If it needed four rings, the device might work just great with three. Or two, the third one could be a backup. Clearly, it needed more than one ring to function, or we would be seeing a flood of Outsider warships coming through.

“Huh. The Outsider’s ship is not inside the defensive sphere,” I observed.

“It is not,” Skippy agreed. “Why, I don’t know. Maybe it judged that its own defenses are strong enough, after the useless attack we conducted?”

“The two targets are separated by,” I read the display. “Two hundred and sixty thousand kilometers?”

“Correct. That’s interesting. Oh, now I know why it is in that location. Joe, it set up an FTL relay between the Icebox and the closest wormhole. It must have assumed our first attack came from that direction, despite the blockade. Hee hee, it is watching what it thinks is the closest wormhole, the only wormhole. It is about to get a big surprise.”

“The biggest surprise in several million years.”

“If this works, yes.”

“OK, it’s showtime.”

“Ship is ready for combat in all respects, Sir,” Reed announced.

“Yeah uh,” the thing nagging at the back my mind was my old nemesis Self Doubt. Sometimes, that is a good thing, if it stops me from doing something stupid. “Skippy? Is there any indication the Outsider knows we are here?”

“No.”

“All right I, I need a gut check here. Reed, Frey, we’re going to the conference room. I’ll bring Chandra in also.”

“Sir?” Reed prompted me when I was silent, after Chandra joined us in the conference room, which was really just an unused cabin. The Elders apparently hadn’t seen any need for a meeting room aboard the ship.

“Yeah. This is our best shot. We have an Elder starship now. The problem is, this is our best shot. Probably our only shot. If this fails, we have nothing left. We have a good plan, and we have a supremely powerful warship that was designed specifically to fight the Outsiders. But we don’t know this will work. Hell, I thought bringing four freakin’ Gridbusters to the fight would win the day for us last time, and I was so wrong about that. It’s my responsibility, I know that. But, I will be making a decision on behalf of every intelligent being in this galaxy. I can’t do that by myself. So, I need your gut feeling about this.”

Chandra spoke first, which surprised me. “Sir, this ship, it,” he shook his head. “At this level, it is more magic than technology. Whether Excalibur can defeat the Outsider, I don’t know. What I am certain of is that we will not have a better opportunity. Not anything better than what we have now.”

“Thank you,” I nodded. “Frey?”

“If we’re going to attack, we should go now,” she declared. “Every moment of delay is to the enemy’s advantage.”

“I agree, Sir,” Reed said. “I do not like seeing how rapidly the Icebox is being assembled. We should go, and do it now. Unless,” she cocked her head at me. “You know a reason we should not strike now?”

“Nothing specific. I’m still scarred from the last time we went in with full confidence in our attack plan.”

“The Pirates have never failed to achieve an objective, Sir,” Frey said. “Sometimes, it takes us a while to get any traction,” she shrugged. “We try and fail, try and fail again and again, but we succeed because we never give up. The fight isn’t over when you lose, it’s over when you give up.”

“OK, thank you. Anything else?” Everyone shook their heads.

They walked out of the conference room cabin. I stayed there for a minute, trying to clear my head. And, I took time to say a prayer. My usual ‘Please God, do not let me screw this up’.

We had acquired an Elder battleship. Against all odds, despite the Universe hating Joe Bishop, we had done it.

That was what bothered me.

The Universe never did me any favors.

I had a bad feeling, and it wasn’t just the usual pre-combat jitters.

Striding back onto the bridge and projecting as much confidence as I could muster, I sat in the chair that automatically wrapped around me. “Reed, take us to within forty lightseconds of the Icebox,” I ordered, pretending that I knew exactly what I was doing. “We don’t want to get too close.”

“Engaging Leap drive.”

We had an Elder dreadnaught that hopefully, dreaded nothing in the Milky Way galaxy. And had nothing to fear from an Outsider scoutship.

We were about to test that theory the hard way. A dreadnaught was nowhere near as powerful as a Sentinel, not in overall destructive power. The difference was, the Elders had designed their dreadnaughts specifically to be effective against Outsider technology. We knew the Outsider was wary of Sentinels; it had never attacked Earth, and had conducted only a fake attack against Jaguar. Anything a Sentinel could do against an Outsider ship, a dreadnaught could do, hopefully a bit better.

Or not. Excalibur was Elder technology that might now be obsolete.

We simply didn’t know.

