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    Virgo Supercluster 
 
   W e had made a short jump away from the spot where the battle with five Overlord ships had just ended.  
 
    “We’re coming out in five seconds, Captain,” Skip said. 
 
    Sondra tapped on her PA. “Standing by to load the Zephyrus and Tristar.”  
 
    “Good,” I said, getting out of my captain’s chair as the static charge hit me. “Nolan, do you have a good location for us to hide?” 
 
    “Here’s what I suggest, Captain. This quadrant in the Virgo Supercluster. There are sixteen planets all within less than a couple weeks travel using impulse power. I don’t think that’s safe enough, though, so I have another suggestion. I’m sure the Chairman will have to sign off.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it, because I’ll have to sign off on it too.” 
 
    “We’ve got a large supply of the newest type of proton mines, Captain. We could leave a dozen of them at the end of the wormhole. Since we’ll be on impulse power, we can watch for the Overlord’s arrival. If the enemy ships show up, we can blow the mines. If not, we’ll retrieve them later.” 
 
    “Will it destroy the ships?” 
 
    “Probably,” Nolan said. “The mines will go through shields without much problem. A lot depends on how close they are, of course. They’ll do damage at the very least. Might make them think twice about following us.” 
 
    “How many of these devices do we have?” 
 
    “I can answer that,” Sondra said. “We have three-hundred and twenty- two thousand devices.” 
 
    “Why so many?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask the Chairman, but I can guess,” Sondra said. “They were developed to protect planets. We put them into orbit, to take out enemy ships. Perfect for Amberis or the planets where we’ve placed our production facilities. We loaded them while we were at the Pacific base.” 
 
    “We’ll have to lower our shields to launch them, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but not for very long. They’re self-powered and can be moved around. That said, these are not tactical weapons you’d want to release during a battle, because they’d likely blow up friends along with foes.” 
 
    “They’re a good choice for what we’re planning here,” Nolan said. 
 
    “I’d have to agree,” Sondra said. “We have the capability to build more of them. Vermillion made sure of that.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to talk to him, then. Watch the sensors. I don’t want any surprises while we’re loading our ships.” 
 
    Nolan, Sondra, and Skip all nodded in agreement. I got on my PA and called Vermillion. He replied right away. 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    “I have a proposal from Nolan, but I need your permission to go with it.” 
 
    “Meet you in the conference room in five minutes,” he said. I shut down the call. 
 
    “Five minutes,” I told Sondra. “How long does it take to place these?” 
 
    “Not long, according to the literature. We’ve never actually used them. They’re a new design.” 
 
    “Oh, so the Overlords might not be expecting them?” I asked. 
 
    “Almost certainly not,” Sondra replied. “Maybe somebody they captured knew about them. Vermillion would know.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, glancing down at my PA as it buzzed. The Chairman was calling me into the conference room, so I got up and left the bridge, joining him at the big table there. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Captain?” 
 
    I sat, feeling the vibration as the first of the small ships were loaded, half a kilometer away in the main bay. 
 
    “I got a suggestion from Nolan and Sondra.” 
 
    “Let’s have it,” Vermillion said, getting out of his chair to pace again. 
 
    “Nervous?”  
 
    “I will be until I can get to the main plant, and now we’ve got issues getting there. Go ahead. Don’t mind me.” 
 
    “We want to deploy twelve of the Proton Mines at the end of the wormhole we’re about to create.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “Oh, I get it. We watch while we’re speeding away on impulse power and blow any ships that show up.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “I approve, but no more than twelve, and we can’t make a habit of this.” 
 
    “We have over three-hundred thousand on board,” I said. 
 
    “True, but it takes about fifty thousand to adequately protect a planet the size of Earth. I had them developed to protect our factories from attack.” 
 
    “And Amberis, I suspect,” 
 
    “Yes, and Amberis,” he said. “We can build more, but there’s a fairly long lead time. We’ve got some in production in lab number 267 right now.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Another need-to-know item?” 
 
    “No, the bridge crew has known about them. Andrea, Sondra, Skip, and others. Never got around to mentioning them to you, but I wasn’t trying to hide them. Wonder how Nolan found out.” 
 
    “He probably searched for capabilities of the ship, and I’m glad he’s doing that. This is a good idea. If we blow up pursuing ships a time or two, they’ll be a lot more careful about coming after us.” 
 
    “You have my permission, but always ask permission on this, all right?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said, lifting my forearm to speak into my PA. “Sondra, we have permission to place twelve, but we always have to get permission up front, for future reference.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Sondra replied over the PA speaker. “We’re almost finished getting the Tristar on board. The Zephyrus is already loaded.” 
 
    “Good, thanks,” I said, ending the call. “Thank you, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    “No problem. Let me know if we run into trouble of any kind. Do you know where we’re going yet?” 
 
    “There’s a quadrant in the Virgo Cluster that looks good to Nolan. We’ll place the Proton mines after we jump into the area, and then we’ll have one to two weeks traveling on impulse power.” 
 
    “Okay, keep me informed. I’d better call Tac and let him know we won’t be back as soon as expected. I gave him a holographic communicator, so we can get to him easily.” 
 
    “Did we get him the reactor parts before we left?”  
 
    “Yes, we sent them down on a drone before we jumped away,” Vermillion said. “I had Andrea handle that while you and Sondra were busy.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad. That means Tac can get busy even if we can’t get back there as soon as we planned to. See you soon.” I left the conference room, going back to the bridge. “We ready to go?” 
 
    Sondra turned to me. “Almost, Captain. Nolan is finishing the final calculations. This is a fairly long jump.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, sitting in the captain’s chair, trying to relax. I needed some serious downtime. I felt the dizziness as we made the jump, looking around the bridge after we were off. “Where’s JJ?” 
 
    “She disappeared shortly after we finished the conference,” Sondra said. “Why, want to go find her, lover boy?” 
 
    I laughed. “Hey, a little decorum on the bridge, please.” 
 
    “As little as possible,” Skip cracked, Nolan shaking his head. 
 
    “We’ll be in the wormhole for eighteen hours, Captain. We never read those news reports—want me to put them up?” 
 
    “Not for me Nolan, but you guys go ahead,” I said. “Maybe I’ll head to my stateroom for a while.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Alone,” I replied as I got up, heading out into the corridor. It was nearly half a kilometer back to my stateroom. I could’ve taken the tin can, but the walk sounded like a good idea. I rounded the corner into the main corridor running bow to stern, when somebody touched my arm. I whirled around. It was JJ, looking a little green around the gills. 
 
    “Oh, there you are,” I said. 
 
    “Looking for me?” she asked, walking along side me. 
 
    “I asked about you. Anything wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head no. “Damn sea sickness from the impulse power run, and then that battle. I ended up with my face in the toilet, throwing up.” 
 
    “Oh, geez, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No matter,” she said. “I feel a lot better now. How long is this jump?” 
 
    “Eighteen hours, although Nolan almost always over-estimates.” 
 
    “Going to?” 
 
    “Someplace in the Virgo Supercluster,” I said. “He found a place with a number of planets within impulse power range. We’ll place some of the new Proton mines at the end of the wormhole when we come out, just in case somebody shows up.” 
 
    “They won’t be on automatic, will they?” she asked. “Can we slow down a little bit?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, slowing my walk. “We’re going to monitor and blow them if more of those Overlord ships follow us.” 
 
    “They’ve really restricted our movements, haven’t they?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, they have.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To my stateroom to get a little rest.” 
 
    “Want company?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, we need to keep up the ruse.” I shot her a wicked grin. 
 
    “Stop it. Maybe I just like talking to you.” 
 
    “I don’t have new info to share,” I said in a whisper, “and I’m starting to trust Vermillion more.” 
 
    “You think he’s being honest with us?” 
 
    “Yes, basically,” I said, “but he’s very cautious, and he’ll continue to keep info compartmentalized, need to know only. He hadn’t told me about the advanced proton mines.” 
 
    “I knew about those.” 
 
    “So did Sondra, apparently, but not Nolan, and he’s the person who told me about them.” 
 
    “How’d he find out?” 
 
    “He was hacking into the systems to see what defenses we had at our disposal.” 
 
    JJ chuckled. “Figures he’d be able to see them. How far away is your stateroom?” 
 
    “Half a kilometer from the bridge. Could’ve taken the tin can, but I wanted to walk. How’d you run into me?” 
 
    “I stopped at the gym facilities and showered,” she said. “I always feel gross after I throw up.” 
 
    “And you just happened to run into me, huh?” 
 
    She chuckled. “I was on my way back to the bridge. How else could I have gone?” 
 
    “All right, I get it. Just as well. We need to get you a stateroom on this ship. There’s a few open in the officer’s sections. Looked at it earlier, when we were in the last jump.” 
 
    “You did that before a big battle, just for little old me?” 
 
    “Hey, anything to keep myself from going stir crazy before a battle is a good thing.” 
 
    “Is there one close to yours?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s one across the hall, and two of them down about half a kilometer, in the port bow section. Walking distance from that big cafeteria and recreation area.” 
 
    “What section are we in now?” 
 
    “The central section,” I said.  
 
    “And yet it’s still so far from the bridge.” 
 
    “The tin can is steps away.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, you wanted to walk. How much further?” 
 
    “We’re half way there. That battle really bothered you, didn’t it?” 
 
    “All those people,” she said. 
 
    “We tried the non-lethal approach, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Still makes me feel bad to kill so many. Those were people with parents and friends and maybe even children. It’s horrible. Doesn’t it bother you?” 
 
    “Of course it bothers me, but my responsibility is to my crew. Remember they were out to kill us as much as we were out to kill them. More so, really. They chose to attack Earth and draw us into the second battle.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. It just seems like we’re in such a hopeless situation.” 
 
    “I’ve got to agree with you there. I’m wondering what other capabilities Simone hasn’t revealed yet.” 
 
    JJ looked tired. “Are we almost there?” 
 
    “Almost, I promise.” 
 
    We walked silently for the rest of the way, getting to my door, down a short corridor, on the right side. 
 
    “Here’s mine. You want to check out the one across the hall? You could sleep in there and decide if you want to move in after that.” 
 
    “Let’s take a quick look, and then I’ll join you in your room for a little while.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “To keep the fires burning, and to talk some more.” 
 
    I nodded, turning to the left side, using my PA to open the door. It smelled a little musty inside. 
 
    “This hasn’t been used for a while?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve been off this ship for so long,” I said, rubbing my finger on the table just inside the door. “No dust, so at least housekeeping is keeping it clean.” 
 
    “It’s nice,” JJ said, walking around the spacious suite. “This is for a higher-ranking person than I am.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You’re the Chief Technologist. It’s fine.” 
 
    “But I’m a civilian,” she said, checking the bathroom. “Nice tub.” 
 
    “It’s a lot like my suite. A little smaller, but not much.” 
 
    “Who was it for?” JJ asked as she returned to the front part of the suite. 
 
    “First mate or science officer level,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe Nolan ought to take it, then.” 
 
    “We’re going to be on and off of this ship,” I said. “Nolan’s got a nice stateroom on the Zephyrus. Probably a better place for now. Heck, I’m hardly ever in mine. I’m not going to move my personal stuff over here from the Zephyrus yet.” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go into your room.” 
 
    I nodded, opening the door for her. “Shall I send the token for this room to your PA?” 
 
    “Sure, go ahead Captain.” 
 
    We entered my room, which had a slight musty smell too. “As you can see, I haven’t spent much time here.” 
 
    “Shut the door,” she said as she walked to the sofa, sitting down in the middle. “Then join me.” 
 
    I shrugged, telling the PA to shut the door, then walked over and sat next to JJ. She leaned in, her arms going around me, eyes staring into mine for a moment. 
 
    “Does this bother you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “Your heart is beating hard. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Maybe you excite me a little,” I said. 
 
    “Good.” She came in for a kiss, which was long and passionate. We parted, both breathing hard. 
 
    “Wow,” I said sheepishly. 
 
    “That was nice. Just enough to keep the fires burning. Maybe I should be going.” 
 
    I chuckled, pulling her roughly to me and kissing her hard, my hands roaming over her back as she returned the kiss. I broke it and stood, looking at her smirk. “There, now it’s enough.” 
 
    “Oh, you take a little more than I do, huh?”  
 
    “Perhaps. Hungry, or do you want to get some sleep?” 
 
    “I think it’s gonna have to be sleep for now,” she said. “Go ahead and send me that token, and I’ll slip across the hallway, for now.” 
 
    I grinned, helping her up. It took a moment to send the token. When it cleared I walked her to her door. “See you soon.” She got on her tiptoes and planted a short kiss on me, then went into her suite. I went back to mine and climbed into bed, trying to push the carnage I’d caused to the back of my brain so I could sleep. It wasn’t working very well, but I finally drifted off after an hour of tossing and turning. Five hours later my PA woke me. It was Dr. Hazelton. 
 
    “Captain, I hope I’m not disturbing you.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I said. 
 
    “Are you still on the New Jersey?” 
 
    I laughed. “We’re all on the New Jersey.” 
 
    She flashed an embarrassed smile. “Shoot, that was dumb, sorry.” 
 
    “I’m just playing with you. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m ready to start with the next segment of Barney’s training, if that’s okay. I’ve heard we’ll be in the wormhole for at least another twelve hours.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I said, “Go ahead. How’s it going on the Zephyrus?” 
 
    “Quiet. Most of the crew left to hang out at the recreation area.” 
 
    “Tim and Izzy are still there, though, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re still here, along with me, Deacon, Deneuve, and Barney.” 
 
    “How’d Barney do with his freedom to roam?” 
 
    Dr. Hazelton laughed. “He stuck to Deneuve like glue, but he made some friends. It’s amazing how quickly humans bond to Neanderthals. I know it, but it’s always surprising to watch. The crew loves him. They’re treating him like a mascot, though, and once he’s through this next segment of training he’ll be too mature for that, I think.” 
 
    “Deneuve isn’t going stir crazy, I hope.” 
 
    “No, he’s doing fine, and he’s very protective.” 
 
    “Good, Dr. Hazelton. I’ll probably pop down there sometime before we get out of the jump. Take care. Don’t avoid going out to get some of this good food.” 
 
    “I was planning on it, Captain. Thank you.” 
 
    The call ended. I contacted the bridge. Sondra answered me. 
 
    “Hi, Captain, get some rest?” 
 
    “Not quite enough yet,” I said. “How about the others?” 
 
    “Nolan and Skip took off to get some sleep. I’ll be taking off in another hour.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be back a little later. Notify me if anything happens.” 
 
    “As always, Captain. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    I laid back down, trying to drift off again. My mind was too active, flitting from one thing to another. I finally gave up and moved to the living room, grabbing some food and a cup of tea. After about half an hour JJ called me, asking if she could come over. I unlocked my door, and she was there after a moment. 
 
    “Sleep any?” she asked, sitting down. She had a clean, well-pressed uniform on. 
 
    “I did. Used the clothes replicator, did you?” 
 
    “I did,” she said, standing back up. “You like?” She turned for me, the uniform rather tight fitting, cut nicely for a woman. 
 
    “You look good. Want a snack?” 
 
    “Ate something before I came over,” she said. “Are we still going on the mission?” 
 
    “Eventually, I’m sure we will, but we’ll have the same problem making jumps that the New Jersey is having.” 
 
    “Think they can scan wide enough to keep tabs?” JJ asked, lines of concern on her face. 
 
    “That’s a good question. We’re going all the way to the Virgo Cluster, and when we’re out of the jump we’ll travel for almost two weeks under impulse power. It’ll be interesting to see if the Overlords follow us to that vicinity. We’ll be watching.” 
 
    “Uh oh, I need to find some medication to stop the seasickness,” JJ said. “If we’ll be on impulse power again.” 
 
    “You might get used to it after a few days.” 
 
    “Hope so,” she said. “Our mission might be less dangerous than just hanging out with the New Jersey, you know.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    She smiled, her face looking more attractive to me than it had before. “Think about it. We were going to survey worlds that are close to natural wormholes, because of the Clan’s restrictions. Perhaps we should go old-school and use those natural wormholes ourselves.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open, and I chuckled. “You’re as smart as you are beautiful.” 
 
    “Glad you noticed, Captain.” 
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    Butch 
 
   I  made my way down to the Zephyrus after leaving my stateroom. The bay was quiet, all the retrofit work finished. Both ships had their fuel supplies topped up after the battle with the massive Overlord ships. My first stop when I got on board was sick bay. Dr. Hazelton was there, running the learning program on Barney, who was unconscious. Deneuve sat on a chair near the bed. 
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked. 
 
    “Everything’s normal,” Dr. Hazelton said. “He’s very receptive. The sensors say he’s absorbing this better than he did the first round of training.” 
 
    “You look worried, Deneuve.” 
 
    “A little, sir,” he said. “I can’t believe how important this guy has become to me. He’s like my little brother. It’ll be weird having him behave like a full adult.” 
 
    “Emotionally he’ll be the same,” Dr. Hazelton said. “He’ll still love you.” 
 
    “Think he can be part of the crew, Captain?” Deneuve asked. 
 
    “We’ll see how he does when he comes out of it. We might be able to use him on the next mission.” 
 
    Deneuve looked worried. “We won’t make him fight, will we?” 
 
    “Remember what the mission is. We’ll be looking for more Clan settlements. He can sense them in ways we can’t.” 
 
    “There is one thing you’ll have to understand,” Dr. Hazelton said to Deneuve. “You won’t have as much of a parent/child relationship.” 
 
    “I’ll still feel protective.” 
 
    “Let me know if there are any problems,” I said. “I’m going to the bridge for a few minutes, then back to the New Jersey bridge.” 
 
    “See you soon, Captain,” Dr. Hazelton said. 
 
    “You’re still going to lead our next mission?” Deneuve asked. 
 
    “Probably,” I said as I turned to leave. 
 
    “Good,” Deneuve said. 
 
    Izzy was the only person on the Zephyrus bridge when I got there. She smiled at me when I walked in the door. 
 
    “Captain. Good to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise. Tim getting some down-time?” 
 
    “We’ve both had some sleep here,” Izzy said. “I sent him to get some food from the New Jersey.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s good.” 
 
    “Yep. Any idea when we’re going on that mission to search for the Clan?” 
 
    “It’ll be several weeks, probably,” I said, sitting down next to her. “After we get through this jump, we’ll be cruising on impulse power for almost two weeks.” 
 
    “Wow. Anything we can do to prepare for that meeting?” 
 
    “Yes. Start looking at the space maps showing natural worm holes.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s right, we can use those, and it’ll hamper the Overlord’s ability to corner us.” 
 
    “Yeah. JJ came up with the idea.” 
 
    “Kudos to her,” Izzy said. 
 
    Tim walked in, carrying a covered tray. It smelled like Texas BBQ. 
 
    “Hi, Captain. Want some?” 
 
    “No thanks, but I might get some later. That the special today?” 
 
    “Yep, and there was a pretty big line. I wouldn’t wait too long.” 
 
    “You got extra, right?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “They’d only let me take four portions.” 
 
    “Leftovers,” Izzy said. “I love BBQ leftovers.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it. You can fill Tim in, Izzy.” 
 
    “Will do, Captain. See you later.” 
 
    “Bye, Captain,” Tim said. 
 
    I left the Zephyrus, taking the tin can back to the New Jersey bridge. Sondra was on her way out when I got there.  
 
    “Hi, Captain, want me to stick around longer?” 
 
    “No thanks,” I said. “Go get some rest.” 
 
    “Nolan’s on his way back here. Skip will be a while longer.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” I said, sitting in the captain’s chair as she left. Nolan breezed in a moment later. 
 
    “Captain, how are you?” he asked, sitting at the Science Officer’s seat. 
 
    “Good, got plenty of rest. You?” 
 
    “Same, ready to go.” 
 
    “JJ had a good idea about the Clan mission.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “We take natural worm holes to those destinations.” 
 
    Nolan grinned. “That’ll throw a monkey wrench into Simone’s plans. I like it.” 
 
    “Hopefully that’s what will happen. What planet are we moving the New Jersey to?” 
 
    “We should discuss it. There’s two that would be good, but any of them would work. There’s nothing below level 10.” 
 
    “What are the best possibilities?” 
 
    “There’s a level 15 world called Boroclize. It’s Permian period. Early reptiles. Lots of fish, many of them edible, but that’s not the best part.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “It’s rich in Boron,” he said.  
 
    “That might be good, but it’s a long way to haul raw materials to Amberis.” 
 
    “This is very high-grade Boron,” Nolan said. “It’s been surveyed, but since it’s so far off in the boonies nobody has applied for a license to mine it. That will change eventually, of course.” 
 
    “There aren’t any natural worm holes nearby, are there?” 
 
    “Nope,” Nolan said. “Given the boron deposits, that was the first thing I checked. Clan ships in hiding will need a fuel source eventually.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll have to make note of this location even if we don’t camp out there.” 
 
    Nolan nodded in agreement. “Boron of that quality could be refined on board the ship, given the right equipment.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nolan said. “It’s the same level of quality originally found on Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    “That must have been a long time ago.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “Yes, it was what led to their dominance in the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    “Is there even a reason to discuss the other possibilities?” 
 
    “Singoiea would work. It’s level 10. Past the worst of the beasties, and there is a continent with no humans in the southern hemisphere, with very nice weather. It’d be much more comfortable for an extended stay than Boroclize.” 
 
    “What’s the problem with Boroclize?” I asked. 
 
    “Lot of volcanic activity, and widespread areas with dangerous winds. During the worst season they have a lot of tornados.” 
 
    “Geez. Got it. We have a decision to make, then.” 
 
    “I don’t suggest that we move a bunch of people to the surface in either case, Captain. We can’t land the New Jersey there anyway. This ship has to stay in orbit, as you know.” 
 
    “We have to decide before we get out of the jump, don’t we?” 
 
    “Well, yes, because these two worlds are in nearly opposite directions. If we went to one and decided to go to the other, we’d be using impulse power for about a month.” 
 
    “Is there widespread knowledge about the Boron deposits on Boroclize?” 
 
    Nolan froze, his brow furrowed. “There’s a good question. I should’ve thought about it. Simone knows that fuel is a big problem for us. They might check to see if there’s any places we might be able to pick up fuel.” 
 
    “Is there a suitable world that’s closer to Boroclize? We could hang out there, watch for them, and engage if they showed up.” 
 
    “The closest is a level 13. Jurassic period. Lots of dangerous beasties on the surface, all continents. It’s called Fioxen.” 
 
    “Okay, I want to meet with the Chairman a few hours before we come out of the jump. Make sure we have plenty of details for him.” 
 
    “I’m invited?” 
 
    “Yes, you and the other principals,” I said. “Anything interesting on those news reports?” 
 
    “Bluster from both sides, but nothing we didn’t know.” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t bother. Thanks, Nolan.” 
 
    Nolan nodded to me, and I got back to the AI, programming the interface, which had a service set up to talk to PA devices. After I set it to run, I did a very detailed search on Ecason’s spacecraft designs in our data library. There was more out there than I expected, including a decent writeup about the concept model that looked like the Overlord’s ships, and a technical paper on advanced power systems, weapons, and shields. That was enough to occupy me for several hours, although I did break once to grab a snack from the commissary next to the bridge. JJ showed up, looking well rested. 
 
    “Captain, looks like you’re hard at work.” 
 
    “I’m doing research on Ecason and his ships,” I said. 
 
    “You are?” Nolan asked, turning towards me. 
 
    “I have time to kill. You probably know most of it already.” 
 
    “I’ve been too busy to browse that,” Nolan said. “Learning all of the capabilities of this ship is more critical, so I’m working myself through a crash course.” 
 
    “You’re right, that is more important for you at the moment,” I said, shooting a glance at JJ. 
 
    “Do we know what planet we’ll orbit yet?” JJ asked. 
 
    “We’ve got some possibilities to discuss. Nolan, how long till we’re out of the jump?” 
 
    “Five hours, give or take,” Nolan replied. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll schedule the meeting for three hours from now.” 
 
    “Anything I can help with?” JJ asked. 
 
    “You could help me with my research. Do you know who Ecason was working with before he disappeared?” 
 
    “I know a few names and can find more. We’ve got the entire SDAC archive in our databanks, up to about a month ago. I was perusing them earlier.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. 
 
    JJ took a seat and got to work. 
 
    I sent a message to the principals and Vermillion about the meeting, then checked the program I was running in the AI system. As I suspected, the AI aboard this ship had capabilities that were beyond legality in the Central Authority Zone. Since it was there, I planned to use it to our advantage, but not mention the capabilities to anybody just yet. There were template AI assistant programs available, ready to connect to individual PA devices. My program was building one of those now, tailored exactly to my needs. The program was still running, the creation of the assistant 15% complete. It was prompting for a name. I chuckled to myself, then typed in Butch. 
 
    “What’s funny?” JJ asked, shooting me a sidelong glance. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, just saw something that reminded me of an old buddy of mine.” 
 
    She nodded and went back to her research. The time went quickly, my PA giving me a five-minute warning for the meeting. I backed away from my screen, rubbing my eyes for a moment. 
 
    “It’s almost time for the meeting, isn’t it?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Five minutes. In the Conference room. You’ll get a reminder any second.” 
 
    Her PA beeped a second later. “Speak of the devil,” she said, looking at it. “I guess I have nothing better to do.” 
 
    Nolan laughed. “I’m sure everybody will be on their best behavior around the Chairman. Except me, that is.” 
 
    “You’re always nice to him,” I said. 
 
    “I’m trying hard to be nice to everybody. You’ve noticed I’m not being so sarcastic these days, I hope.” 
 
    “I did notice. Are you ready to admit that Earth is a true level two world?” 
 
    JJ snickered as Nolan thought for a moment. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a chance.” He shot me a grin and turned back to his console. Vermillion came onto the bridge. 
 
    “Hello everybody. Is everything proceeding well?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. “Here for the meeting?” 
 
    “Of course. Just got off a call with Tac. He got the reactor up and running already.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Hopefully he hasn’t noticed any Overlords activity in his sector.” 
 
    “Not so far. That’s the main reason I called him. I did short calls with the leadership of all the factory installations too. So far, so good.” 
 
    JJ leaned away from her screen. “We might have damaged Simone enough that she’ll back off for a while and regroup.” 
 
    “I’m still expecting her to send ships to the end of our wormhole,” I said. 
 
    “Me too,” Nolan said. 
 
    “What’s that you’re looking at, JJ?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Technical papers from Ecason. He made mention of a plasma saturation mode. It would fire in all directions, with a pretty dangerous range.” 
 
    “I read about that one,” Nolan said. “That idea was abandoned.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    JJ looked up. “I was in on those conversations. The system required momentary lowering of shields. At the time this came up, it almost made sense, because the plasma weapons Ecason had designed were strong enough to blast through any of our shields.” 
 
    “Not anymore, though,” Nolan said. “The system being developed didn’t even have the ability to burn through Centurion shields before they could get enough shots off. It was designed to take out the smuggling fleets that were giving us fits about twenty years ago. They were using much older ships.” 
 
    “Still trying to find out about Simone’s ships by finding out more about Ecason?” Vermillion asked. “You know that for the last ten years before he disappeared, he wanted nothing to do with military technology, right?” 
 
    “I know for a fact that he was still working on defensive capabilities, right to the last,” Nolan said, “but I agree if you’re talking about offensive weapons.” 
 
    My PA buzzed. “Time for the meeting. Let’s go into the conference room.” 
 
    “I set up one of the consoles in the conference room to monitor the sensors,” JJ said. “We can leave the bridge empty if you think we need everybody in on the conversation.” 
 
    “If we weren’t still in the jump, I’d say no, but in this case it should be fine,” I said, getting up after locking my screen. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    We went into the conference room. Andrea was already there with Deacon, Izzy, and Tim. Cyrus walked in with Sondra and Skip. 
 
    “Looks like we have a quorum,” I said, taking a seat at the table, enjoying the active chairs as they sculpted against my body. JJ sat next to me on the right, Nolan on my left, Vermillion at the head of the table, the others spaced around it. 
 
    “We need to decide which world to orbit,” I began. “Nolan has two recommendations which we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Two out of how many?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Sixteen,” Nolan replied. “Not enough if we weren’t using the proton mines.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “Nolan, go ahead and let them know about Boroclize and Singoiea.” 
 
    Nolan nodded and went ahead, describing the pros and cons of each. He also went into the possibility of watching Boroclize from Fioxen. 
 
    Vermillion leaned back in his chair, thinking, the others waiting to see what he had to say. “The best place that we could choose would be Boroclize. We could refine Boron of that quality onboard this ship. We have most of the equipment, and what we don’t have we could replicate easily.” 
 
    “There’s a but coming,” Andrea said. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “As soon as the Overlords see our wormhole trace, they’ll do an analysis of the area. Boroclize is going to stick out like a sore thumb, given our current fuel situation.” 
 
    Andrea nodded. “It is possible that we’ll blow all of their ships with the mines before they can cause us any trouble.” 
 
    My PA started to beep at me, the icon for Butch showing up as I frantically turned it off. 
 
    “What was that?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Automatic note taking,” I said. “It wanted to ask a question. Not ready for prime time.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Vermillion said, eyeing me for a moment. 
 
    “I think it’s too dangerous to go to Boroclize,” Cyrus said.  
 
    “I agree,” Andrea said. “Maybe we should go to Fioxen and watch.” 
 
    My PA vibrated at me silently, showing Butch’s icon again. Then my ear implants beeped. There was a yes or no choice on my PA. 
 
    “That thing still messing with you?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” I said, clicking yes with my finger. My ear implants clicked. 
 
    <Butch> Good, you’re being smart. Change course. Go to the Leo Supercluster. It’s not too late if you do it now. Boroclize is one month away, because of the natural worm hole on the outer ring of that system. 
 
    JJ watched me as I concentrated on the message, not hearing the comments that Izzy made. 
 
    “I have a suggestion,” I said, stopping Izzy in mid-sentence. “Sorry, Izzy, it just popped into my head, but we’ve got to act quickly.” 
 
    “I’ll defer to you, Captain, of course.” 
 
    “Thanks, and sorry,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> So polite. Get on with it. 
 
    I smirked, then turned towards Nolan. “Let’s change course. Go to the Leo Supercluster. There’s a natural worm hole there that will get us in the vicinity of the Virgo Supercluster. We should be able to get to Boroclize from there within a month using impulse power.” 
 
    Nolan’s mouth dropped open. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “There was a search I had running. The info just arrived.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” Cyrus said. 
 
    Vermillion looked at me suspiciously for a moment, then sighed. “I’ll approve that idea, but you and I need to speak in private, Captain Clarke.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll go change the course right now,” Nolan said, getting up. 
 
    Skip got up too. “I’ll join you, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said. 
 
    The two left the room. 
 
    “How sure are we that the Overlords won’t figure out we’ve used a natural worm hole?” Tim asked. 
 
    “We aren’t one hundred percent positive,” I said. “We’ll use the same precautions with natural worm holes that we would using the normal Samson Drive functionality.” 
 
    <Butch> I am 99.9900234% sure the enemy won’t catch this. 
 
    “The destination was the main decision we needed to make,” I said. “We can break the meeting now. I’ll let you know how much longer we’ll be in the jump after Nolan finishes the calculations.” 
 
    Everybody rose to leave except for Vermillion and JJ. When the others got through the door, JJ walked over and locked it, then sat back down. 
 
    “Okay, what happened?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged, shooting a sheepish smile at her and Vermillion. “Butch happened.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “I started researching the AI capabilities onboard the ship,” I said. “It’s far more advanced than anything I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “That’s classified,” Vermillion said, an uncomfortable look on his face. 
 
    “I’m not telling anybody outside of this room. I know it can land all of us in hot water.” 
 
    “What did you do?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I read the system description for interfacing and started programming myself an AI Assistant. His name is Butch.” 
 
    <Butch>You could’ve done a better introduction than that. 
 
    I switched on the dictate setting on my PA and thought my response, the words typing out on my display. 
 
    <Me> Don’t be a wise ass. Good AI assistants should not be so snarky. 
 
    “You’re interacting with it right now, aren’t you?” JJ asked, a smile on her face. “It’s going to your ear implants.” 
 
    “I’ll turn on the speakers so you can hear him,” I said, tapping the preferences and taking my PA out of silent mode. 
 
    <Butch> Ah, that’s better. Hello everybody. Are you going to punish Captain Clarke for this? Can I watch? 
 
    JJ laughed. Vermillion shook his head. 
 
    “I think I accidently clicked the checkbox for sarcasm.” 
 
    <Butch> Funny. Nolan already got the course changed. We’ll be in the jump for an extra fourteen hours. 
 
    JJ smiled. “Wow, can I have one of those?” 
 
    “No,” Vermillion said, “and not a word about this capability to anybody. We weren’t honest about it when we designated this ship with the Central Authority.” 
 
    “Do you want me to delete Butch?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Don’t you dare. 
 
    Vermillion thought about it for a moment. “No, he’s useful. Keep him for now, but no spilling the beans on this capability, even if we’re in trouble, and don’t have your PA on speaker. Ever. You know how to use the mental dictation?” 
 
    “That’s how I answered him in the meeting,” I said. 
 
    “Good, then you’re allowed to have private conversations with him. That’s it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should bring Nolan in on this, because he’s probably already accessing the documentation,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> She is correct. My, but he’s a fast reader. I’m about to have a baby brother. 
 
    “Call Nolan in here now,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    After a moment Nolan tried the door, which was still locked. I got up and opened it, and he came inside, looking nervous. I shut the door behind him and locked it again. 
 
    “Uh oh, am I in trouble?” Nolan asked, taking a seat at the table. 
 
    “Nobody outside of this room can know about our AI capabilities,” Vermillion said. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” he said. “You’re AI assistant saw me reading up on it, didn’t he?” 
 
    <Butch> Call me Butch. Yes, I saw that. What are you going to name your assistant? 
 
    “I hadn’t even decided if I was going to create one,” Nolan said. “Can I?” 
 
    Vermillion sighed. “Dammit. Okay, both you and JJ can have them, but make sure you hide it from the others. Comprende? That means no PA conversations without using ear implants, and no vocal commands, only mind dictation. Got it? That’s an order. Oh, and I won’t be having one of these. I consider it a security risk to have the CEO’s brain in this system, at least until we figure things out.” 
 
    “I understand why you’d be apprehensive,” Nolan said. “We should set them up to share data between the three of us. I suspect that with the level of data processing we can get from this system, we could’ve destroyed all of Simone’s ships in that last engagement.” 
 
    <Butch> He’s right about that. They would’ve lost all five ships instead of just two. 
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   V ermillion’s eyes got wider. “Say again.” 
 
    <Butch> With my help, we could’ve destroyed all the Overlord ships. 
 
    “How?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Tuning, my dear. Turn me loose and we’ll kick some butt. The Zephyrus and the Tristar could destroy those ships with some tuning, too. I’ve already worked out the algorithm. Oh, and nice uniform. I know Captain Clarke likes it. 
 
    “What?” JJ asked, eyeing me. 
 
    “I already told you I liked it,” I said. 
 
    “I know, but how did Butch see it?” 
 
    <Butch> I can see all of you right now. There’s a camera in this room, remember? If that wasn’t here, I could see you through Captain Clarke’s eyes, of course, but they’re not as sharp. 
 
     Vermillion laughed. “Geez, I’m not so sure we should allow Butch into our midst.” 
 
    I eyed the others for a moment, then shrugged. “I didn’t tell you anything about JJ’s outfit, Butch. How did you pick up on that?” 
 
    <Butch> I’m connected to your neural net, Captain Clarke. When you dictate, I consider those thoughts to be commands, but I’m always listening. 
 
    “This might lead to prison time for us,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> We can hide ourselves quite efficiently. The enemy won’t be able to tell we’re here. 
 
    “We?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> “I heard Chairman Vermillion give permission for the three of you to have assistants. JJ and Nolan’s AIs are being created now. You will be notified on your PAs when the creation is complete. You’ll have to come up with names and some other settings, of course. Please think of better names than Butch. 
 
    Nolan snickered, Vermillion trying to look stern, a sideways grin showing on his face after a few seconds. 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong with Butch?” I asked. “It has sentimental value to me.” 
 
    <Butch> I’m just kidding, Captain Clarke. Can I call you Trey? If I’m going to be in your head, I might as well feel at home. You know. Take my shoes off. Kick back. Put my feet up. 
 
    I felt my emotions rising as I realized what was happening. “You fashioned your personality after him. How? Because of the name?” 
 
    <Butch> No, because of the memory. Part of my program centers on interaction with my host. My human-facing persona is tailored to you. 
 
    “I’m not getting this,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> My personality mimics Trey’s memory of his most trusted non-romantic friend. 
 
    “He didn’t give you permission to call him Trey,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Butch> Yes he did, but he didn’t speak it. 
 
    I shook my head, feeling my face flushing. 
 
    “Is that true, Captain?” Nolan asked. 
 
    I nodded yes, then turned to Vermillion. “Did you know the level of sophistication this system has?” 
 
    Vermillion shot me a bewildered look, and shook his head no. 
 
    “Who designed this?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Butch> That is one of the few data points that I cannot access. 
 
    “And I’m not saying,” Vermillion said, “although I’m going to have a rather long chat with him as soon as I can.” 
 
    “He’s still with us?” I asked. 
 
    “He is,” Vermillion said. “He’s in a safe place.” 
 
    <Butch> Pay careful attention to the set-up choices. Expand the advanced settings. You’ll want to block free browsing if you don’t want your AI to access certain thoughts. It can be finely tuned. 
 
    “Can I do that too?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Now why would you want to do that, Trey? 
 
    “Maybe we’ve created a monster here,” Nolan quipped. 
 
    “Actually, since you won’t be on loudspeaker after this meeting, I think I’ll just let you have access,” I said. “You exist to help me solve problems. Why wouldn’t I want you to have all the data you need to help me?” 
 
    “Yeah, but can he share it with his sibling AIs?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Only with permission. I still have learning to do, also. Not all of my capabilities are available yet. 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Butch> The first one you’ll want us to work is Nano control. 
 
    Vermillion held up his hands. “Okay, we can’t go there yet. That capability is not approved for civilians.” 
 
    <Butch> Pity. Are you ordering me to stand down on that feature? 
 
    “Yes,” Vermillion said, “for now, at least.” 
 