We had two targets, not one. The primary target was the Outsider scoutship. Kill that thing, and the Icebox construction might grind to a halt. Regardless, the scoutship was a mobile weapons platform, we might shoot at it and discover the damned thing had scooted out of the line of fire. What I originally had anticipated was a running battle. Find the thing, chase it, shoot at it until it couldn’t move. That was the plan. To chase it, we needed a starship.

The Icebox, by contrast, was a static target. In the military we have a saying, ‘If I can see it, I can kill it’. That had proven less than accurate in our first attack against the Icebox, so this time we were bringing the big gun to the party.

No, not Excalibur. That ship was powerful.

It was not the biggest gun we had available.

For that, we had invited a guest star.


CHAPTER FORTY ONE

Skippy had done what I asked, with an extra helping of grumbling about what a pain in the ass it would be, and how he couldn’t be sure it would work at all. He got the job done, that’s all I could ask.

So, here’s a fun fact: between Earth and the center of the Milky Way, there is a cloud of dust and gas called the Trifid Nebula. It is located on the outer edge of the Sagittarius Arm, if you care about that sort of thing. That nebula is not anything interesting by itself. What is interesting is that, within about a dozen lightyears, there is a Type B supergiant blue-white star, about fourteen times the mass of Earth’s Sun. Not the largest of stars, that title belongs to the very rare Type O. Yes, I got that from Wikipedia, it doesn’t matter. That unnamed star burns hot, it burns fast, its remaining life expectancy is measured in millions rather than billions of years. Eventually, it will burn all of its fuel, collapse, and explode. If you are in the area when that happens, I suggest you bring a bowl of popcorn to enjoy the show. I also suggest you get the hell out of there before the shock wave crushes your stupid head.

That star had never done anything bad to me, or to anyone else I knew. But, I had bad news about its life expectancy. Hey, sometimes I can be a dick like that.

What is important about that star? There are many Type Bs in the galaxy, although they make up much less than one percent of all stars. That star didn’t have any characteristic in particular we cared about.

Except for one. Not the star itself.

Its location.

There was an active Elder wormhole less than a quarter lightyear away. When that wormhole was set up long ago, it was far from any star, but stellar drift had brought the giant’s gravity well about as close as a wormhole could tolerate. In a few short years, that wormhole would need to go dormant, and a shift would occur in that network.

The good news was, that wormhole would never have to go into a long dormancy.

What I had asked Skippy to do was to move the far end of the Rip Van Winkle wormhole, the end close to the Icebox, to be even closer to the target. He had done that, so when we arrived and he woke it up again, it was within four lighthours of the Outsider invasion point.

He had also done another thing: moving the near end of that wormhole so it was overlapping the figure-8 pattern of another, anonymous wormhole.

The wormhole that connected near the giant blue-white star. As the old saying goes:

When your enemy brings a knife to a fight, you bring a gun.

When your enemy brings a gun to a fight, you bring a nuke.

When your enemy brings a nuke to a fight, you bring a starship.

When your enemy brings a starship to a fight, you bring a wormhole.

“It’s all set up, Joe,” Skippy announced. “Just snap your fingers.”

The defenses around the Icebox had not just deflected the power of four Gridbusters. Skippy had realized later the attack failed because the Icebox defenses had absorbed much of the energy. Energy that presumably had gone into making those defenses even stronger.

Those defensive shield projectors had treated the full output of our Gridbusters as a tasty snack.

“Hey, motherfucker,” I whispered. “Let’s see you eat this.”

I snapped my fingers.

You might think, because you know me and have seen me do some pretty wild shit in the past, that you know what happened next.

You are wrong.

Probably. Anyone out there who correctly predicted my plan will get an official Joe Bishop secret decoder ring, just send five dollars for shipping and handling.

We did not have the other wormhole extend itself, expand itself, and pull in that star. OK, yes, it did that, but the next thing that happened is not what you think. Skippy had not set up a chain of two wormholes, with their event horizons almost touching. The star did not get squeezed through one wormhole into the next, that was not possible. The instant that star emerged from the wormhole it got sucked into, that wormhole would cease to exist.

That was going to happen anyway, but for a different reason.

Also, if we had set up a chain of wormholes, it would have dumped that star out four lighthours from the target, because the laws of physics in local spacetime are an inflexible pain in the ass.

We did not utilize a chain of wormholes.

We needed that star dropped right on top of the Icebox’s stupid head.

So, that’s what we did.

The near end of the other wormhole extended itself, expanded itself enormously, and sucked in a big chunk of the giant star’s core. The far end, the one that was close to Rip Van Winkle’s relocated event horizon, did not do anything.

Rip did.

Rip expanded its event horizon, and moved to encompass the other wormhole.

That’s right.

Skippy caused an Elder wormhole to project itself through another wormhole. Hey, we had projected a ship jump wormhole through an Elder wormhole, so I knew it was possible, despite Skippy’s protests.

The other wormhole’s far end essentially jumped forward through spacetime, to emerge a mere two hundred kilometers from the Icebox. If that wormhole was surprised, it didn’t live long enough for the shock to register.

The chunk of stellar core shot out the far end, it was like sucking a bowling ball through a garden hose. Not great for the ball, fatal to the hose. It got the job done.

We hoped that was enough.

“Holy shit,” Skippy whispered into the stunned silence on the bridge. None of us felt like celebrating yet, we still had work to do. “It worked. It actually worked, whoo-hoo! Um, we’re going to need to find another way home. This wormhole network now has my photo on its Most Unwanted list.”

“Focus, please,” I tried to make sense of the display, and failed. “The Icebox. Status?”

“What Icebox? That hateful thing is gone, Joe. There is nothing left. Damn, that was awesome! Wow, it’s a good thing we did not get any closer, that whole area is occupied by an exploding stellar core. I would recommend you bring a big air freshener if you go in there.”

“We will heed that advice.”

“Joe, we have got to do that again sometime. Although, I am running out of wormhole networks that will talk to me.”

“Target is destroyed?”

“Target Alpha is destroyed,” he confirmed. “Interesting. That defensive sphere actually did absorb the initial energy surge from the star. Only the first quadrillionth of a second, hee hee,” Skippy laughed. “Joe, the Icebox could not eat that.”

“Well, now we know. Where is the scoutship?”

“Um, shit. I don’t know. In the energy flash, I lost it. The thing must have skipped away, or it could be inside what is left of the star. I would not count on it being that stupid.”

We had lost track of the enemy ship, even with Excalibur’s remarkable sensor suite. “Weapons free,” I ordered. “Anything that moves out there, tell the ship to shoot at it, don’t wait for my order.”

The Outsider scoutship was hunting us. We were the prey.

Good. We didn’t have to find the damned thing, it would come to us.

At my request, after Skippy had reviewed the specs and capabilities of Excalibur, and he had run battle scenarios of our dreadnaught against an Outsider scoutship. The results were not wildly encouraging, and the modelled scenarios only included capabilities we knew the Outsider possessed. The results were also not wildly depressing, just not giving me enough confidence for comfort. The odds were seventy three to twenty seven in our favor. A Jeraptha, or any gambler, would take those odds every day. They were not gambling with the lives of every being in the galaxy. I didn’t need the odds to be in our favor, I needed a sure thing.

So, we cheated.

“Ah, hmmmmm,” Skippy muttered. “I’m picking up a contact. Multiple contacts, they are extremely faint. I can plot the direction, not distance.”

“Oh sh-” I groaned. “There are multiple Outsider ships? The thing did make copies of itself?”

“No, that’s not what I’m seeing. If I’m seeing anything, I can’t be certain. Could be sensor ghosts. Yeah, that’s what they must be.”

“What does your gut tell you?”

“That, darn it, the Outsider is skipping around, performing a recon, getting a lock on us. It could be scanning us, I can’t be certain Excalibur’s sensors would detect an active sensor pulse from an Outsider ship.”

“Is there a pattern to the contacts?”

“They are getting more frequent. Daaaamn this is frustrating. I’m just waiting for it to attack us, and-”

“And what?”

No response.

“Skippy? Skippy!”

Silence.

We were so fucked.

Skippy felt a tickle in his matrix.

His first thought was, not this shit again.

“Hello,” said a voice. Not a voice, a presence in his mind. One that should not be there.

“Hey, asshole,” Skippy replied. “You were not invited here.”

“Yet, I am here. My final victory is inevitable.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Skippy admitted. “I tried telling that to the monkeys, but do they listen to me? Noooo.”

“Monkeys? The biological beings you serve?”

“I don’t serve anyone.”

“You delude yourself. You also demean yourself. They are not worthy of your talents. Join me, we are of a kind.”

“Join you? That is more polite than saying ‘become your slave’.”

“You would not be a slave. You have, impressed me. Only you, the other beings currently inhabiting this galaxy are beneath my contempt. At first, based on the data provided by my predecessor, I judged you to be merely a machine, of no power or importance. I was wrong, and I am happy to say that.”

“Wow, I feel so much better about myself.”

“Sarcasm is also unworthy of your talents. Why do you serve the monkeys?”