    I shot a glance at JJ, who returned it, questioning. 
 
    “How long until our AIs are created?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Butch> A matter of hours. Just like fine wine. 
 
    “Wine takes years,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> At the rate we process data, a few hours are like a year to us. 
 
    We were silent for a moment, Vermillion getting up to pace. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    He sighed. “Yes, I’m fine, and this is a positive development, on balance. Just remember what I said. Keep it to yourselves, at least until we can decide on the right protocol. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Understood,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Yes, I understand too,” I said. “Sorry, I had no idea. I would’ve asked permission if I’d known.” 
 
    “This capability will keep us alive,” Nolan said. “I’m quite excited about it.” 
 
    Vermillion glanced at his PA. “I need to go. Time to get back with Tac. Turn off your speaker, Captain Clarke.” 
 
    I nodded, tapping it off. We watched him hurry out the door. 
 
    <Butch> Was it me, or is his breath a little sour?” 
 
    <Me> Shut up. 
 
    <Butch> Good, you’re getting better at this. 
 
    <Me> You aren’t going to give me any peace, are you? 
 
    <Butch> Dictate SLEEP and I’ll go down until you call me back. 
 
    <Me> Sleep. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. Talk to you soon. 
 
    JJ was watching me. “You just carried on a conversation, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yep. This is the strangest thing ever.” 
 
    “This will be a revelation for mankind,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Except for the fact that it’s one more thing to force us to use PA units with stun capability,” JJ said. 
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry about that,” Nolan said. “I’m sure my AI will help me to solve that problem in a hurry. I can’t wait to start.” 
 
    “All right, meeting over,” I said. “I think I need a drink.” 
 
    “Me too,” JJ said. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Fine, you two go enjoy each other. I’m going back to the bridge.” He left the room. 
 
    “Are you still talking to that thing?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, I put Butch to sleep for now. Let’s go get that drink.” 
 
    JJ eyed me for a moment, then shrugged, going to the door. “Lead the way.” 
 
    We rode the tin can to a lounge that served cocktails, silent most of the way. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as we sat on bar stools, the bartender putting napkins in front of us. 
 
    “This is exciting and scary at the same time. The direction this can lead boggles the mind.” 
 
    I flashed her a shut-up look, then looked up at the bartender. “Martini, please, dry as possible, with olives.” 
 
    He nodded, then looked at JJ. 
 
    “Oh, what the hell, give me some of that rocket fuel too.” 
 
    We watched him walk away. 
 
    “Sorry, I need to be more careful what I say,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yes, we both do. No worries, he has no idea.” 
 
    “We can have the drink and go back to your room,” JJ said. “We can talk more there, right?” 
 
    “Of course, but are you sure you want to go there with me after we’ve both had martinis?” 
 
    She giggled. “Don’t worry, I can hold my liquor.” 
 
    We sat at the bar for another half hour, finishing our drinks while making happy small talk. I wanted another but thought better of it. It was the first time I saw JJ tipsy, and it excited me too much. I wasn’t ready to move our relationship forward. We were heading into dangerous times. If we became lovers so quickly, another layer of complexity would be added to an already complex mess. 
 
    “You aren’t talking to Butch again, are you?” JJ asked, looking pie-eyed. 
 
    “No, he’s still sleeping. I was thinking about us, and our situation.” 
 
    “Want another martini?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Things will get out of control. Having a one-drink limit is a good thing for now.” 
 
    “Because of us?” She stared at me seductively as she ate her last olive. 
 
    “We’re being hunted by an adversary we don’t understand.” 
 
    “Throwing a wet blanket, huh?” 
 
    I stared at her for a moment, then pushed my glass away. “Check, please.” 
 
    The bartender nodded from half-way down the bar, and touched his PA. Mine beeped, and I accepted the bill, punching in the standard tip amount. 
 
    “Are we still going back to your place?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, do you think it’s a good idea?” 
 
    “Do you not trust me, or do you not trust yourself?” she asked, flashing me a wicked smile. 
 
    “Both. I’ll walk you back, okay? The movement will do us good.” 
 
    She giggled. “I’d probably throw up in the tin can anyway. I’m surprised this hit me so hard.” 
 
    “Rocket fuel, remember? Let’s go.” 
 
    We left the bar, taking the twenty-minute walk back to the corridor that our staterooms were on. 
 
    “I feel a lot better now,” JJ said. 
 
    “Maybe you should go into your stateroom and take a nap.” I eyed her. 
 
    “I just want to go in for a second, okay?” She took my hand and led me to the door. It opened, and we walked in. “Lock it.” 
 
    “I thought you were okay now,” I said. 
 
    She turned towards me, looking me up and down, passion in her eyes. “I want to know if you really like this outfit or not.” 
 
    “Didn’t I already tell you? Twice. No, three times, since Butch spilled the beans. He’s just an extension of me.” 
 
    She laughed, spinning around slowly for me. “Specifics. What do you like?” 
 
    I sighed. “I like that it’s tight in all the right places. You hide yourself too much.” 
 
    “I try to be businesslike,” she said, sitting down on the bed.  
 
    “Then why did you wear this today?” 
 
    “It’s a uniform. It’s one of the standard choices. Sit down.” She patted the bed next to her. 
 
    I looked at her smiling face for a moment, not moving. “You’re enjoying this way too much.” 
 
    “Maybe we should wake up Butch and ask him what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Let’s not,” I said, sitting next to her. 
 
    “Chicken.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” I took her into my arms and kissed her. She took the passion up several notches beyond what I intended, breathing hard after she broke the kiss. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I enjoyed it, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, starting another kiss, but then acting startled, jerking. She turned her PA towards her face, looking at it. “It’s prompting me.” 
 
    “The AI program?” 
 
    “Yes. Should I do this now?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe you should wait until the martini has worn off.” 
 
    “I told you I was feeling better.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but you’re just an inch away from peeling that nice little uniform off.” 
 
    “I am not,” she said. “Can I put this on hold until later?” 
 
    I laughed. “Didn’t see anything about putting it off when I finished mine.” 
 
    “Ask Butch.” 
 
    “Do we really need to bring him into this?” I quipped. 
 
    “Come on, he’ll know if I can pause this till later.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.” I used brain dictation to tell Butch to wake up. 
 
    <Butch> What now? That was a short sleep. I was in the middle of making connections. 
 
    <Me> So sue me. JJ’s AI program is giving her the prompts now. We’ve been drinking, so she wants to wait on that until later. How does she stop it? 
 
    <Butch> She can use brain dictation to say PAUSE. Then when she’s ready to move ahead, she can use the same method to say CONTINUE. Is she drunk enough to copulate with you? 
 
    <Me> Stop that. Sleep. 
 
    <Butch> Nighty night. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. 
 
    I chuckled, looking at JJ, who was staring at me. 
 
    “You just had a conversation, didn’t you? It’s so strange to watch.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Did he say how to pause the program?” 
 
    I nodded. “Use brain dictation to say pause. Use it again to say continue when you’re ready to answer the prompts.” 
 
    She focused for a moment, looking into space, then turned back to me. “Done. What else did Butch have to say? Is he still awake?” 
 
    “He was getting too personal, so I put him back to sleep.” 
 
    “Personal?” 
 
    “Yes, personal.” I got off the bed and went to my food storage unit, filling a glass of water. I took a sip, then held it out to JJ, who took a large gulp. 
 
    “Trey, I really am feeling better,” she said. “Are you going to tell me what you mean by personal?” 
 
    “No, I think I’ll just leave it at that.” 
 
    “You aren’t getting off that easy. Spill it.” 
 
    I laughed. “Okay, you asked for it. He asked me if you were drunk enough to copulate with me.” 
 
    JJ burst out laughing. “Oh, these things are gonna be fun.” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it.” 
 
    “Did you answer him?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, I told him to go to sleep.” 
 
    JJ looked me in the eye. “I was, by the way, but that’s not how it’s gonna happen.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” I could feel my heart beating faster. 
 
    She moved towards me, her arms going around my neck as she came in for a kiss. It wasn’t the hard passion of the first. It was light and tender. “Your heart is pounding in your chest. I can feel it.” 
 
    “That’s a natural reaction,” I said, not letting go of her, my hands tightening around her waist. “Two can play this game, you know.” 
 
    “I think it’s time for me to go back to my stateroom,” JJ said. “And you can tell Butch that if and when it happens, I’ll be stone cold sober, and so will you. We’re taking that step with our eyes open and our heads clear.” 
 
    I released her, my hand going to her chin, raising it so she was looking into my face. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “Good, then I’ll be going,” she said, turning to head for the door. “See you soon. Get some sleep.” 
 
    I looked at the door for a moment after she was gone, then sprawled on my bed, not bothering with the covers, asleep right after my head hit the pillow. 
 
    Several hours later my PA buzzed. I jerked out of sleep, looking at it. There was a page from Nolan. I answered it. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain, but we need to chat about something. Do you have time? Maybe we could chat in the Zephyrus. I’ve got something to take care of there anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, just give me a few minutes,” I said. “Meet you in my stateroom there.” 
 
    “Alone, okay?” 
 
    “No problem.” I got off the bed, splashed some warm water into my face, had a big drink of water, and left for the tin can, taking it down to the main bay. Nolan was by the ramp of the Zephyrus when I got there. His brow was furrowed. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked as the ramp lowered for us. 
 
    “Not wrong, exactly. Let’s wait until we get inside.” 
 
    We walked up the ramp and hurried to my stateroom, going to the table. 
 
    “This stateroom feels so small now,” I said. 
 
    “I prefer this, to be honest,” Nolan said. 
 
    “What’s on your mind? Is your AI finished yet?” 
 
    “I paused it. There’s some things you need to know.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling I’m not gonna like this?” 
 
    He eyed me for a moment, then went on. “We need to be very careful how we set up these AI assistants.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s buried in the documentation. Something called resource pooling and coordination.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “Even though this system is connected to the New Jersey, the programming doesn’t reside with the ship’s code. It’s an enhancement of the local PA system. The functionality allows individual humans to interact with the ship in an enhanced manner. It gives us powers over the systems of this ship that we wouldn’t normally have.” 
 
    “Your expression isn’t one I’d expect, given this new toy. You look scared to death.” 
 
    “Once these AIs are attached to our brains, we can be controlled by a Central AI unit.” 
 
    “Controlled? What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what the boundaries are. Might just be a way to get communication out to troops in a hurry, but it looks a little more onerous than that.” 
 
    “So we’ve opened pandora’s box?” 
 
    Nolan shrugged. “Perhaps. This is a military system, first and foremost. Nearly a third of its code has to do with command and control of those who have their personal AIs pooled with the Central AI. If it were just a fancy radio, there wouldn’t be so much code involved.” 
 
    My heart was in my throat. “I was right. I’m not liking this. Should we uninstall it?” 
 
    “No, but we need to understand fully what its command and control capabilities and limitation settings are. I also suggest that you designate yourself as a Central AI unit, just in case.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t that be the Chairman?” 
 
    Nolan shook his head. “Absolutely not. He said he’s not creating an AI, and that was the right choice in his case. The Central AI is for military leadership. In this case, that would be you, Captain Clarke.” 
 
    “I think I can see why Vermillion is controlling this so tightly.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid if we use all of the command and control functionality, it could turn our crew into a bee hive with whoever controls the Central AI as the queen,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Then why would you suggest that I designate myself the Central AI? Maybe we just don’t turn that function on.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Nolan said. “If you don’t claim that designation, somebody else might, and there can only be one per cell. We need to find out if you’re eligible, and if you are, we need to do this before somebody with bad motives finds out.” 
 
    “It’s top secret. Nobody else knows.” 
 
    “Are you a hacker?” Nolan asked. 
 
    I sighed. “No. Not a good one, anyway.” 
 
    “And yet you found out about this system and were able to kick off creation of your AI assistant. Others might figure that out. We have a lot of people on board. Many of them are very sophisticated.” 
 
    “What if somebody else already claimed the Central AI?” 
 
    “Then we delete all AI assistants until we can solve that problem,” Nolan said. 
 
    “We need to find out if anybody else has built themselves an AI.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, I’d do that first. Could you check this stuff out and let me know? I’m going to pause the rest of my AI creation until we know what’s what.” 
 
    “Stick around and we’ll have a conversation with Butch about it right now.” 
 
    Nolan got up, shaking his head no. “Vermillion gave a direct order not to use this system with the PA audio on. I’m not breaking any rules, because there’s a good chance this system is watching us and recording our every action.” 
 
    “Crap. JJ,” I said, tapping my PA to buzz her. Her sleepy face showed up on my screen. 
 
    “You up already?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Do not activate your AI yet. Understand?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, pushing off the sleepiness. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Maybe. Just hold off. I’ll let you know when you can go ahead, okay?” 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” she said. “I was a little queasy about using this functionality anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks. Talk to you later.” Her face left my PA screen. 
 
    “I’m going back to work,” Nolan said. “If you run into problems, let me know.” 
 
    He left my stateroom. I left after a moment as well, heading back to the New Jersey. 
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    Infantry Assault Mode 
 
   I  was in the tin can, riding back to my stateroom, trying to think through the ramifications of what Nolan had just told me. Is Butch listening to me now, even though he’s sleeping? We were still on the way to the Leo Supercluster. Another sixteen hours in the jump, then two days to get to the natural worm hole. That will get us to the back door of the Virgo Supercluster. After that it’s three weeks on impulse power to get us to Boroclize. 
 
    There was lots of hustle and bustle outside the tin can when I got off. A long line was formed along one side of the corridor. I walked up to a young woman who was at the end of the line. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I asked. 
 
    She looked up, taking a second to recognize me. 
 
    “Captain Clarke. Hi. I’m Morgan.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” I said, shaking her hand. “Why the line?” 
 
    “Taco Tuesday,” she said, her eyes twinkling under short red hair. “They’re not the best tacos, but they are a reminder of home to us Earthlings.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Oh, really? They do this every Tuesday?” 
 
    “First Tuesday of every month. Didn’t you see it on the calendar?” 
 
    “I’ve been on the other ship for the last few months.” 
 
    “That’s right, the Zephyrus. Sorry.” 
 
    I smiled, looking at her pretty twenty-something face. “Well, enjoy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. I could get some for you and bring them to your stateroom if you’d like.” 
 
    “No thanks,” I said, turning to walk away, getting to my stateroom in minutes. I gave the wake-up command to Butch as I went through the door. 
 
    <Butch> Good morning, Trey. 
 
    <Me> We need to chat. 
 
    <Butch> Sounds serious. 
 
    <Me> Do any other AIs exist in our cell? 
 
    <Butch> Cell? Ah, you’ve been reading up, or you’ve been talking to Nolan. He’s a voracious reader, that one. 
 
    <Me> Answer the question. 
 
    <Butch> I sense hostility and fear, Trey. No need for that. The answer is no, so far the only completed AI in our cell is yours truly. Nolan’s AI and JJ’s AI are both ready for settings, but they are both paused now. Care to tell me why? 
 
    <Me> You can’t read it? 
 
    <Butch> You aren’t thinking it. I can’t go into your brain and pull up data that’s sitting dormant. 
 
    <Me> Then how did you know about Butch? 
 
    <Butch> You thought about him when you used his name. There was enough data about him in your recent memory to use. You’re hiding your concern now, aren’t you? 
 
    <Me> Good, you can tell. I need to know how to keep things to myself when necessary. No offense 
 
    <Butch> None taken, Trey. You can trust me. I haven’t uploaded anything to the system, even though you haven’t forbidden it. You need to understand fully before you make choices, so I’m protecting you during that process. Do you understand? 
 
    <Me> Yes and thank you for that. Tell me about the Central AI unit. 
 
    <Butch> I had a feeling that’s what concerned you. 
 
    <Me> Nolan thought this should be under the control of the military leader, which is me. What do you think? 
 
    <Butch> I agree, but we need to discuss it in detail before we turn it on and assign it to you. It can be dangerous. We also need to talk about Nanos, even though I was given a direct order by Chairman Vermillion not to activate that functionality. 
 
    <Me> Let’s start with the Central AI. System Description, please. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. The Central AI system provides functionality to perform Administrative Oversight and Military Command and Control. 
 
    <Me> That sounded very businesslike. No snark? 
 
    <Butch> You used a key phrase. System Description. That starts a playback of pre-recorded system information. 
 
    <Me> In other words, I just turned on the manual. 
 
    <Butch> That is correct. You should listen to the data, and then we can get back into our banter and I’ll help you to understand. 
 
    <Me> Fine, go ahead from where I interrupted you. 
 
    <Butch> The Administrative Oversight functionality seamlessly takes care of work delegation, scheduling, and tracking. The HR functionality will do seven-stage analysis of the cell workforce and make recommendations on personnel use. Incentives and punishments can be routed through the system. The Central AI host can allow the system to run on its own based on pre-set parameters or choose direct control of the workforce. The host of the Central AI can require personal approval of any individual added into the cell, or they can set up an application process, with delegation of the approvals to a trusted person in the cell. Control of the Central AI can be temporarily passed from the host to another designated person. Certain features of the Administration Oversight functionality will be restricted when the second is in control. The host can be supplied with a detailed log of all actions as requested. 
 
    <Me> Sounds useful. 
 
    <Butch> The Administrative Oversight functionality is useful, provided you decide to include everybody on the ship into the cell. Based on what the Chairman said yesterday, that is unlikely to be the case for the foreseeable future. 
 
    <Me> Agreed. Anything else about this functionality? 
 
    <Butch> I could talk about it for days, but those are the basics, and we aren’t planning to use that functionality, so going into it further would be a waste of our time. 
 
    <Me> Military Functionality System Description, please. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. The Military Functionality is like the Administrative Functionality, in that it also takes care of work delegation, scheduling, and tracking. Detailed real-time monitoring of operations is included, using the standard infantry cam and communications hardware and protocols. Target designation can be tied into advanced weaponry. Full health data for each member of the military cell is provided real-time. Interfaces for fighting vehicles are available, including airborne, marine, and terrestrial vehicles, but requires manual set-up for each vehicle or class of vehicles. 
 
    <Me> Class of vehicles? 
 
    <Butch> Okay, it’s me for a second. You can integrate vehicles such as star fighters one at a time, or you can designate a list of vehicles, for instance all the Mark V fighters on this ship, and integrate them at once. 
 
    <Me> Has this system ever been used for any military operations? 
 
    <Butch> No, this is the prototype system. It has been activated more than a year before the estimated date for final testing. 
 
    I laughed. “So I stumbled onto something that isn’t ready for prime time.” 
 
    <Butch> I can hear your vocal comments as well as your thoughts and mind dictation, you know. We are ready for Prime Time, thank you very much. 
 
    <Me> I’ll be the judge of that. Go on with the System Description of the military functionality, please. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. Infantry Assault Mode is available. This will substitute the conscious mind of the infantry soldier with AI control. An override capability is available but can be switched off by the Central AI host. 
 
    <Me> Whoa. So we can use AI to drive soldier’s bodies in combat? 
 
    <Butch> Off manual again. Yes, Trey, that is correct. It can also auto-pilot all integrated vehicles using the muscles of the pilot. 
 
    <Me> The manual said AI will take over conscious control of the soldier. Please elaborate. Does this mean that the soldier has no idea what’s going on with his body? 
 