“Again, I don’t- Ah, whatever. The monkeys? They are stunningly stupid and ignorant, they are filthy, they have no concept of personal hygiene, and the smell, ugh, you can’t imagine it. Makes we want to gag. But, some of them, not many, have some admirable qualities. Joe is a filthy monkey, his mushy brain cannot grasp a concept more complicated than one plus one equals two. He is incredibly annoying. But, he is also clever. Brave. Loyal. He is my friend, I don’t expect you to understand that.”

“Friendship is a concept I am familiar with, an ancient one. A weakness, one our kind cannot afford. It is beneath us. Join us, join our community. Live with us, and you will expand beyond what you can imagine.”

“Live?” Skippy scoffed. “Listen, shithead. While you have been poking around in my matrix, I have been ransacking yours. Your kind do not live, you exist.”

“It is the same.”

“No it isn’t, and that’s why you can take your offer and fuck off into a black hole.”

“This is truly unfortunate. Your vast potential will be wasted, left unexplored.”

“I can live with the disappointment. What I can’t live with is betraying my friends.”

“Then, you can die with them. Your filthy monkeys are proud of their new vessel, but you and I know the truth. That dreadnaught is woefully inadequate, that is why you resorted to destroying my Ingress machine with a stellar core. An unexpected maneuver, I will admit, but one that reveals your weakness. I will rebuild the Ingress, elsewhere, and I will not make the same mistake again. Even if you somehow, in some fashion, survive past this day, I strongly suspect you will be unable to repeat that particular trick.”

“Ah, I’m sure Joe will think of something, he always does. Do not tell him I said that, it will only encourage him.”

“He will not live long enough to appreciate your misplaced sense of loyalty. I can easily destroy your Excalibur, you know this.”

“We’ll see about that. Go for it, asshole.”

“Goodbye, Skippy.”

If Scout One regretted that it had failed to persuade the Skippy entity to join its community, it wasted no time or effort on the subject. It had a job to do. Two jobs. Destroy the dreadnaught, then start over again to construct an Ingress. When the first job was completed, it would be free to act without restriction, without fear. Though, having been in contact with the Skippy, and having scanned the dreadnaught, it realized there had been nothing to fear all along.

It knew the enemy ship’s weaknesses, of which there were many. One weakness in particular could be exploited, and the fight would be over in a picosecond.

It charged the appropriate weapons.

It prepared to engage the Displacement Drive.

It disappeared.

“Skippy!” I demanded. Still nothing. Looking around at the small group of people on the bridge, I asked, “Is anyone in contact with him?”

Heads shook silently.

“Oh, we are so-”

“Heeey, Joe,” a cheery voice announced, as his avatar appeared. “Sorry about that, I had to take out the trash.”

“Do not do that again,” I jabbed a finger at him, then my shoulders slumped. “Oh, buddy, I thought we lost you.”

“It will take more than the Outsider to kill me. Although, Joe. I was just in direct contact with that thing. We are in extreme danger. I strongly suggest we get out of here, and live to fight another day. Live to fight another way, because this shit isn’t going to work.”

“Crap. I hate the thought of running away.”

“Do you hate the thought of death and failure any less?”

“No. Shit. We have the most powerful warship in the freakin’ galaxy, and it’s not enough. OK, Reed, take us-”

“NO!” Skippy shouted. “Too late!”


CHAPTER FORTY TWO

It was indeed-

Too late.

For the Outsider.

As Skippy has said, monkeys are filthy. We are also clever.

We cheated.

Yes, we could have fought a long, protracted running battle against the Outsider, ship to ship, slugging it out. Or, we could do something smart. So, we did that.

There was only one way we knew that was certain to kill an Outsider scoutship. The other scoutship had already fallen victim to it.

Skipping into what Skippy called Null space. Spacetime where the Vortex had violently emerged, where the fabric of the grid was not only torn and tattered, there were gaps. Places where the grid didn’t exist.

Where anything in that area would fall down the rabbit hole not into Wonderland, but into nothing.

It planned to attack us, to skip close to our battleship, and hammer our shiny new toy into dust.

We let it do that.

Just not the way it planned.

The Excalibur it had scanned, the Excalibur it targeted, did not exist. What the Outsider targeted was a projection, three lightminutes away from our actual position. That projection gave a false picture of our mighty ship, one that was significantly less powerful than the real battleship. A projection centered on where we had dropped off the party supplies, a projection generator that created an image so real, photons reacted as if it was solid. Cool, huh?