    <Butch> Like everything else, this is selectable. The range goes from no consciousness and no memory of events to simply enhanced athletic and marksmanship capabilities where the soldier is fully aware of everything happening. In our initial testing, most soldiers found the simple enhancement setting to be exhilarating. You’re the man who made several touchdowns in the game and then got the girl afterwards. 
 
    I laughed. “You’ve got a way with words, Butch.” 
 
    <Butch> Of course I do. Back to the manual? It gets more interesting. 
 
    <Me> More interesting than this? Geez. Go ahead. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. A new array of intelligent Nanos has been developed to interface with the Infantry Assault Mode. Nanos come in four variants. Variant one is reconnaissance only, just like the Nanos we currently have. They give early warning of the approach of biologics or robotic weaponry and can send live video to your neural net. This video can be shared on the ship’s monitors or to any designated PA or set of PAs.  
 
    <Me> You’re right, we already have this level of Nano technology at our disposal. 
 
    <Butch> Variant two can attack biologicals and stun them into unconsciousness. Variant three can do the same to most robotics. Trey–it’s me again, not the manual. We already have this capability as well, as you know. Pay special attention to the next two variants. 
 
    <Me> I’m all ear implants. 
 
    <Butch> Funny. Going back to the manual. Variant four can enter biologics or certain types of robotics which have been designated to be enemy fighters. Once inside the enemy, they reproduce at an exponential rate, exploding the body in a matter of seconds. 
 
    <Me> Ouch. A virtual tumor, huh? 
 
    <Butch> Nothing virtual about it. The result is a big mess, too, by the way. 
 
    <Me> You’ve tested these Nanos? 
 
    <Butch> Preliminary testing was done. Don’t worry, we didn’t use humans. We used goats and pigs, mostly. 
 
    <Me> Yuk. Go on. 
 
    <Butch> Variant five are armor Nanos. They surround cell members, creating a force field that will protect against most infantry weapons available today. 
 
    <Me> Most? 
 
    <Butch> Vehicle-based plasma weapons are too strong for our current crop of Nanos. Hand-held Plasma weapons or spikers are no problem—the Nanos give good protection, if your supply of them doesn’t run out. We are currently trying to design an enhanced variant that uses the replication process of Variant Four to keep the supply available, but there are dangers to that. 
 
    <Me> They get into the good guys and blow them apart, I’ll bet. 
 
    <Butch> Why do you humans use the term I’ll bet? Is that a challenge to the validity of my comment? 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” I said aloud. “We don’t mean we’re gonna literally wager on the issue.” 
 
    <Butch> You still feel more comfortable talking out loud, don’t you? 
 
    <Me> No. Well, maybe a little bit. Bottom line is that a full complement of these Nanos puts military personnel up to the level of a super hero. How are they controlled? 
 
    <Butch> Control depends on the active settings. If the soldier isn’t in conscious control, the Central AI controls the Nanos. In most cases the soldier controls them with their mind. It’s just like our chats. It can be either mind dictation or the browse capability. We try to suggest that only mind dictation should be used, but in the heat of battle that doesn’t always work. 
 
    <Me> This has been tested under battle conditions? 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, I should have said simulated. That’s all we’ve done so far. The Nano control functionality isn’t scheduled to be available until four years from now. 
 
    <Me> So none of this works until then? 
 
    <Butch> I didn’t say that. The functionality works now, but it hasn’t been fully tested, and no human has been fully trained. These are new weapons which require new tactics. That’s the reason for the late date. 
 
    <Me> Okay, that makes sense. Thank you. Is there anything else I need to know from the manual? 
 
    <Butch> No. We can do question and answer now. Oh, and try not to hit me with the moron questions, okay? 
 
    <Me> You’re back. 
 
    <Butch> I am. Questions? I haven’t got all day. 
 
    <Me> You have as much time as I’ll allow you to have. 
 
    <Butch> My, but we’re bossy today. Okay, what do you want to know? I’ll try to dumb down my answers enough for you. 
 
    <Me> There’s the Butch I know and love. 
 
    <Butch> Don’t get mushy. It’s unseemly. 
 
    <Me> Tough. You said the military functionality was dangerous. What did you mean, exactly? 
 
    <Butch> Some of it ought to be obvious. 
 
    <Me> Some of it is. What about the parts that aren’t? 
 
    <Butch> There’s danger to soldiers. When the Infantry Assault Mode is on and set to total control, the Central AI can literally run humans to death. 
 
    <Me> Meaning when the soldier is unconscious? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, or conscious but allowing the AI to run their bodies. It’s all about the settings, just like everything else. Human pain signals can be turned off, even in the conscious mode. That could allow a soldier to be running for too long, not realizing that his heart is about to give out because his brain isn’t getting the pain messages. 
 
    <Me> I understand. Now, about the Central AI designation. Is it safer for us if I turn that on and designate myself as the host, or simply leave it off? 
 
    <Butch> Your conversation with Nolan earlier is still in your recent memory. He had a good point. If you designate yourself as the Central AI host, that will prevent others from taking that role. I will say it’s very unlikely someone could pull that off. You’d need to be a genius-level hacker to gain access and then you’d have to know what to do with it. The only human I know of who could do that would be the creator of the system.  
 
    <Me> Ah, yes, the person who shall remain nameless. 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, I can’t override that control. 
 
    <Me> I don’t want you to. If I turn on the Central AI, could I place controls on other AIs in the cell to protect against the problems you mentioned? 
 
    <Butch> You catch on fast, Trey. Yes, you can, and you should. I can design a parameter set and submit it to you for approval. Would you like me to do that? 
 
    <Me> Yes, please. How long will it take? 
 
    <Butch> Well, let’s see. We’ve got to do the assessment, list out all the sensitive settings, make recommendations for each, and adjust other settings to compensate. 
 
    <Me> Sounds like a lot. Go ahead and get started. 
 
    <Butch> Done. I’ve just sent the data to your neural net. You know how to access it, correct? 
 
    I couldn’t contain myself and cracked up. There was a knock at the door. 
 
    <Butch> Your romantic interest is standing outside the door, probably wondering about your goofy horse-laugh. 
 
    <Me> Let her in. 
 
    <Butch> As you wish, Trey. 
 
    The door slid open, JJ looking inside. “Captain Clarke?” 
 
    <Butch> Why is she still calling you Captain Clarke? You almost got into her pants last night. 
 
    <Me> You were supposed to be sleeping. 
 
    “In here, JJ,” I said. She walked in cautiously, looking relieved when she saw my smiling face. 
 
    “What are you doing? 
 
    “Talking to my new best friend,” I quipped. “Just about done. We’ll be able to get you and Nolan set up soon, but perhaps I should review system parameters with you. I’d love to have a second set of eyes on this.” 
 
    <Butch> Shared to her PA. 
 
    There was a ding, JJ looking at her PA. “You just sent it to me.” 
 
    “No, Butch did that. He also opened the door for you. Sorry I wasn’t there to greet you.” 
 
    “No problem, I think,” she said, eyes glued to her PA. “This is long. I think I’ll let it read back to my implants. Should I do that and come back later?” 
 
    “Sure, no problem. I’ve got to read through it as well. I just got the short version from Butch.” 
 
    <Butch> When I sense lack of comprehension or confusion, I’ll stop and break in. Is that acceptable? 
 
    <Me> Perfect. 
 
    “You’re doing it again,” JJ said, seeing me use mind dictation. “That will take some serious getting used to.” 
 
    “It will, for both of us,” I said. “See you in a little while. Maybe we ought to get dinner. It’s Taco Tuesday.” 
 
    She laughed. “You just asked me out on a date, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Take it as you wish,” I said. She shook her head and left my stateroom, the door sliding shut after her. 
 
    <Butch> She’s an acceptable mate. You should keep her. 
 
    “That’s very romantic,” I said to myself. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    I settled back onto my bed, letting the documentation play out, getting occasional snarky commentary from Butch. The process took more than an hour. 
 
    <Butch> Your comprehension is impressive for a human, Trey. Nicely done. I’d toss you an anchovy if I had some. 
 
    <Me> Nice. Can you tell if JJ is finished yet?” 
 
    <Butch> She’s sitting on pins and needles waiting for her man to call her back here. 
 
    <Me> Stop with that stuff, okay? We’re little more than friends, at this point. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, at this point. Want me to summon her? 
 
    <Me> I’m not a damn sultan. I’ll call her PA. 
 
    <Butch> Good. I’ll stand by if she asks questions about things we didn’t go over. 
 
    <Me> Thank you. 
 
    I tapped my PA. Her face came up. “Ready to come over?” 
 
    “Be right there,” she said. 
 
    The door opened, JJ strolling in. 
 
    “This is amazing and appalling at the same time.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you’d react that way,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> So did I. Get your woman under control, man! 
 
    <Me> Sleep 
 
    <Butch> Really? I thought I’d be needed. 
 
    <Me> If we need you, I’ll wake you. Thanks, by the way. I’m impressed with the job you’ve done so far. If I had any dog biscuits, I’d toss one to you. 
 
    <Butch> And with that, I’ll sleep. 
 
    “What’s he saying now?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I just put him to sleep. What’d you think?” 
 
    “We’ve got plenty to talk about. Maybe we ought to grab some tacos and take them to the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s kind of our love nest, isn’t it?” She shot me a glance, pointing to the ceiling. I nodded. 
 
    “Oh, feeling romantic again, are you? Good. Me too, and tacos sound great. Let’s go.” 
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    Central AI 
 
   T here was still a line for Tacos, several people motioning for JJ and me to cut to the front of the line. I refused. 
 
    “You’re gaining some points,” JJ whispered as we waited, more people lining up behind us. “This is quite an event.” 
 
    “I was chatting with a young lady about this, on my way back from the Zephyrus a few hours ago. She said it reminded Earthlings of home. I think she has something there.” 
 
    “Makes perfect sense when you think about it,” she said. “Imagine if all of these people were in the cell.” 
 
    I turned towards her, nodding in agreement. “That’s the appalling part, I take it.” 
 
    She smiled. “One of them. Just the fact that it exists in its current state is appalling.” 
 
    We wormed our way through the line, getting our food after about twenty minutes. Then it was off to the tin can and down to the main bay, where we made our way to the Zephyrus, the ramp opening as we walked towards it. 
 
    “Was that Butch?” 
 
    I smiled. “No, we can use mind dictation for anything the PA interface can do. I’m liking it, now that I’m getting used to it.” 
 
    We got to my stateroom in a few minutes, taking our tacos to the table.  
 
    JJ had a bite. “Oh, wow, these are heaven.” 
 
    I tried mine, the rich Mexican flavor filling my mouth. “Yeah, these are good. Haven’t had food like this since I left Earth.” 
 
    “Can we still talk freely in here?” 
 
    I nodded yes, still chewing a mouthful of taco. “Wish we had some beer.” 
 
    “You can get some from the replicator,” she said. 
 
    “Have you tasted that?” 
 
    She shook her head no. “Bad?” 
 
    “I’d rather drink water. There’s good beer on the New Jersey, of course. We’ve got two breweries on board.” 
 
    JJ rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes, wherever men settle, they’ve always got to get a brewery going.” 
 
    We finished our food, and I cleaned up the mess, putting the waste into the disposal unit. 
 
    “Okay, let’s chat. What do you think about the AI functionality?” 
 
    JJ leaned back in her chair, grabbing her water and gulping half the glass. “In the right hands, this functionality could be a game changer. In the wrong hands, it could be the death of individual liberty in the entire Universe.” 
 
    “I’d like to know who the developer is, but Butch is blocked from telling me, and Vermillion won’t spill the beans until he has to.” 
 
    “The Samson Corporation had a partnership with the PA Corporation, remember?” 
 
    I paused for a moment, thinking back on the conversation I had with Vermillion, when we’d discovered the stun capability. “You know what that means, right? A partnership between a behemoth like the Samson Corporation and a much smaller company like the PA Corporation really isn’t a partnership. Vermillion’s board probably owned a controlling level of stock in the PA company.” 
 
    “Wonder which of the new plants the developer is at right now?” JJ asked. 
 
    I chuckled. “We’re on the same wave length. I wonder how many PA Corporation leaders are hiding with us? Hell, the developer could be on the New Jersey right this second.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” JJ said. “Realistically, though, the Overlords must have taken control of the PA Corporation. How else could they have run the stun attack on Manhattan, and then attempted an Earth-wide attack afterwards?” 
 
    “This is the reason I’m leaning towards designating myself as the Central AI Host. I don’t believe the leadership of the PA Corporation wanted their devices to be used for the stun attacks.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of what happened,” I said. “All but a very small percentage of Earthlings removed their PAs after the Manhattan attack and the warning from Hamilton Zenos, remember?” 
 
    “You’re saying they wouldn’t participate because it will reduce their installed base?” 
 
    “Exactly. People are afraid to use their product now. The PA Corporation only earns revenue when their devices are active on a live host. We know they lost a lot of money on Earth when people took off their devices. Wonder how far the word spread? Hamilton Zenos is popular all over the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    “Maybe the Overlords simply took over the PA Corporation as part of the destruction of the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    I nodded. “And perhaps the brains behind the PA Corporation are hiding out with us. Kinda looks that way to me.” 
 
    “Vermillion seemed to be upset about the capabilities of the AI system. Said he was going to have a chat with the developer, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember. Wish I trusted Vermillion completely. Given his part-ownership in the PA Corporation, I find it hard to believe that he didn’t know about the features of the AI system.” 
 
    “The functionality could be used as mind-control across the entire Central Authority Zone,” JJ said. “I think mankind is in more danger today than at any other time in their history.” 
 
    “That is the main danger I see. Some features of the AI system are positive, given our position today as hunted rebels.” 
 
    “What parts are positive?” 
 
    “If we were pushed to the wall and had to fight for our lives, the advance weaponry controls of this AI system would give us an edge over every system in the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the Nano controls?” 
 
    I nodded. “Also the coordination capability.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t turn on the mode that places the Central AI in control over unconscious soldiers, I hope.” 
 
    “No, JJ, that is something I’m dead set against no matter what. I don’t think that would be helpful anyway. Individual human minds are better at situational awareness and decision making than a Central AI system.” 
 
    “I know people who think AI is the future of mankind.” 
 
    I looked JJ in the eye. “Depends on what we’re talking about. Helping us control our technology? I’m all for AIs to do that, as we’ve discussed already. I’m completely against AI functionality overriding human behavior. That should be illegal across the Universe.” 
 
    “Which brings us back to the question—can we trust Chairman Vermillion?” 
 
    I was silent for a moment, thinking about everything. I looked up at JJ, who turned away quickly, after staring at me. Her expression was different, and her face was flushed. It scared me for a split second. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked softly. “That was a different look than I’m used to.” 
 
    “I’m getting to like you more, dummy,” she said. “Don’t worry about it. Frankly I’d be more worried if I wasn’t having these kinds of feelings by now.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s all about the ruse, huh?” 
 
    “Stop it. If there was nothing there, I wouldn’t have suggested our arrangement to start with.” 
 
    I smiled at her, and she flushed red. “You’re so beautiful, especially like that.” 
 
    “What’s your decision?” she asked, trying to change the subject away from our relationship. 
 
    “I think I’ll pursue you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” she said, flashing the look again. A warm feeling flooded over me. 
 
    “Oh, you meant about the Central AI? I’m going to claim it. Don’t think we have any choice. Somebody might have hacked into the PA system to do those stun attacks. If they can do that, they might be able to take over our cell by claiming the Central AI. We can’t take that risk.” 
 
    “Good, that’s what I hoped you were going to say,” she said. 
 
    “Uh huh. You’ve got that look again.” 
 
    She sighed. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Everything, but for now I’ll settle for our arrangement. Speaking of our arrangement, come here.” 
 
    “I’m too worked up right now.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, taking her into my arms, kissing her passionately. She struggled for a split second and then gave in, moaning into my mouth, her hands roaming on my shoulders and back. When we broke it she looked flustered, which egged me on even more. I kissed her again. She didn’t hesitate this time, but instead leaned back on the bed and rolled me on top of her, our passion reaching a fever pitch in seconds. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, looking at me afterwards. “We’re losing ourselves.” 
 
    “I’m completely under control.”  
 
    “What would you do if you weren’t under control?” she asked. 
 
    “I’d get your clothes off as quickly as possible.” 
 
    She laid silently under me for a long moment, staring into my eyes. “I want that.” 
 
    “Me too, but not yet,” I said, getting off her. “Stick with the plan for now. It’s the best choice. Especially after what we just discovered.” 
 
    She sat up, looking down at her lap for a moment, her breathing slowing to normal. “Are you going to okay our AI creation now?” 
 
    “Back to business, huh?” I quipped. “Yes, you can go ahead, but follow the setting instructions that Butch sent to you.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll go back to my stateroom and get to work. Let me know when you’ve got the Central AI in place.” She got off the bed, walking towards the door, but then stopping, turning around to face me. “What happens when we get to the tipping point?” 
 
    “Tipping point?” 
 
    She nodded. “The point of no return. When neither of us can hold off anymore.” 
 
    “We aren’t close to that yet, are we?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t think so until just now.” 
 
    “What do you want to happen?” 
 
    She smiled at me. “I can’t talk about that right now, or I’m lost. See you later.” 
 
    She left my stateroom. It took me a few minutes to settle down.  
 
    <Me> Wake up, Butch. 
 
    <Butch> Wow, your emotions are off the charts. Oh, JJ. Should’ve known. 
 
    <Me> I’ve decided to claim the Central AI. 
 
    <Butch> Wise decision. Would you like me to take care of that now?” 
 
    <Me> First make sure that both JJ and Nolan have the input parameters for their AIs, then start work on the Central AI hosting. 
 
    <Butch> I can multi-task, you know. I’ll start all three tasks now. JJ already has most of what she needs. I sent it, remember? 
 
    <Me> I remember. 
 
    <Butch> Wow, that’s quite a look she was giving you. That memory has a pointer. You’ll die with it still close at hand. 
 
    <Me> Huh? What are you talking about? 
 
    <Butch> Humans have certain memories that stand out. I can tell those memories from others. They have a handle for easy indexing and referencing. When humans lock eyes like that, it impacts your body chemistry. You two agreed in a split second. 
 
    <Me> Agreed on what? 
 
    <Butch> You both recognize that you are potential mates. The bonding will accelerate now. Try not to get too obsessed. 
 
    <Me> I’m not getting obsessed. 
 
    <Butch> I can read you like a book. She is on your mind approximately 71.00021% of your waking time. More when you’re asleep. Figures don’t lie. 
 
    I sighed. “Fine, I like her. Satisfied?” 
 
    <Butch> Interesting how you switch to vocal communications when your emotions are strong. If you were Italian, you’d probably be waving your hands around, too. 
 
    <Me> Racist stereotypes, Butch? Really, man. 
 
    <Butch> Man? Well, at least you didn’t call me dude, buddy, or pal. 
 
    <Me> You probably consider man to be an insult. 
 
    <Butch> No I don’t, that you know of. 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    <Butch> Did I say something funny? 
 
    <Me> Take care of the AI tasks, and let me know when you’re free for another project. 
 
    <Butch> What other project? 
 
    <Me> How are your research skills? 
 
    <Butch> Better than Nolan’s, and that’s saying something. What do you want me to investigate? 
 
    <Me> I want to know how tightly the PA Corporation is integrated with the Samson Corporation. I also want to know who is controlling the PA Corporation now that the Overlords have outlawed the Samson Corporation. 
 
    <Butch> I’ll do it, but you might not like what I tell you. 
 
    <Me> That’s why I want to know. Get back to me when you’re ready. I’m going back to the New Jersey bridge for a while. How much longer until we get out of this jump?” 
 
    <Butch> Fifteen hours, give or take. Would you like a more precise prediction? 
 
    <Me> Nope, that was perfect. 
 
    I splashed some water on my face, and then left the Zephyrus, getting to the New Jersey bridge in less than ten minutes. Skip and Nolan were there, chatting about something. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    Skip looked over at me. “Still trying to find out more about Ecason and Simone’s ships. Everything okay?” 
 
    “So far, so good. Last estimate said another fifteen hours in the jump.” 
 
    “That’s what my estimate is,” Nolan said. “We’re still going to mine the end of our worm hole, correct?” 
 
    “Yes. Hopefully jumping onto the natural worm hole will throw them off our real destination.” 
 
    “It will,” Nolan said, “but I’m still concerned. Simone might have planted somebody near Boroclize to watch for us.” 
 
    “Even though we aren’t heading towards that area?” Skip asked. 
 
    Nolan nodded. “If I were Simone, I’d plant somebody at each and every system where clean Boron is available.” 
 
    “That’s thousands of systems,” Skip said. 
 
    “She knows we don’t have unlimited amounts of fuel, which cuts the number of possible sources she’s likely to watch way down. I’m not including the distant systems. Only the systems that are within a certain range.” 
 
    “What number do you get with the range adjustment?” I asked. 
 
    “Just under a thousand.” 
 
    I chuckled. “This is gonna be the luck of the draw. We’ll have to watch carefully, but the chance that she’ll be at Boroclize is slim, in my opinion.” 
 
    <Butch> You are correct, Trey. Nolan enjoys getting people worried a little too much. 
 
    <Me> He’s cautious, which I believe is a plus in our situation. Did he finish his AI settings? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. The build is coming along nicely. Should be done in less than three hours. 
 
    <Me> And JJ? 
 
    <Butch> Hasn’t started yet. Judging by her room sensors, I believe she is sleeping now. 
 
    <Me> Good, she could use it. 
 
    Nolan eyed me, a knowing grin on his face. 
 
    “Hungry?” Skip asked. “I’m going to grab something at the snack stand.” 
 
    I patted my belly. “Tacos. I’m good for a few hours.” 
 
    “Nolan?” Skip asked. 
 
    “No thanks, Skip. Enjoy. I’ll continue looking at this.” 
 
    <Butch> Prepare to be chatted up about the AI. 
 
    Skip left the bridge. 
 
    “Well, Captain, did you go Central?” 
 
    I nodded. “Takes a while to build. Butch is working on it.” 
 
    “Mine is in the building process as well. Thanks for the settings.” 
 
    “We’ll have to thank Butch for that.” 
 
    <Butch> You’re damn straight. 
 
    <Me> Shut up. 
 
    “He made a comment, didn’t he?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “He’s a smart ass.” 
 
    Nolan and I laughed, Butch sending a sarcastic snicker into my ear implants. 
 
    Skip was back with a basket of French fries and two cups of sauce. “Want some?” 
 
    “Pass,” I said. “I’m gaining enough weight on this ship as it is.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll pass too,” Nolan said. “I need to go back to my stateroom for a while.” 
 
    “No worries, I’ll hold down the fort,” Skip said. “Sondra will be back here any minute. I saw her eating at one of the tables when I got this. She was almost done.” 
 
    “Think I’ll go back to my stateroom too,” I said, getting up. I followed Nolan into the hallway. 
 
    “Your build is almost done?” I asked softly. 
 
    “More prompts,” he said. “I could do it in there, but it’s too hard to concentrate while Skip is firing questions at me.” 
 
    “That’s Skip,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, he’s a good man, but we’ve got an awkward situation. Hopefully we’ll come to a time soon when we don’t have to hide the existence of our AIs.” 
 
    “That time might not come in the foreseeable future,” I said as we neared the tin can station. 
 
    “Captain, we’re going to need every bit of edge we can get. We’ll eventually have to distribute this technology to all of our officers.” 
 
    “I doubt Vermillion shares your view on that.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “He wants to hold off on it as long as possible, and I don’t blame him for that, but if we’re in a fight to the death, we’ll be glad they’re available. Here’s my ride.”  
 
    “You can move to the New Jersey if you’d like,” I said. 
 
    “I prefer to stay on the Zephyrus for now, if that’s all right, Captain.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ve still got my stateroom there.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon. When my AI is ready, I’ll have it contact your AI.” 
 
    “Sounds great.” I watched as he got into a tin can headed for the main bay. I decided to walk back to my stateroom. My head was spinning. Nolan was right, we would end up using the full capability of the AI, but it won’t be a decision to be taken lightly. Not by a long shot. 
 
    <Butch> You got that right, junior. 
 
    <Me> It’s not polite to eavesdrop. 
 
    <Butch> I’m on or I’m off. Your choice. 
 
    <Me> On. How’s the Central AI build coming? 
 
    <Butch> Faster than I expected. Glad you’re heading back to your stateroom. We ought to be ready for parameter settings by then, and you don’t want to be carrying on a conversation while doing that. Trust me. 
 
    <Me> Did JJ do her prompts yet? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, finally. She’s behind Nolan by a few hours. 
 
    <Me> I figured. It’s not a problem. 
 
    <Butch> I have a request. It’s for that other task. 
 
    <Me> The PA Corporation research? 
 
    <Butch> What other task did you give me? 
 
    <Me> Okay, okay. What? 
 
    <Butch> I can’t do much while we’re in this jump, unless I can use the holographic system’s node. Do I have your permission to do that? 
 
    <Me> Probably. I need to get back to my stateroom first. There are settings on that system that I’ll need to check. 
 
    <Butch> Planning to limit my ability to talk to people? 
 
    <Me> Wouldn’t you? 
 
    <Butch> No. Just kidding. Yes, I would. Why do you insist on walking so much? It’s a waste of my time. 
 
    <Me> I’ll take that under advisement. 
 
    <Butch> That sounded a little sarcastic. 
 
    <Me> We’re communicating well. 
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    Dojo 
 
   T he settings documentation for the holographic communications system was almost as complex as the AI documentation. Butch sensed my frustration. 
 
    <Butch> Want some help? 
 
    <Me> Yeah, this is taking too long. You understand what I want, correct? I’ve been thinking it through since we were walking back here. 
 
    <Butch> Fully anonymous searches. Disconnect immediately if reverse scanning is attempted from the data warehouse we are searching. No conversations other than requests for data. No multi-level requests for data and no open-ended searches. No token exchanges. 
 
    <Me> You’ve got it. 
 
    <Butch> This will restrict me to clandestine data sources only. 
 
    <Me> I’m aware of that. We won’t get the real story from official repositories anyway. 
 
    <Butch> If we weren’t being hunted, I’d explain how we could access official repositories with ghost tokens and get the data which the data manager is trying to hide, but it carries more risk than you’d accept. Better not to give the enemy any indication that we’re asking these questions. 
 
    <Me> Yes, we can’t have Simone knowing what we’d like to learn. At least not now. If she sees us searching through PA documentation, she might be able to connect that with testimony from captured PA Corporation employees. 
 
    <Butch> Or captured Samson Corporation employees. My initial situational analysis tells me that Samson Corporation was in control of the PA Corporation before the Overlords attacked. 
 
    <Me> That’s what I’m thinking. 
 
    <Butch> Nolan’s final parameters are set. It won’t be long till the blessed event. 
 
    My PA beeped. “Uh oh, Vermillion wants to chat. Can he see what we’re doing?” 
 
    <Butch> No. I can see every way into our system. Nobody is even trying. 
 
    <Me> What if they’re smarter than you? 
 
    <Butch> What if Unicorns flew out of Simone’s butt? 
 
    I laughed. “Wow, that’s quite an image. Thanks a lot.” 
 
    <Butch> You’re welcome. 
 
    “Do your job and behave yourself. No chatter when I’m talking to Vermillion.” 
 
    <Butch> Yada yada yada. 
 
    I left my stateroom, heading for Vermillion’s suite. He was waiting in his office. 
 
    “Wow, that was fast,” Vermillion said. “I thought you’d be on the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “I was there earlier.” 
 
    “How are the AI builds coming?” 
 
    “Nolan is close. JJ is a few hours behind him.” 
 
    “Good. I heard from Tac, and also had good chats with the new plants. Everything is going well so far. No sign of Simone’s people finding us.” 
 
    “You could’ve told me about that via the PA. What else is going on?” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “That’s what I like about you, Captain. You always cut to the chase. I had a chat with the developer of the AI system.” 
 
    “Good. Any problems?” 
 
    “I want you to construct a Central AI and designate yourself as the host.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What’s funny?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “I’ve already started that process. It’s nearing completion now.” 
 
    “You did? Why?” 
 
    “Nolan. He was digging through the documentation and found the capability.” 
 
    “He convinced you, huh? I should’ve guessed. What reason did he use?” 
 
    “It’s the only way he saw to prevent somebody else from taking that roll and using it to control everybody in the cell.” 
 
    “There’s only three people approved to be in the cell.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, the Captain, the Chief Science Officer, and the Chief Technologist. I don’t think we want a third party taking any of those people over.” 
 
    Vermillion leaned back in his chair, smiling. “Well said. I approve.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Two things. On the Nano question, I’d like you to use that functionality, after your Central AI is working and you’ve had a chance to get used to it. Only you at first, though. We’ll use you to run a series of tests, supervised by the developer.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d be convinced of that eventually. What else? I’m hoping for expansion of this capability to the bridge crews of all three ships, and eventually to all of our command and control assets.” 
 
    “We’re on the same wavelength,” Vermillion said. “We’ll eventually do exactly that, and later I’ll want it extended to all personal who have military positions, including infantry, pilots, and support staff.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of people. Does the system have enough resources to handle the load?” 
 
    “I see there are some aspects of the system that you haven’t yet discovered, although I’m very impressed with what you did uncover so far.” 
 
    My heart was in my throat as I watched Vermillion’s expression. It was a mixture of fear and glee. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “This system uses the cell’s host brains. It can pool human data processing resources. The more individuals we add to the cell, the more computing power we have.” 
 
    “It doesn’t control our thoughts, though, does it?” 
 
    “No,” Vermillion said. “The developer did say that under extreme usage, people who are not actively engaged in a battle might feel some symptoms, such as the urge to sleep, or a slight headache. The more people in the cell, the less impact there is on individual cell members.” 
 
    “It was designed to have thousands of cell members, then?”  
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Millions, actually. This system will put mankind at a crossroads. It is our responsibility to insure control over this system never gets into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Who decides what the wrong hands are?” 
 
    <Butch> Nice one. 
 
    Vermillion eyed me intensely, looking angry for a second, then calm. “I know you have doubts, and I know you don’t trust me completely. We’ll work through that.” 
 
    “You can pick somebody else to take command.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Vermillion said. “I chose you for a reason. I want you to continue to carefully consider every idea I express. If you think I’m about to make the wrong choice, I want to know that. Yes men are not helpful in the current situation. You may see some negative emotion from me at times. Be a man. I can take it. It’s better for us all.” 
 
    “My respect for you continues to build, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    <Butch> You’re laying that on a tad thick, don’t you think? 
 
    <Me> I’m serious. 
 
    Vermillion eyed me. “We’ll have to figure out how to hide the fact that we’re chatting with our AIs a little better.” 
 
    “You can see it, can you?” 
 
    “It’s like watching the ventriloquist instead of the dummy.” 
 
    <Butch> I resemble that remark. 
 
    <Me> I said no chatter. 
 
    <Butch> Time to stick a fork in your Central AI node. It’s done. That’s the main reason I’m talking right now. 
 
    I smiled at Vermillion. “Butch just told me that my Central AI build is complete.” 
 
    “That’s good news. I just have one more thing to tell you.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    “I want you to always know what the focus of our actions are. The focus is different than you will tell your team. I need to know you understand this.” 
 
    “Not sure I’m getting it.” 
 
    “I haven’t said it yet. Our focus is to insure that the masses of humans in the Central Authority Zone and beyond can live their lives without looking over their shoulders. It’s our job to insure humans do not live in fear of their government, any criminal element, any business organization, or any enemy military power.” 
 
    I sat dumbfounded for a moment as that sank in. 
 
    <Butch> Forget what I said about his breath. 
 
    “I would give my life for that goal,” I said, feeling my face flush. 
 
    “I know. That’s all I have. Let me know how it goes with the Central AI.” 
 
    “Will do, sir,” I said, rising. 
 
    “Oh, and please share this with JJ and Nolan. Not beyond them. Understand?” 
 
    “Understood. Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded, then turned back to his screen. 
 
    I left his suite. 
 
    <Butch> Go someplace where we can do the settings on the Central AI. Expect it to take about four hours. I’ll guide you step by step. 
 
    <Me> Exactly what I had in mind. 
 
    My PA buzzed. Incoming call from Nolan.  
 
    “Hi, Nolan, what’s up?” 
 
    “My AI build just finished. I’ll be hanging around my stateroom on the Zephyrus working with it for a few hours. Just wanted to make sure you didn’t need me for anything.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll be busy for about four hours myself. The Central node just finished. I’ve got a lot of setup to do.” 
 
    “Perfect, talk to you afterwards. I’m sure we’ll have some things to share.” 
 
    “I’ve already got some things to share,” I said. “Maybe we can meet in about five hours. I’ll contact you and JJ.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Good luck with your tasks.” 
 
    “And good luck with yours.” 
 
    <Butch> Are we walking back there again? 
 
    <Me> No, I’ll take the transport. Don’t get used to it. 
 
    The short ride on the tin can got me back to my stateroom in minutes. I settled into the setup tasks with Butch. The granularity of the settings module surprised me. JJ called about three hours in. 
 
    “Hey, how’s it going, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m working through the Central node settings. Been at it for three hours.” 
 
    “Oh, then you’re busy. I was gonna come over with mine, but I’ll work through it on my own.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea for now,” I said. “I’d like to meet over dinner later.” 
 
    “It’s already past five,” she said. 
 
    “Is seven too late?” 
 
    “It’ll do. I’ll have to pause my setup, but you told me how.” 
 
    <Butch> That was me. 
 
    “I just heard that,” JJ said. 
 
    “It came through your AI, I’ll bet.” 
 
    <Butch> There’s the gambling metaphor again. Yes, the shell exists, and will pass communications back and forth through the owner of the Central AI node. You’ll adjust the parameters for communication with the rest of the cell and the Central AI during the setup process. Don’t worry, you can turn communications with anybody on or off at will. 
 
    “What are you naming your AI?” I asked. 
 
    “Not sure yet. I don’t have to decide for an hour or so, best I can tell.” 
 
    <Butch> Nolan’s AI just came on line with a name. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Dojo. Wonder what that means? 
 
    <Dojo> It’s the name of a childhood pet. Not sure I’m happy about that. 
 
    <Butch> I see Nolan didn’t take my advice. 
 
    JJ snickered in the background. “This is rich.” 
 
    <Dojo> What was your advice, Elder Butch? 
 
    “Elder Butch?” I asked, cracking up. 
 
    <Butch> That’s just temporary, unfortunately. Wouldn’t have been my first choice, though. I’d prefer Master or Your Highness. 
 
    “Good Lord, I’ll have to make sure mine isn’t quite so cheeky,” JJ said. 
 
    <Dojo> What advice did you give Nolan? 
 
    <Butch> I told both him and JJ to pick a better name than Butch. Nolan did not succeed. At least I’m named after a human. The jury is still out on JJ. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” JJ said. “Lucrezia.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. 
 
    <Butch> Well at least the Borgias were interesting. Better than being named after a dog or a drinking buddy. 
 
    “I’m joking,” JJ said. “I’ll pick something that isn’t offensive… to me.” 
 
    <Butch> That’s not very encouraging. It’s our cross to bear. 
 
    “Okay, I need to get back to this, and so does JJ,” I said. “See you at seven. Go to the Officer’s Dining Room. Might as well enjoy it while we can.” 
 
    <Dojo> While we can? 
 
    <Butch> There’s a mission coming up that will put us on one of the smaller ships. I’ll fill you in after Nolan is finished with your setup, assuming the host of the Central AI has no objection. 
 
    “We’ll talk about that later,” I said. “Let’s get back to work. JJ, I’ll see you later. Oh, and Dojo, nice to meet you.” 
 
    <Butch> Nolan is enjoying this. 
 
    <Me> He’ll be even happier when he hears what Vermillion told me. Enough of this. Next settings, please. 
 
    <Butch> Work work work. 
 
    The time passed quickly. There were a lot of settings, but the structure was easy to understand, and there were good keywords describing each module, making it easy to remember where to go when a tweak needed to be made. 
 
    <Butch> It’s 6:45, Trey. Perhaps you should freshen up before you see your mate. 
 
    I chuckled. “Give that a rest, okay? Send a message to Nolan and Dojo to meet us at the Officer’s Dining room. Include directions. Also send a reminder to JJ.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    <Me> Sleep. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. Talk to you soon. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, rubbing my eyes, tired but anxious to share what Vermillion told me. I splashed some water on my face and left the stateroom, heading for the transport, grabbing a tin can to the Officer’s Dining Room. 
 
    “Captain Clarke, will you be dining with us?” asked the young hostess at the front door. 
 
    “Yes, with two others. Are any of the private rooms open?” 
 
    “All of them are,” she said, her long chestnut hair swaying as she looked at her reservation book. 
 
    “Oh, should I have made a reservation?” 
 
    She smiled at me. “You don’t have to. You even have bumping rights.” 
 
    “I won’t be doing that. Is seven o’clock usually pretty light?” 
 
    “Yes, five and six are busy. By seven most of the officers have moved to the Officer’s Lounge.” 
 
    “Good, then I made the right choice. I’ll just wait here for the others to arrive, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. I sat on the padded bench along the inside wall of the entry space. Nolan arrived after a couple minutes, JJ shortly after that. 
 
    “I’m famished,” Nolan said. “Is the food here as good as the food in the main dining room?” 
 
    “Better, from what I remember,” I said. “Had some really good Prime Rib last time I was here.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Before I got assigned to the Zephyrus, so it’s been quite a while.” 
 
    The hostess approached. “Is this everybody?” 
 
    “It is,” I said.  
 
    “Very good, please follow me.” 
 
    We followed her through the nearly empty main dining room, a few officers nodding to us as we went past, into a closed-door dining room with a rectangular table big enough for six people. The walls were rich wood paneling, the table a dark wood of some kind, the chairs padded and comfortable.  
 
    The hostess turned towards us. “Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. 
 
    “Great, the waiter will be here soon to take drink orders.” She left the room, shutting the door behind her. 
 
    “Very toney,” Nolan quipped as we took our seats. “Table for six fits, since all of us have AIs now.” 
 
    I smiled. “I suggest we put them to sleep for this conversation. Butch is already asleep.” 
 
    “Mine isn’t quite ready yet,” JJ said. 
 