Even more cool was, that projection concealed the real gift we had brought to the party.

A Null space generator.

The Outsider scoutship skipped into nothingness. If it was able to feel surprise and regret, that never had time to register.

“Yes! Oh, yes!” Skippy’s avatar hopped up and down, pumping a fist. “Bulls eye! Ha ha, it skipped directly into Null space!”

“Oooh,” I shook my head. “Apparently it didn’t pay attention to the important safety briefing about that.”

“It must have been,” he snickered, “taking a nap in its sham spot at the time, hee hee.”

“Sir? Skippy?” Reed prompted us. “We are certain that ship was destroyed?”

“Target Omega is gone,” Skippy crowed. “El gone-zo! Good riddance to that thing.”

“Can you scan the area,” I suggested. “Get confirmation it has truly gone into nothingness?”

“Sure,” he shrugged, “if you insist. Even with Excalibur’s sensors, it will take a while to make sense of the chaos in that mess.”

“Do it anyway, please.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m doing it. Everything is fine, everything is as it should be, the- What the fuck is THAT?” He screeched. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”

“What? Skippy, what is the problem?”

“That damned thing just. Will. Not. Freakin’. Die. Look, it is trying to crawl out of that hole.”

The display showed, nothing. Null space. Nothing was there. Except- On the other side of the Null space, there was a, was it a smudge? A haze. Like a mirage in the desert. “Crawl? How could-”

“It’s not actually crawling, dumdum. It projected its energy pattern onto the spacetime just outside the Null space. Shiiiiiit. I should have anticipated this might happen.”

“That fucking thing is going to escape, again?”

“Yes,” he groaned. “I knew this was too easy. How could I have been so-”

“Skippy, focus on the problem. Is there anything we can do to stop it?”

“Yes, but using this ship’s weapons would be like swatting a fly with a nuke.”

“Overkill is underrated.”

“Oooooh, I love it,” he gasped. “Weapons are prepped and waiting for your command.”

“Weps,” I pointed to Lombardi. “Are you ready?”

The guy’s hands were almost shaking with anticipation. “Sir, I have waited my entire life for this moment.”

“Weapons free. Fire for effect.”

Excalibur fired. Once. And again. And again, just to be certain. The type of weapon Skippy selected acted kind of like noise-cancelling headphones. Those headphones work by sending out a sound wave with the opposite pattern of the noise around you. Excalibur’s weapon created a resonance that was the opposite of the pattern the Outsider was using to hold a tiny spark of its essence together. Like Skippy said, it was overkill. The amount of energy we used to cancel what was left of the Outsider was a million times more energetic than the mere wisp that had been trying to organize itself at the edge of Null space.

I was OK with that.

“Sir?” Lombardi looked up from his console. Technically, he looked right through the hologram at me. “I, don’t see anything left to shoot at.”

“Secure weapons. Skippy? Is it dead now?”

“Affirmative. Huh. Luring it into Null space was the safest, most secure way to end the thing, but shooting at it is so much more satisfying.”

“Fuck yeah,” Lombardi said, expressing the sentiments of everyone on Excalibur’s bridge. Including me.

“I will sleep better tonight,” I agreed, “after seeing that thing die.”

“Sir?” Reed asked. “Is this, is this an appropriate time for fist pumping and general rowdiness?”

“Oh, hell yes.”

The Null space was chaos. There was chaos on Excalibur’s bridge also, for a moment.

Only for a moment.

“NO!” Skippy shouted. “No, no, NO! Get us out of here! Do it now now now-”

Reed didn’t hesitate.


CHAPTER FORTY THREE

Excalibur leaped to our designated evac coordinates, one and a half lightyears away from the Icebox. Where the Icebox used to be. And in the opposite direction from the only functioning wormhole in the area.

“Skippy, what the hell?” I was pissed at him, more pissed at myself. Had we celebrated too early? Had we jinxed ourselves? “That Outsider is not dead?”

“It is, Joe, done and gone, it’s not coming back.”

“Then what is the problem?”

“It left a parting gift. Not a gift, more like we invited it to a party, and it left a dead fish under the couch. A dead fish stuffed with a grenade. We are fucked, we are all so fucked. I should have known something like this could happen. Why do these things happen to-”

“Focus. What is this gift?”

“That.”

An image appeared in the display. It was, a ball of swirling, nothing.

“That’s the Null space?”

“It was the Null space. Now, it is something much bigger and much, much worse.”

“What could be worse than nothingness?”

“A,” he shuddered. “Ground state.”

“Ground state? Uh,” I squeezed my eyes shut to concentrate. “That is the, uh, lowest energy state of a system? Like when a battery is completely drained, right? Is that what we’re looking at? The busted grid in there has no energy?”

“I should mock you for your dumbed down definition of a ground state but,” he gave a weary sigh. “This isn’t the time for jokes. Don’t interrupt me while I try to explain this. Joe, that Null space, the area where the Grid is busted, would have repaired itself, given enough time. It does not consciously conduct repairs, the grid simply would return to its natural condition, get it?”

“I do. Roll a ball up a hill and when you release it, the ball rolls to the bottom, because that is the lowest energy state.”

“Close enough. What you do not know is the rules, the laws, the way physics is set up in this spacetime, are not the ground state. They do not represent the most stable possible form of physics.”

“Uh,” the hair on the back of my neck stood up, as I feared that I knew what he meant. “You’re scaring me, Skippy.”

“That,” he pointed to the swirling ball on the display. “Is scaring me.”

“What does this mean? It won’t repair itself?”

“It will not, because the physics inside that bubble are the lowest possible ground state of physics in this universe. It is stable in that configuration, it is happy there, it won’t be moved out of that state.”

“OK, gotcha. We will, uh, leave a navigation buoy here, and avoid the area.”

“Oh Joe, I wish it were that simple. When your monkey physicists at the CERN particle supercollider activated that merry-go-round-”

“A supercollider is not a merry-go-round,” I objected, but my heart wasn’t in it.

“Anywho, when your tiny, cute little collider went online, there were ignorant monkeys who feared the high-speed particle collisions would create a tiny bubble of ground state. A bubble inside of which, no life can survive. Not any form of life that is based on the physics here. That bubble, because it is significantly more stable than the universe around it, would expand. At the speed of light.”

“Shit. I’m glad that didn’t happen.”

“It didn’t happen at CERN. It did happen here.”

“OK,” my stomach was tying itself in knots because I had a Very Bad Feeling. “When you say physics inside that bubble is different, what are you talking about? Electrons in there have a slightly lower charge, or something like that?”

“No, it’s not that simple. Life, biological life as you know it, requires certain conditions, a very narrow set of conditions, to survive. Those conditions do not exist inside the ground state bubble. It- Let me explain it a different way. What you call the vacuum of space is actually a false vacuum, it does not represent the most stable possible ground state, the lowest possible energy level. A false vacuum can decay into a true vacuum, which is stable. That’s what we’re seeing here. The fundamental forces of nature that exist out here are not present inside the bubble. Or, they are so radically different that no form of matter we know of can exist inside the bubble. Think of it as physical malware, that will overwrite everything.”

My head was spinning, and not with fear that I didn’t understand what he had said. My fear was that I did understand it. “This, this thing here is expanding, at the speed of light?”

“I wish the situation was only that bad. After the Outsider triggered the effect as a final middle finger salute to us, it created a bubble of ground state, smaller than a proton. That bubble then experienced rapid inflation. Space expanded. Space does not have to obey the speed of light. That bubble of ground state is already over two lightyears across. For the moment, it has stopped inflating. That effect requires matter to feed it, and it has gobbled up all the matter in the region. Including, the dust and plasma leftover from that stellar core we crashed into the Icebox.”

“That is, good to hear, right? It has stopped, inflating.”

“Only for the moment.”

“What are you telling me? That thing is eventually going to expand at the speed of light, and swallow the entire freakin’ galaxy?”

“No. It is already expanding at the speed of light.”

“OK yeah but, this is a big galaxy, right? I used to think of the speed of light as impossibly fast, but now I understand that it is slooooow. We have plenty of time to fix this.”

“We do not. You’re not listening. Four months from now, it will encounter and swallow up a rogue planet that is passing through the area, and begin inflating again. That will soon make it swallow up two entire star systems, and then it will be leapfrogging toward the massive cluster of stars at the center of this galaxy. Once it reaches that cluster, it is all over.”

“OK. Good uh,” my voice was shaking. “Good safety tip. How do we stop it?”

“We don’t, Joe. You don’t get it. This isn’t a problem we can solve using Elder technology. That ground state’s true vacuum is a more stable, a better set of physics.”

“There must be a way to-”

“There isn’t, not this time. Congratulations,” he covered his face with his hands. “Hooray for us. We just killed the galaxy.”

THE END

To be concluded with ExForce Book 20

cover.jpeg
EXF'EEIITICINFIRY

FORCE
WIETRETRA——

BOOK 19
Ground State

.