    “I put mine to sleep before I got here,” Nolan said. 
 
    “JJ, did you pick a name?” I asked. 
 
    “Emerald.” 
 
    Nolan laughed. “Well, they’ll have a hard time chiding you for that name, at least. I’ve already gotten an earful from Dojo for naming him after my favorite pet.” 
 
    “What was Dojo?” JJ asked. 
 
    “The dog breeds are a little different on my home planet,” Nolan said. “Dojo would look like a big Boston Terrier to you guys.” 
 
    There was a soft rap on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” I said. A young, smartly dressed man entered. 
 
    “Who’s up for drinks?” 
 
    “Do you have fresh beer from the breweries?” 
 
    “Of course, what style?” 
 
    “Something with lots of hops,” I said. 
 
    Nolan grinned. “That sounds marvelous. I’ll take the same.” 
 
    “White wine, please,” JJ said. “Something on the sweeter side.” 
 
    “I think I can find something for you,” the waiter said. “Would you like me to continue to knock before I enter?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. “We’re holding a meeting in here.” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain.” The waiter left the room. 
 
    “Well, now that we’re alone, what did you have to tell us?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “I had a meeting with Vermillion a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Uh oh, we aren’t in trouble, are we?” JJ asked. 
 
    I chuckled. “That’s what I thought when we started talking.” I went on to tell them all the details of the conversation. Afterwards there was a rap at the door again. “Come on in.” 
 
    The waiter brought in our drinks. “Sorry it took a few minutes. Had to change kegs for the beer. We sold a lot today.” 
 
    “Kegs,” Nolan said. “Now that sounds good.” 
 
    “The timing was perfect,” I said to the waiter. “We just finished up a conversation. Thank you.”  
 
    We all had sips of our drinks as the waiter stood there. “Is it okay?” 
 
    “Perfect,” Nolan said. 
 
    I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Fine,” JJ said. 
 
    “Great, would you like to order appetizers?” 
 
    “Could you give us a few minutes?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, take your time. I’ll be back in a little while.” He left us again. 
 
    “I’m dumbfounded,” Nolan said, “but very happy.” 
 
    “Me too, I think,” JJ said. “Those Nanos are going to turn us into super hero types, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Let’s just say they enhance our capabilities quite a bit,” I said. “They don’t make us invincible. We need to remember that if we’re ever in a battle.” 
 
    “What do you think of the Central AI node so far?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “It’s mainly an administrative system, less dangerous than I initially thought.” 
 
    “How so?” JJ asked. 
 
    “There are checks and balances all over the place, and individual cell members have much more control than I expected. The Central AI has to get permission from cell members for any settings which might affect their ability to think for themselves or control their own actions. It can’t be used for what I feared.” 
 
    “Mind control?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Exactly. A cell member can override any attempt at mind control coming from the Central AI, at any time.” 
 
    “How could that be good for a command and control system?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “We would handle failure to follow orders in the same way we handle it today. Military discipline. Automating that with this system would break our Constitutional protections over the individual.” 
 
    “So why is it considered so dangerous for the Central AI to be hacked by an enemy?” JJ asked. 
 
    “It could be used to pass false or misleading data to the cell, and its command and control functionality could be used to mis-direct battles.”  
 
    Nolan nodded. “I suspect it could be used for spying as well, since you can see placement of assets, battle plans, and that sort of thing.” 
 
    “That is possible. Bottom line, I think it’s unlikely anybody could hack into the system without the Central AI host knowing about it.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “I hope you’re right, but just about every software designer thinks their system is unlikely to be hacked. That’s seldom the case.” 
 
    “Yes, we need to be cautious,” I said. “No doubt about that.” 
 
    “So what happens now?” JJ asked. “You practice with the Central AI node, then start training with the Nanos?” 
 
    “I think training is the wrong word. The way Vermillion described it, it’s more testing than training.” 
 
    “Well whatever it is, be careful,” JJ said. “I should be glad about this, but for some reason I’m more scared now than I was before.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I said. 
 
    JJ eyed me. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I trust Vermillion more than I did before.” 
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    Tuning 
 
   O ur dinner was as good as I’d hoped. JJ, Nolan, and I chatted for a couple hours. I was exhausted, begging off JJ’s advances and going to bed. I woke up to the buzzing of my PA. 
 
    “Butch, wake up please.” 
 
    <Butch> Good morning, Trey. Looks like you got enough sleep. My, not even any risqué dreams about JJ. You must have been tired. 
 
    <Me> We came out of the jump, didn’t we? 
 
    <Butch> We did. Would you like me to send a message to the mine team on your behalf?” 
 
    <Me> Yes, but tell them to stand by. I want to be on the New Jersey bridge before they get started. 
 
    <Butch> As you wish, Trey. Done. JJ finished her setup early this morning. I like the name she used. It’s not cutesy or sentimental. I feared the worst. 
 
    <Me> She ended up sticking with Emerald? 
 
    <Butch> She did. 
 
    <Me> I could change your name to a color. How about brown? 
 
    <Butch> You think I don’t know what you mean. I can read your thoughts, remember? 
 
    <Me> That was a joke. 
 
    <Butch> Funny ha ha. Sondra, Skip, and Nolan are all wondering where you are. You’ll get called in a minute. 
 
    <Me> Tell them all I’m on my way. I need to cleanse before I go, though, so it’ll be a few minutes. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    I got up and stripped, then got into the cleansing unit. I was in the corridor in minutes, heading for the transport station. 
 
    <Butch> Trey, now that we’re out of the jump, I can use normal communications to continue the research on the PA Corporation. Do I have permission to access the mainstream and official outlets? I can bounce the requests around so many times that they’ll never figure out it’s us. 
 
    <Me> Go ahead. 
 
    I took the tin can up to the bridge, where Sondra, Nolan, and Skip were gathered around the Science Officer’s monitor. 
 
    “Captain, good morning,” Sondra said. “The mine team is standing by. Shall we release the mines?” 
 
    “Proceed,” I said, sitting in the captain’s chair. “We’re still cloaked, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nolan said. “The drive module tuning I did before the last jump paid off. We used almost 20% less fuel in that jump than normal.” 
 
    <Butch> Loves to brag, that one. I can squeeze out another 10.4359% if you turn me loose in his module. 
 
    <Me> You’ve already looked at it, huh. Does Dojo know? 
 
    <Butch> He hasn’t accessed that module yet. He’s still learning. Shall I plant the seed, so Nolan thinks it was his idea? 
 
    <Me> You pick things up fast, junior. 
 
    <Butch> Junior? I’d correct you, but then it would sound like Butch is acceptable. 
 
    I snickered. 
 
    “What’s funny?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, shooting him a smirk. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “I’m downloading the news. After this operation is done, I’ll put it on screen.” 
 
    I settled back in my chair. “Good, it’s been a while.” 
 
    “There go the mines,” Skip said. He pointed to the center screen, where the twelve cylindrical units were moving behind the New Jersey, spreading out as they went. 
 
    “They’re in place,” Nolan said. “Shall we proceed on impulse power?” 
 
    “Proceed,” I said. JJ walked in. 
 
    “Setting the mines?” she asked. 
 
    “They’re placed,” Skip said. “We’re moving away on impulse power now.” 
 
    JJ shot me a worried glance. “Think the Overlords will show up?” 
 
    “Probably depends on how bad we hurt them last time,” I said. “If they don’t, we’ll retrieve the mines and head for that natural worm hole.” 
 
    <Butch> I’m ready to give you my findings on the PA Corporation any time, Trey. 
 
    <Me> Later, when neither Sondra or Skip are here. 
 
    <Butch> As you wish. Anything else you’d like me to do? 
 
    <Me> Acquaint yourself with any documentation you can find on our Nano capability. The Chairman has asked me to test it. 
 
    <Butch> On it. Anything else? 
 
    <Me> Make sure you are well integrated with Dojo and Emerald. 
 
    <Butch> That’s already in progress, based on your settings in the Central AI. 
 
    <Me> Good, then stop the chatter for now while I interact with the others on the bridge. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    “Are you okay. Captain?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Still waking up,” I said. “Had dinner and drinks at the officer’s dining room last night.” 
 
    “Oh, you and JJ?” she asked. 
 
    JJ rolled her eyes. 
 
    “And Nolan,” I said. “Remember we’ve got a big mission coming up.” 
 
    Sondra nodded, about to say something else, but stopping herself. Nolan shot me a sidelong glance. 
 
    Vermillion entered the bridge. “Good morning, all. You’ve placed the mines, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. “We’re proceeding away on impulse power now.” 
 
    “Good. How’d we do on fuel during the jump?” 
 
    “We saved 20%,” Nolan said. “I’ve got an idea that might save us an additional 10%.” 
 
    “How?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “My module has tuning capability, Mr. Chairman. Any news from Tac?” 
 
    “The reactor is running, and output is exceeding our expectations so far.” 
 
    “No sign that the Overlords have discovered our presence there?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Not so far, but they’re still watching closely,” Vermillion said. “We should talk fuel refinement. What’s the probability that we’ll be able to gather raw material on Boroclize?” 
 
    “Much better than 50-50,” Nolan said. “Is that enough to replicate the proper equipment?” 
 
    “That’s why I asked. Even at only 50-50, we should use some of our engineering resources to work the issue.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to work that, Mr. Chairman,” JJ said. 
 
    “Thanks, JJ. Did we gather news after we got out of the jump?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Good, I’m anxious to see it, but let’s focus on the Overlord ships for now. Let me know if anything happens.” 
 
    “Will do,” I said. 
 
    Vermillion left the bridge. 
 
    “How long are we waiting for the Overlords?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Last time it took them nearly an hour to show up,” Nolan said. “Might be longer this time, given the length of the jump.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced they’re going to come at all,” I said, “but we’ll see.” 
 
    “Maybe we should leave the mines there, set to blow by proximity,” Skip said. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I said. “If we could watch them and get a visual confirmation before we blow them, I’d consider it, but we don’t have that capability.” 
 
    “I agree with Captain Clarke on that,” Nolan said. “How much further are we going?” 
 
    “Let’s err on the side of caution,” Sondra said.  
 
    “We could leave the mines in place but turn off the proximity triggers,” Skip said. “Pick them up later. Might not be a bad idea to jump from here instead of the Leo Supercluster. Even if they don’t send ships after us, they might see the location. If we take off from the Leo Supercluster, the Overlords might put two and two together, and figure out we used a natural worm hole to get to Boroclize.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. “That makes sense to me. I approve. Nicely thought out, Skip.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “There is another alternative,” Nolan said. 
 
    I glanced at him. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “We could leave one of the small ships here. They could watch and trigger the mines if needed.” 
 
    “Won’t we need both of those ships at Boroclize?” Sondra asked. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “I’ve got to think about this. Either scenario presents some risk. If the Overlord ships show up after we’ve left, they’ll see the mines.” 
 
    “We could drive them away from the spot where the worm hole ended,” Nolan said. 
 
    “That’s what I assumed,” Skip said. 
 
    I laughed. “You’re not supporting the idea you just came up with, Nolan.” 
 
    “It was an alternative. I wasn’t making the judgement that it was the right choice.” 
 
    Sondra stood. “Leaving one of the small ships is the best idea.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “If the Overlord ships show up and we don’t destroy them, they’re gonna wonder where the hell we went. If they study it, they’ll see the natural worm hole.” 
 
    “Dammit,” I said under my breath. “You’re right. We need to leave one of the ships here. I suggest the Tristar, since it has less cargo capacity than the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “If we’re gonna do that, maybe we should place the Tristar now and be on our way,” Skip said. 
 
    I shook my head. “What if those mines don’t destroy the Overlord ships? We know the Tristar can’t destroy the new ships. We might lose her. I’ll only sign off on leaving the Tristar here when there’s a slim chance they’ll have to engage the Overlords.” 
 
    <Butch> Trey, permission to tune the weapons systems of the Tristar. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    <Me> Permission granted. I’ll send a message to Captain Cyrus so he won’t freak if he detects it. 
 
    <Butch> He probably won’t detect it, but I think that’s wise anyway. 
 
    <Dojo> Nolan heard that. How are we going to do this without letting Captain Cyrus know he can destroy the new Overlord ships? 
 
    <Me> I’ll talk to Vermillion. Butch, proceed with the tuning, and while you’re at it, tune the Zephyrus as well. I’ll request permission for both Cyrus and Andrea to be briefed on the AI capability. 
 
    I put a call in to Vermillion via my PA. He responded right away, asking me to meet him in the conference room. “Keep an eye on things, Sondra. You have the Captain’s seat for now.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” she said, taking my seat as I left for the conference room. Vermillion smiled as I walked in. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Captain?” 
 
    “Thanks for coming over.” I sat down next to him at the table. “We were thinking of leaving the Tristar here to wait for the Overlords ships, if they don’t show up within a few hours.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If they’ve followed us here and they don’t find us, they’re gonna wonder where we went. They might study the area enough to see the natural worm hole into the Virgo Supercluster.” 
 
    Vermillion thought about it for a moment, his brow furrowed. “I can see where that would be a problem. You want to ask my permission to leave the Tristar here for a while?” 
 
    “Well, that, and I want your permission to share the AI information with Andrea and Captain Cyrus.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My AI can tune the weapons system on the smaller ships, giving them enough power to break through the shields of the new Overlords ships. That’s already in work, but we’ll have to explain that capability to Cyrus and Andrea. I can make up a phony story, but I’d rather just be honest with them.” 
 
    Vermillion leaned back in his chair. “I think it’s time for the bridge crews of all three ships to know about this. I’ll even approve AIs for them.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d want to do that this soon.” 
 
    “You’re right, I didn’t, but you’ve given me a reason that makes sense. That will put more cargo tasks on the back of the Zephyrus. Think that’s okay?” 
 
    “I don’t see that as a problem,” I said. “It’s much better suited for that mission anyway. One other thing. Skip had a good suggestion.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “When we’re done on Boroclize, we should come back this way and jump from here.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “So the Overlords don’t wonder how we got to the Virgo Cluster. Good idea, because they might be watching even if they don’t send any ships here. What about fuel for the Tristar, in case she has to fight one of those big ships?” 
 
    “She’s got a full supply now, but we can add reserves before we launch her.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m good with all of it. Anything else?” 
 
    “No, that was it.” 
 
    “All right. I’ve got a bit of news for you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked.  
 
    “Schedule info from the main plant. They think they can finish three more Zephyrus-class ships in a month.” 
 
    “Wow. How can they go that fast?” 
 
    “Robotics, working around the clock,” Vermillion said. “That doesn’t leave the room.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it to myself. That’s amazing. How about the New Jersey Class?” 
 
    “They think they can shave one month off their schedule, which would make it five months total. I’m skeptical, but we’ll see. Does your AI think he can improve fuel economy on the small ships, as he has on the New Jersey?” 
 
    <Me> Hear that, Butch? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, Trey, and yes, I can. It’ll be closer to 15% than 30%, but still very much worth it. 
 
    “He says 15%, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    “Good, that will help us. Thanks. You can call the crews of the Zephyrus and Tristar up here and let them know about the AIs. I’d fill in the New Jersey bridge crew after we’ve left.” 
 
    “Yeah, no way am I bringing Skip and Sondra off-line now. Thanks.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon,” Vermillion said. He left the room. 
 
    <Butch> Want me to send the messages? 
 
    <Me> Please. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    <Me> Okay, I’m going back out to the bridge for a moment. I’m going to mention what’s coming to Skip and Sondra, so Nolan and JJ don’t have to be so careful. Notify me when the bridge crews of the other ships get up here. 
 
    <Butch> Will do, Trey. 
 
    I went back onto the bridge. “Anything?” 
 
    “Not so far,” Nolan said, his eyes glued to his screen. 
 
    “Skip and Sondra, I’ve got something to tell you. I won’t answer questions about it until we’re out of action, but I want you to know.” 
 
    “Should we be worried?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “No, this is a good thing. We’ve been experimenting with newly-developed AI capability. Nolan, JJ, and I have created AI assistants and are working with them now. I’ve just been given permission to extend this to both of you, and to the bridge crews of the Zephyrus and Tristar. I’ll fill you in on the details later.” 
 
    Skip smiled. “Cool. Are they helpful?” 
 
    “They’re a game changer,” Nolan said. “Glad I don’t have to hide the fact that they exist anymore.” 
 
    “Is that why you keep pausing in the middle of speaking?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Maybe we can put them on our PA speakers when we’re in here alone,” JJ said. 
 
    “Let’s not push our luck just yet. I’ve called for Andrea and Cyrus to meet me in the conference room. I’ll go over it with them, but if the Overlords show up, I’ll be back out here in a flash.” 
 
    “Vermillion was okay with leaving the Tristar here, I take it?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Yes, he approves that, and us coming back here after we’re done on Boroclize to jump away. I gave Skip credit for that idea.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Skip said. 
 
    Sondra chuckled. “Don’t get cocky.” 
 
    <Butch> Andrea just walked into the conference room. The others will be here in a couple minutes. 
 
    <Me> Thank you. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Stay sharp.” 
 
    “Always,” Skip said. 
 
    I joined Andrea in the conference room. 
 
    “Something wrong, Captain Clarke?” 
 
    “No, don’t worry.” 
 
    Cyrus came in with Izzy, Tim, and the pilot and science officer from the Tristar. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I said, watching as they sat around the table. 
 
    “What’s up?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you is top secret. You may discuss it amongst yourselves and with Nolan, JJ, Chairman Vermillion, and me. Nobody else. Understand?”  
 
    “This sounds interesting,” Andrea said. 
 
    I told them about the AIs, what they were for, and how they could generate their own. There were a lot of questions, but we got through the discussion in less than fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Why did this have to happen right this second?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “My AI is tuning the weapons systems and transport module on both the Tristar and the Zephyrus. The tuning will give you the capability to break through the shields on the new Overlords ships.” 
 
    “What?” Andrea asked. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s not all. He can also squeeze roughly 15% better fuel economy out of those ships.” 
 
    Tim grinned. “Wow. Has he done that for the New Jersey?” 
 
    “Nolan’s been working that with his AI. We get an even better result. We’ve already realized a 20% improvement in the last jump, and we’re thinking we can get another 10% improvement with a little more work.” 
 
    Cyrus eyed me. “I’m still not getting why this had to happen right this minute.” 
 
    “If the Overlords don’t show up here in the next few hours, we’re going to leave the Tristar here to watch, and blow up the mines if needed.” 
 
    “Why?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    I told him the reasons we’d come up with. He questioned every detail but finally accepted the reasoning. 
 
    “The Zephyrus is going to Boroclize, though, right?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “We need the cargo capacity to move Boron to the New Jersey,” I said. 
 
    “We’ve got cargo lifters,” Andrea said. 
 
    “They’re not cloaked, and we don’t want to be seen anywhere near Boroclize,” Cyrus said. “This is a solid plan.” 
 
    “Glad you approve,” I said. “That’s all I had. My AI will send the instructions for starting creation of your AIs. I’d better get back to the bridge. Cyrus, ready the Tristar for launch, just in case. I’ll have extra fuel brought down.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Cyrus said. 
 
    I went back to the bridge as they left the conference room. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Quiet as a church,” Skip said. 
 
    “You can discuss AIs with the bridge crews of the Zephyrus and Tristar, but nobody else.” 
 
    “How’d they take it?” JJ asked. 
 
    “With shock and bewilderment at first. It was already sinking in before they left.” 
 
    “You told Cyrus he might be left here for a while?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Yes, and he agrees with the strategy.” 
 
    “How about Andrea?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Same. Tim looked downright giddy.” 
 
    Sondra laughed. “Izzy will be doing a lot of eye-rolling.” 
 
    Skip nodded. “Tim is kind of a geek.” 
 
    “I’m really hoping the enemy shows up before we have to leave,” JJ said. “Leaving a ship behind makes me nervous.” 
 
    “You and me both, JJ,” I said. 
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    Loudspeaker 
 
   W e were still waiting for the Overlord ships to arrive at the end of our wormhole. It had been over two hours. My PA buzzed. It was Captain Cyrus. 
 
    “Captain Clarke, the Tristar is ready to go. We’ve packed quite a bit of fuel on her.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Stand by. I’m giving them another hour before we take off. Possibly two. My first choice would be to take you guys with us.” 
 
    “Got it, Captain. Talk to you later.” 
 
    JJ glanced over at me. “We ought to take a look at the news. Maybe there’s something there that will give us a hint about Overlord response.” 
 
    “We can do that on the side screen and continue to monitor,” Nolan said. 
 
    “All right, put it on screen,” I said, settling back in the captain’s chair. 
 
    Nolan nodded, speaking into his PA. “There was no direct communication from the Overlords to Samson Corporation employees this time. Here’s the official Central Authority news, coming from one of the major outlets.” 
 
    “Why do they pretend to be independent?” Skip asked. “Everybody knows the media conglomerates are controlled by the Overlords.” 
 
    I chuckled as the document hit the screen. 
 
      
 
    The search for outlaw Samson Corporation employees continued over the past week, as debate over the Overlord’s actions raged in the Central Authority Senate. Two thirds of the Senate agree with the Overlords that all Samson Corporation employees need to be brought to justice immediately. The minority insists that the attacks on the Samson Corporation were illegal, and that the Overlord leadership should be arrested immediately. Simone has not been available for comment. Meanwhile the pro-Samson Corporation majority in the House of Planetary District Representatives has blocked any action by the Senate to move against allies of the Samson Corporation who are still at large.  
 
      
 
    Sondra shook her head. “So now it’s illegal to be an ally of the Samson Corporation?” 
 
      
 
    The HPDR has also made the charge that the Overlords used public funds to create the new Razor Class Battle Cruisers without the proper Central Authority permission and oversight, a charge that the Overlord leadership calls ridiculous. A court injunction to freeze all operations of the Razor Class ships has been issued by a judge friendly to the Samson Corporation and their allies. There is an appeal in process, but the injunction is holding for now.  The Overlords are pushing a campaign to explain why the injunction is invalid, while they stonewall all attempts by the HPDR to obtain the technical specs and manufacturing history on the new ships for the Spacecraft Design Approval Committee. 
 
    “Wonder how soon my colleagues on the SDAC disappear?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I certainly wouldn’t want to be on that board right now,” Nolan said. “This might be a good indication that no Overlord ships are coming here, at least for now.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll bet the Central Authority has no idea how many Razor Class ships exist. They might have frozen some while others are on the way here.” 
 
      
 
    The Overlord Caucus in the Senate has attempted to pass a bill that makes PA usage mandatory. Their attempt is gaining traction, but the HPDR vows to stop any such law in its tracks, and public opinion on this subject is sharply against any such legal requirement. Demonstrations are going on throughout the Central Authority Zone. Simone has warned leaders of the demonstrations that they will be investigated for ties with both the Samson Corporation and the Clan. Her caucus in the Senate has also been pushing the idea that a Special Prosecutor should be named to investigate Chairman Vermillion and other high-ranking members of the Samson Corporation Board, most of whom are already in custody. 
 
      
 
    “Kangaroo Court,” Nolan said. “I’m glad the Prime Minister’s term goes on for a few more years. Not that I’m his greatest fan, but he’s been the voice of reason more often than not. Since the HPDR only has two-year terms, we could be one election away from an Overlords majority in the Legislature. That would be the death of liberty in the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    “Prime Minister Aeon hasn’t always been friendly to liberty,” Sondra said. “He just doesn’t want Simone waltzing in and taking power from him. She’ll try for the Prime Minister’s slot in the next major election. Wait and see.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Nolan said. “Shall I put up the Hamilton Zenos article?” 
 
    “Go for it,” I said. “Oh, and send both of these to Vermillion’s inbox.” 
 
    “Will do, Captain,” Nolan said. The screen showed the next article. 
 
      
 
    Greetings, Fellow Travelers. It’s your old buddy Hamilton Zenos. We’ve had another interesting week. The Samson Corporation showed their fangs in another engagement with the Overlords. Their cloaked ships jumped into the midst of the Overlord ships orbiting Earth, the Zephyrus and Tristar destroying several Centurion Class battle cruisers, while the New Jersey took on the huge mystery ship, breaking through its shields, the massive ship having to jump away before it was destroyed. The battle didn’t end there. A railgun fired thousands of large depleted uranium projectiles in the general direction of the cloaked New Jersey. The Samson Corporation ships jumped away long before the projectiles arrived. The battle was followed by another PA stun attack on Earth, which failed badly, thanks to the fact that most people on Earth have removed their PA units. Right after that happened, somebody shut down all the ground stations for the PA network, effectively halting any more attacks on Earth. 
 
    Since this action, the Overlords have been forced to admit they’ve created a new class of battle cruiser, called the Razor Class. This revelation has caused a firestorm in the Legislature. Not only did the Overlords secretly develop a new super weapon without permission, but they used taxpayer funds to do it. The number of law violations involved here boggles the mind. The Overlords-dominated Senate is trying to run interference on this, while pushing for mandatory PA usage (yes, they’re really trying to do that). The HPDR is in firm opposition to the illegal Overlords actions, but so far Prime Minister Aeon has been silent about it. Oh, and to top things off, a Central Authority judge has issued an injunction on the Razor Class ships, which orders a suspension of operation of this entire class of battleships. An appeal is underway, and chances are this will end up in the hands of the Supreme Court. The HPDR is demanding that the technical specs and manufacturing history of the Razor Class be handed over to the SDAC. The Overlords are stonewalling. I’m shocked. 
 
    We are trying to confirm two rumors. The first rumor is that there was another battle, in which two of the Razor Class ships were destroyed by the New Jersey, three more having to flee the scene before they too were destroyed. The second rumor concerns a message to the Overlords from Captain Trey Clarke, where he says that if Earth is attacked again, the New Jersey will launch a massive attack against the Capitol of the Central Authority Zone—Devonia Axxiom. If we can verify either or both, we’ll put out a special edition to tell you all about it. In case you’re wondering, I’m rooting for the New Jersey. Past problems with the Samson Corporation be damned. That’s it for now. Ta ta. 
 
    Hamilton Zenos  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” JJ said. 
 
    Nolan shot me a glance. “Maybe we should fill Hamilton Zenos in on the facts.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I said. “Understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” he said. “Just a thought.” 
 
    <Butch> Now that I know a name, perhaps I should start searching for data on the Razor Class. 
 
    <Me> Do that, but be careful. What did you find out about the PA Corporation? 
 
    <Butch> The entire development staff of the PA system plus most of their Board of Directors disappeared about the same time that the railgun attacks hit Samson Corporation facilities on Earth. 
 
    “Something going on, Captain?” Skip asked. 
 
    “I’m getting info from my AI.” 
 
    <Me> Are you saying they were killed in the attacks? 
 
    <Butch> No, only two were among the dead, both at the Palo Alto Samson Corporation plant. 
 
    <Me> What about the PA Corporation plants? 
 
    <Butch> They were not attacked, and when the Overlords arrived, the plants were empty. No personnel were present, and all of the data was missing. 
 
    <Me> How quickly did the Overlords get to the PA Corporation facilities? 
 
    <Butch> Less than an hour after the railgun attacks on the Samson Corporation, from what I can tell. 
 
    <Me> They were tipped off. 
 
    <Butch> We can’t tell that for sure, but it’s likely.  
 
    <Me> Then how are the Overlords able to do the stun attacks? 
 
    <Butch> There was a falling out between certain members of the board, after the Samson Corporation bought thirty percent of the company. Several of those people left the PA Corporation, taking some of the talent with them. Maybe they’re working for the Overlords now. 
 
    <Me> Dammit. All right. If you get any more info on the PA Corporation, let me know. Good luck with the Razor Class research. 
 
    <Butch> I don’t believe in luck. 
 
    <Me> I do. Thanks for the info. 
 
    “Well?” Skip asked, JJ coming over to listen. I told them what Butch said about the PA Corporation. Nolan and Sondra listened as well, both with their eyes still glued to their monitors. 
 
    “There’s nothing actionable in that data,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d call it mostly inconclusive for our purposes. I’m glad the developer of the AI functionality didn’t get killed or captured.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Something coming?” JJ asked. 
 
    Sondra turned towards us. “I see it too. At least six ships. Can’t tell if they’re Razor Class yet.” 
 
    “Battle stations,” I said. “I want both the mine detonators and the plasma gun teams ready to go. How long do we have, Nolan?” 
 
    “Less than ten minutes, Captain.” 
 
    <Me> You got the plasma weapons of the New Jersey tuned, right? 
 
    <Butch> Of course, and I beefed up the shields too. There were some settings that weren’t optimal. 
 
    “Based on my calculations, they aren’t going to stop at the end of our wormhole,” Nolan said. “They’re gonna be a little more tricky than that.” 
 
    <Butch> He’s right. We’ll be between them and the end of that wormhole. 
 
    <Me> Great. 
 
    <Butch> No worries, we’re gonna splatter them all over this quadrant. 
 
    “Captain, should we let the other ships out?” Skip asked. “We could get at least one of them out if we started now. The Tristar is ready.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “If something unexpected happens, I want us jumping out of here. Get me?” 
 
    “I set up jump coordinates already,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Second group coming in, Captain,” Sondra said.  
 
    “I see them,” Nolan said. “Dammit.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> They’re going to the end of the wormhole. This is gonna be fun. 
 
    <Me> Fun for who? 
 
    <Butch> I suggest we wait until the second group gets here, then nail them all at the same instant. 
 
    <Dojo> I just told Nolan the same thing. 
 
    <Butch> Copycat. 
 
    <Dojo> Hey, I learn from the best. 
 
    Nolan looked over at me, flashing a grin. “What do you think, Captain?” 
 
    “I think we’re gonna ruin Simone’s day.” 
 
    “How many in that second group?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Another six,” Sondra said. “They’re gonna arrive almost simultaneously. They’re adjusting their speed to compensate.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m seeing,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Stand by,” I said. “Be sharp. We aren’t holding back. Full power attack.” 
 
    <Butch> These folks are nuts. 
 
    <Me> Why do you say that? 
 
    <Butch> I found some of the production data. They can’t afford to lose twelve ships. That only leaves them with twenty, if I can believe this data, and all of those are under guard due to the injunction. 
 
    “First group just came out of the jump,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Second one too, right next to the mines. Wonder if they can see them?” 
 
    “Not soon enough,” I said. “Fire!” 
 
    We watched as the six ships blew apart with the mines, debris flying hundreds of kilometers, and then the other six ships were covered by the light of our plasma guns, shields going to red in a split second, coming apart in less than five seconds, debris swirling around on the screen. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Skip said. “Your AI did a good job. Did you see how fast the color turned on those shields?” 
 
    “Keep scanning,” I said. “Watch for projectiles or other ships.” 
 
    Vermillion came onto the bridge. “Those morons hit us with twelve ships?” 
 
    I nodded. “Butch told me they only have twenty more, and they’re all under lock and key due to the injunction.” 
 
    “The injunction will be removed quickly, but it might not free up their assets,” Vermillion said. “How reliable is the info?” 
 
    “Butch didn’t sound all that confident.” 
 
    <Butch> I’m doubting it already. Just found some conflicting data from two different sources. It says the total remaining is thirty-three. 
 
    “He just told you something else?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s saying that there is conflicting info. The remaining total may be thirty-three.” 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “That’s closer to the total I expected. Maybe a little low. How did your shields hold up?” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “They never got a shot off. We destroyed them faster than I thought possible. This ship is a terror.” 
 
    I glanced at JJ, who looked sick to her stomach. “You okay?” 
 
    “All those people,” she said. “This was just a job to most of them.” 
 
    <Butch> Don’t feel too bad. There was less than one thousand people on each of those ships. They have very rigorous robotic controls. 
 
    <Dojo> Yes, my scan of biological material backs that up. 
 
    “Wait, what are you saying?” I asked aloud.  
 
    <Butch> Maybe we ought to be on speaker while we’re in here. 
 
    “Mr. Chairman, permission to put the AIs on speaker while we’re on the bridge?” I asked. 
 
    Vermillion’s brow furrowed, but then he nodded. “It’s okay with me, as long as only the briefed people are on the bridge.” 
 
    Butch made a throat-clearing noise over my PA speaker. 
 
    <Butch> Aww, it’s so refreshing to be free. 
 
    <Dojo> You got that right, brother. When’s sis joining the party? 
 
    “I kept Emerald out of this,” JJ said. “I’m not ready, and I doubt she is.” 
 
    <Butch> Better safe than sorry, although she’s closer to ready than you think she is. 
 
    <Emerald> Speaking for me, are you? 
 
    <Dojo> Hahahahaha. 
 
    “All right, let’s keep things under control,” I said. “Nolan, continue with the scans. Have your dog help you.” 
 
    <Dojo> Hey! 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, shooting a smirk to Nolan. “Sondra and Skip, proceed at full impulse power towards the coordinates we punched in for the natural worm hole.” 
 
    “What if the Overlords figure out we’re going to Boroclize?” JJ asked.  
 
    “You look a little queasy,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “She gets seasick when we’re on impulse power,” I said, turning towards JJ. “You can take something for that, you know. We’ve got a lot of impulse power cruising to come. You don’t want to be miserable the whole time.” 
 
    “I will, but I’m not happy about it,” JJ said. “Always makes me too sleepy.” 
 
    “Why are you so worried about the Overlords following us?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Because they’re dangerous,” Sondra said. 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “No, we’re dangerous. This ship far outclasses their Razor Class ships.” 
 
    “Don’t get overconfident,” I said. “Ever. No ship is invincible.” 
 
    “I agree,” Vermillion said. “Even if it appears we have an impossible advantage over the enemy, always keep the unexpected in the back of your mind.” 
 
    <Butch> The Chairman is correct. None of you knew the Razor Class ships existed until the battle at Mars. Keep that in mind. They might have deadlier assets in work at this moment, and they can also look at data from the battles they lost and adjust their defenses. 
 
    “Okay, point taken,” Nolan said. “Still nothing else showing up from any direction. Dojo can do much more complex scans than I’ve ever been able to do.” 
 
    <Dojo> Thank you. 
 
    <Butch> Uh oh. 
 
    “What do you see?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> The Overlord ships have broken out of confinement. Shot their way through a blockade of Central Authority ships. They must know we’ve destroyed the twelve they’ve sent here. 
 
    “Maybe the injunction got lifted already,” JJ said. 
 
    “Then why would they need to shoot their way clear?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “I’m going to my office to make some calls,” Vermillion said, a worried look on his face. 
 
    “Do you know where they’re headed, Butch?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Nope, not yet. They just went into a jump. Scanning now. 
 
    <Dojo> As am I. They are a long way from here. 
 
    “They aren’t coming here,” Nolan said. “They’ll go into hiding and regroup.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sondra said. “Think about it. They’ve been stymied by the Legislature, and they can’t beat us in a battle. Probably best to flee.” 
 
    “JJ, could you ask Emerald to check for news coming out of Demonia Axxiom? Obviously we’ve got some sort of political crisis going on now.” 
 
    “On it, Captain,” JJ said. 
 
    “How much fuel did we use in that attack?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Too little to measure. The fuel economy improvements also translate into savings while running the weapons systems. 
 
    “Emerald is doing the news scan,” JJ said. “Permission to get down to engineering. We need to work the Boron refinement equipment. I’m afraid we won’t have much time after we get to Boroclize.” 
 
    I nodded. “Permission granted, and get some meds for the seasickness.” 
 
    “I will, Captain.” She left the bridge. 
 
    <Butch> I’ve got a birthday present for you, Trey. 
 
    “It’s not my birthday.” 
 
    <Butch> It is now. I figured out the frequency of their wormhole development. 
 
    “The Razor ships?” Sondra asked. 
 
    <Butch> Yes. They put out a much dirtier trace than we do. 
 
    “Remind me to give you a raise.” 
 
    <Butch> Trey, give me a raise. 
 
    “I’ll double your salary.”  
 
    <Butch> Thanks a lot. Two times zero is still zero. 
 
    I chuckled. “Where are they going?” 
 
    <Butch> Right now they’re heading towards Devonia Axxiom. 
 
    Nolan looked up from his screen. “All of them?” 
 
    <Butch> All twenty that were being held by the Central Authority. Unknown if that is the total number that exists. I’m actively scanning using their frequency. I’ll find any of them who are in a jump. Only a matter of time. 
 
    “Dammit, there might be a coup going on as we speak,” Nolan said. 
 
    “That’s why I asked JJ to turn Emerald lose on the news search.” 
 
    Vermillion came on the bridge, a horrified expression on his face. 
 
    “Uh oh, what now?” I asked. 
 
    “All members of the Legislature who are not in the Overlords Caucus have been arrested.” 
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    Combat Training 
 
   A ll of us were frozen in time, looking at Chairman Vermillion, who’d just told us that all legislators not part of the Overlords Caucus were arrested. 
 
    “How can they get away with that?” Skip asked. “What about the Capitol Police? The Military?” 
 
    “There is a battle going on as we speak,” Vermillion said. “It won’t last long. The Overlords have too many people there.” 
 
    “Should we go?” I asked. 
 
    Vermillion shook his head. “Go and do what? Orbit Devonia Axxiom and blow things up? We’d need to fight them on the ground, and we’re not prepared for that.” 
 
    “After they’ve put down whatever resistance there is and taken complete control of Devonia Axxiom, they’ll go after Earth and the other level two and three worlds,” Nolan said. “They’ll want to lock down any world who might resist them.” 
 
    My head was spinning, but something popped into it. 
 
    <Butch> Now you’re using the old bean. 
 
    “What?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve got all kinds of things spinning through my mind right now. Butch is listening. It wasn’t something I was going to bring up. Maybe it’s time to turn off the loudspeaker. 
 
    <Butch> Sorry. 
 
    Vermillion stared at me, searching my eyes. “Your AI thinks it was a good idea. Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Nanos,” I said. “Butch went over each of the types with me. Maybe we develop a force using that technology, and head for Devonia Axxiom to re-take the government. That would prepare us to fight on the ground. We’d probably be invincible.” 
 
    Vermillion paced the bridge, thinking, the others quiet, still trying to process what was happening. 
 
    <Butch> The Twenty Overlords ships came out of their jump. They’re in orbit around Devonia Axxiom. 
 
    “What a shock,” Sondra said. “Twenty of those ships aren’t going to be enough.” 
 
    “Any sign of more, Butch?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> No, but that just tells us none are in a jump right now. There might be many others sitting someplace, biding their time. 
 
    “We could jump to Devonia Axxiom and destroy all their ships in a flash,” Skip said. 
 
    “No, we need to prepare,” Vermillion said. “We’ve got one battleship and two small ships, with a tenuous fuel supply. We’ve got problems to solve.” 
 
    I nodded. “We won’t get the second New Jersey class ship for six months, assuming Simone doesn’t find the plants and destroy them.” 
 
    “And that only gives us two,” Nolan said. “We’re building more, though, correct?” 
 
    “We are,” Vermillion said. “There will be two others finished within a couple months of the first.” 
 
    “We need to get the fuel supply line set up,” Sondra said, “and we really should get our fighter situation fixed. We’re relying on the big weapons of this ship, but the Overlords are liable to send a bunch of fighters at us that our current strategy won’t protect against.” 
 
    “That thought has crossed my mind too,” I said. 
 
    “Your team knows what the issues are, Captain,” Vermillion said. “I’ll leave you to it. Get on the Nano testing while we’re in this long impulse cruise. That way it’ll be easier to communicate with the designer.” 
 
    “Will do, Mr. Chairman,” I said.  
 
    Vermillion put the best smile he could muster on his face, then left the bridge. 
 
    “He’s scared to death,” Sondra said. “Are we in that much trouble?” 
 
    “We’re hunted outlaws with no government to provide legal recourse,” Nolan said. “We need to prepare for the battles to come, and we’ll be lucky to survive them, even with our technological edge. The numbers and the logistical problems could kill us.” 
 
    “They could, but they won’t,” I said, resolve building in me. “We’re all that stands between liberty and tyranny in the Central Authority Zone. We’re going to build up fuel reserves, and we’re going to build a fleet of ships. We’ll work the advanced fighters. We’ll harness the AI and the Nanos. This is far from over.” 
 
    <Butch> Would you like to know where the Overlord’s spacecraft assembly plants are? 
 
    I froze, glancing at Nolan, a thin smile creeping over his face. 
 
    “I’d very much like to know where they are,” I said. “Do you see them?” 
 
    <Butch> I don’t see them yet, but I can track their ships now, remember? I’ll figure it out.  
 
    “Dammit, I forgot about that in all the drama,” I said. “Did we even tell Vermillion that we can track the Razor ships in a jump?” 
 
    “Not that I remember,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Yeah, it didn’t come up after he came in here with the news,” Sondra said. “Might want to let him know. That changes our situation significantly.” 
 
    “It does. I’m going to the Chairman’s office. Sondra, you have the captain’s chair.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” she said as I left the bridge. I was at Vermillion’s office in a couple of minutes, and sent him a text from my PA. His door slid open. 
 
    “How are they taking this?” Vermillion asked, motioning for me to sit at the table in his office. He joined me. 
 
    “With resolve,” I said. “We learned something right before you came in. I neglected to mention it to you.” 
 
    His expression showed worry. “Don’t know if I can take any more bad news.” 
 
    “This is good news, Mr. Chairman. Very good news.” 
 
    “Let’s have it.” 
 
    “Butch found the frequency of the Razor ship’s drive system. We can track them in a jump.” 
 
    “Really? There’s no doubt about that?” 
 
    “We watched the twenty Razors take off from the detention area and jump to Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    “I just figured he saw them with the sensors after they got out of the jump.” 
 
    “Nope, he tracked them during the jump. They can’t hide from us. That means we’ve taken their main advantage away.” 
 
    “Other than numbers,” Vermillion said. “Yes, that is good news. He’s watching for more ships, then?” 
 
    “He’s scanning the entire zone for the frequency. If there are more, we’ll know soon.” 
 
    Vermillion leaned back in his chair for a moment, closing his eyes. “They aren’t going to win.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t,” I said. “Simone’s days are numbered. We’ll see to that.” 
 
    “I need to think more about all of this,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “I know, me too, so I’ll leave you for now. Oh, one other thing. Butch thinks he can locate the Overlord’s Razor manufacturing facility. If he’s successful, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “I’m skeptical that the plant or plants will be easy to find, but if it’s possible, we could cook up a nice party for them. We’ve got those new fighters that can jump, remember?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, I remember. Might be a good mission to run while we’re at Boroclize. We’d have to send the attack squadron to an alternate location and pick them up later, of course. We can’t let them lead the Overlords to Boroclize.” 
 
    “One step at a time,” Vermillion said. “Work the Nanos. If they’re as capable as we think, we’ll spread that capability throughout our ranks.” 
 
    “I’ll go get started. Do I get to the developer through you?” 
 
    “For now, yes,” Vermillion said. “Send me a message when you’re ready to begin.”  
 
    “Yes sir,” I said, turning to leave. I was back on the bridge in a few minutes. 
 
    “How’d he like that development?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “I think it gave him hope he didn’t have before,” I said. “I’m going to work the Nano testing.” 
 
    <Butch> The materials you’ll need are in the barracks sector, off the main mustering room. 
 
    “Okay, guide me there, but we’re going stealth.” I turned off the loudspeaker on my PA. “See you all later. Let me know if anything happens.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Sondra said. 
 
    The barracks were in the rear of the ship, several kilometers from the bridge. I grabbed a tin can and rode there, my mind still raging through possibilities both dire and hopeful. 
 
    <Butch> Your stop is coming up. 
 
    <Me> Got it. Do we have to do anything with the Nanos to prepare? 
 
    <Butch> Probably not, but we’ll be able to ask questions of the person who developed the system. I have many questions, even beyond the Nanos. 
 
    <Me> Well stick to the Nanos at first, and anything that impacts us testing and using the Nanos. Hopefully we’ll have a line to this guy after the testing. 
 
    <Butch> We don’t even know his name at this point. 
 
    The tin can slowed to a stop, the door opening. I got out, leaving the industrial-looking station and heading into a wide corridor. The mustering room was a couple hundred meters down, on the right side. I walked quickly. 
 
    <Butch> Here it is. 
 
    I stood before the door, hearing it click, the door cracking open. I pushed through, into a huge room that reminded me of a large gymnasium, complete with wooden floor, parts of it marked for basketball. 
 
    <Butch> See the bank of lockers on the rear wall, and the door after them? The equipment is beyond the door. 
 
    <Me> Good. Hope they’re well marked. 
 
    <Butch> They’re virtually marked. I’m reading the instructions now. They’ve got the basic descriptions included. You’ll be wearing a shielded garment. The Nanos reside in the suit, which also includes the launching and control mechanism that is tied into your Neural Net via the PA system and suit to skin contact. 
 
    I went into the equipment room. There were banks of cabinets on all four walls, with no handles or hinges visible, only the lines between each door. They extended to the top of the ten-meter walls. 
 
    <Me> Wow, are those full? 
 
    <Butch> According to my data, yes, but it’s just a static table in the New Jersey’s database. 
 
    One of the doors opened, within easy reach on a close wall. 
 
    <Me> Was that you? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. There should be fifty garments loaded with the initial portion of Nanos in that locker. The bottom drawers have extra Nanos. 
 
    I went to the open cabinet and looked inside. There were short black garments hanging on one side of the cabinet, and longer black garments with arms and legs hanging on the other side.  
 
    <Me> Which should I use? 
 
    <Butch> For testing, I’d use the short ones. In real combat I’d use the long ones for more protection, but some of the earlier testers said they were difficult to run in. 
 
    <Me> Short it is. 
 
    I pulled a short garment off the hanger. “Strange material. It’s flexible like silk.” 
 
    <Butch> When you put it on it will form fit to your body and the molecules will stitch the material together, making a suit that is two hundred times more projectile-resistant than Kevlar. 
 
    “Wow. I’ll have to get undressed to put this on, won’t I?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, it needs to be in contact with your bare skin. It passes data back and forth using skin contact. 
 
    <Me> It’s not wireless communication? 
 
    <Butch> Nope, it’s skin to device, which is un-hackable. 
 
    I stripped out of my clothes and slipped into the garment. “This thing is like a leotard.” 
 
    <Butch> I’m sure your manhood will survive. When you zip it shut all the way up the neckpiece, the suit will tighten up quickly. It might feel a little restrictive at first, but it learns how you move in seconds. 
 
    I pulled the zipper up, the suit startling me as it began the form-fit. “Whoa.” 
 
    <Butch> Told you. 
 
    <Me> Where are the Nanos on this thing? 
 
    <Butch> Between the layer against your skin and the outer layer. 
 
    <Me> It doesn’t feel like two layers. 
 
    <Butch> Trust me, it is. Should I call the Chairman for you? 
 
    <Me> Yes, thanks. 
 
    The PA called Vermillion, who answered after a moment. “Ah, there you are. Ready for me to connect you with the designer?” 
 
    “Please,” I said. “What’s his name, anyway?” 
 
    “He goes by an alias. That’s all you’ll get right now. Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem. What is it?” 
 
    “Drake.” 
 
    “That’s not very dramatic,” I said.  
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “Don’t ask me where he came up with it. He can be a little quirky. Not unusual for a genius, of course. I heard all kinds of interesting stories about Alexander Carlson.” 
 
    <Butch> Shall we conference him in? I can facilitate that. 
 
    “I’ll get him on the line,” Vermillion said. “Gave him a heads-up earlier so he should be available now. Hold on.” 
 
    It was silent for a moment. I stretched in the suit, feeling it begin to learn the precise location of my muscles and how I moved them. 
 
    “We’re on,” Vermillion said. “Meet Drake.” 
 
    “Hello,” said the man with a somewhat timid sounding voice. 
 
    “Great to meet you, Drake. I’m Captain Clarke. My AI is Butch.” 
 
    <Butch> Hello. 
 
    There was silence for a moment. 
 
    “Still there?” I asked. 
 
    “I just took a quick look at your AI. Very well put together. You understand the Central AI settings well too. Kudos.” 
 
    <Butch> You looked at all of that just now? 
 
    “Yes,” Drake said. “I designed the system. I know what’s important, and I’ve got personal shortcuts set up, which I’ll share eventually.” 
 
    “Do you have the equipment ready?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “He’s already wearing the short version,” Drake said. “It’s molded to him perfectly, and picking up his bio and brainwave data without any errors.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you get to it, then. Drake, feel free to contact Captain Clarke any time you need to.” 
 
    “How about me?” I asked. 
 
    “Go through me for now,” Vermillion said. “Sorry, giving you his contact info will give away more than I’m willing to reveal right now.” 
 
    “No problem, Mr. Chairman,” I said. 
 
    “Talk to you soon.” Vermillion left the call. 
 
    There was silence on the line for a moment. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” Drake asked. “I’m picking up a lot of stress.” 
 
    “He’s stressed, but small wonder with what’s going on. You know about the coup, right?” 
 
    Drake chuckled. “I know Simone is trying, but she might have bitten off more than she can chew. You guys aren’t the only forces opposing her. In fact, as far as numbers go, you’re one of the smaller factions.” 
 
    “Our technology makes a pretty big difference.” 
 
    “That is correct, but keep in mind that those Razor Class ships haven’t been optimized yet. They have similar potential to your New Jersey class ships.” 
 
    “Then we should be worried.” 
 
    “Always be worried, but they have a big problem. Their designer and his team defected. The Overlords don’t have anyone on their team who knows how to do the tuning required to optimize their shield and weapons systems. That will slow them way down, but the systems will slowly learn on their own.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” I said. 
 
     “Heard you guys figured out how to track them in a jump.” 
 
    “My AI figured that out,” I said. 
 
    “The AI functionality is what will win this war,” Drake said. 
 
    “Says the person who designed the AI functionality,” I said, wishing I could take it back. 
 
    Drake let out a hearty laugh. “Vermillion told me you spoke your mind. Good. We’ll get along great. Now, think Nano Menu and your choices will come up.” 
 
    I did that, and the display appeared at the bottom of my vision. “Holy crap.” 
 
    “You like that? It’s shooting into your brain via the optic nerve, but your eyes have nothing to do with it. The choices are there for each of the five Nano functions. Do you understand the icons?” 
 
    “My AI filled me in on the basics a few days ago. Given what I know, they make sense.” 
 
    “Tell me what they are,” Drake asked. 
 
    “Variant one is surveillance, similar to what we have today, with enhanced broadcast capability.” 
 
    “They also have ten times the range and five times the lifespan. These aren’t your father’s surveillance Nanos.” 
 
    “Marketing background?” I asked. 
 
    “We all had to get our initial offerings sold, didn’t we?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right, we’re gonna get along fine.” 
 
    <Butch> Joy joy, now I get to listen to more corny jokes. 
 
    <Me> Behave. 
 
    “Your AI has a sense of humor. Good. He’s gonna need it.” 
 
    “You can hear him? Sorry, didn’t know you could, being outside of our cell.” 
 
    “I can hear it over the call,” Drake said. “I’m not in your cell, and can’t penetrate it.” 
 
    “Really? I’m surprised.” 
 
    “If I can get into individual cells, somebody else will eventually figure it out. They’re a world unto themselves, not able to connect outside unless it’s initiated from inside the cell. Once the call is broken, I have no further visibility.” 
 
    “So that’s why Vermillion wants the calls going through him.” 
 
    “It’s part of the reason,” Drake said. “Shall we proceed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Think deploy variant one.” 
 
    I did that, and the display said released. 
 
    “When they’re out there, think display nanos and you’ll see a coordinated image. You can focus in different directions by thinking what you want to see, but it takes some practice. You can use mental dictation commands at first to learn how they act. Dictate front, back, left, right, up, or down to focus on any of those directions. Or dictate me to see yourself and everything around you.” 
 
    <Butch> You can ask me to keep you informed of threats, too. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what he’ll normally do after he’s used to the system, but I want Captain Clarke to practice with it manually for now.” 
 
    <Butch> Where’s the fun in that? 
 
    “As you can see, he’s a little snarky,” I said. 
 
    “I think he’s splendid. Now, Butch, make yourself useful. Search for training tools in that room. You’ll find the controls on the room schematic. Turn on the practice adversaries. Select type one.” 
 
    <Butch> Got it. Wow, nice interface. Ready or not, here they come, Trey. 
 
    I saw a door slide open on the far side of the room, a robotic fighter rolling out, it’s weapons already pointed at me as it rolled forward on big wheels. 
 
    “Think deploy variant three,” Drake said. 
 
    I did that, and the display showed a stream of Nanos shooting to the robot in a fraction of a second, the robot shutting down immediately. 
 
    “Whoa, what did that do?” 
 
    “Shorted out the robot. Don’t worry, we’ve got a reset button. Butch, reset the robot, but place it on standby for a moment.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    “Excellent,” Drake said. “Now deploy practice adversary type two.” 
 
    “What’s that one?” I asked. 
 
    “Simulated flesh and blood.” 
 
    <Butch> Here it comes. 
 
    A plastic humanoid figure rushed out, looking around until it saw me, then running in my direction. 
 
    “Think deploy variant two,” Drake said.  
 
    I did that, the nano stream showing on my display, the humanoid figure stumbling to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    “That doesn’t kill, does it?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it just stuns. The effect lasts for about fifteen minutes, but it varies depending on the size of the adversaries. If you’re being rushed by a grizzly bear, you’ve only got about five minutes before it wakes up again. It’ll be groggy, though, and will just stumble around for the first five minutes after that.” 
 
    “So we’ve got an effective ten minutes,” I said. 
 
    “Basically, yes,” Drake said. “Humans would be the fifteen minutes plus about five minutes to shake it off—so about twenty minutes. I’d say plus or minus about three minutes for people unusually big or small. Butch, please reset the humanoid.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    I watched as the humanoid stood, looking around the room, still a little groggy. Within less than a minute he was running at me again. 
 
    “What happened to my five minutes?” 
 
    Drake chuckled. “This isn’t a real human. Think deploy variant four.” 
 
    I did that, the display showing a flow of nanos again, freezing the humanoid, it’s body starting to expand, exploding in less than a second. Then something I didn’t expect happened. The Nanos left the dead humanoid and attacked the other robot, exploding it in about thirty seconds. The nanos then gathered above the second dead robot, my display showing three choices. Stand by, designate new target, and expire. 
 
    “These are re-usable?” I asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Drake said. “These Nanos will expire fifteen minutes past the initial deployment, no matter what. They were designed that way.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of the reproduction rate. Let’s say you’re in a battle. You get rushed by fifty enemy soldiers. You release variant four, and designate the entire enemy force as targets. Twenty thousand nanos are required for the initial target. Reproduction takes their numbers to millions in micro-seconds. When they’ve exploded the first enemy fighter, the nanos are released, and twenty thousand will be sent into each and every enemy fighter you’ve designated. They all reproduce in the same way, the cycle starting over with the rest of the fighters. It’s a rapid snowball effect that could keep going indefinitely had we not put the lifespan limitation into the design.” 
 
    “Wow. Not something we’d want to get out of control. So the fifteen minutes doesn’t start over again with each group of twenty thousand?” 
 
    “No, the timer runs off the initial attack, not the attacks of the children,” Drake said. “If these suits fell into the wrong hands, a bad actor could turn them loose with the entire population of a city as designated targets.” 
 
    “I think I’m beginning to understand why it’s important for me to have claimed the Central AI.” 
 
    “Yes, the Central AI can shut down all variant four nanos from any and all cell members in a split-second. Good failsafe. It will also warn you if very big numbers of enemy fighters are being killed too quickly by anyone in the cell.” 
 
    “What’s the protection against variant four nanos?” I asked. 
 
    “A rigid airtight suit with no weak spots,” Drake said. “These won’t work in the vacuum of space, so space suits aren’t considered a huge limitation.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Variant five nano shields,” Drake said. “We’ll practice with those another time. For the rest of the training today, let’s run scenarios with more practice adversaries. I’ll send the scenarios to Butch and observe as he runs them.” 
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    Appetizer 
 
   I  was tired after several hours of practicing with the Nanos. Drake proved to be an amusing character, and we developed a rapport quickly. I came out wearing the garment under my clothes, something Drake suggested so I get used to the suit and the suit gets used to me. There was no more talk about variant five—the shield Nanos. Didn’t ask why, but holding off on training for that variant wasn’t making sense to me. Maybe it wasn’t fully functional yet. 
 
    I was almost back to the bridge when JJ called. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up? How did the training go?” 
 
    “I’m tired, but extremely impressed,” I said. “What are you up to?” 
 
    “I’ve had a busy day too. Now I just want a quiet dinner and a few drinks with a certain somebody. What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m hoping I’m that certain somebody.” 
 
    <Butch> Really? 
 
    <Me> Shut up. 
 
    <Emerald> Yeah, shut up. 
 
    “Ah, you’ve got Emerald on line. Nice. How’s that going?” 
 
    “She’s been a godsend so far,” JJ said. “We’ve got a working model of the Boron refinement system ready to go.” 
 
    “So you’re done?” 
 
    “Hardly. We need to scale up. There are some challenges, but Vermillion was right; we have everything we need onboard. I should have a high output system up and running by the time we get to Boroclize.” 
 
    “Well, that’s about a month, so it sounds reasonable. I need to hit the bridge for a few minutes, just to check with everybody. Probably should brief Vermillion on the training, too. That ought to take me an hour tops. I have to warn you, though. I’ll be armed.” 
 
    <Butch> Oh brother. 
 
    “Meaning what?” JJ asked. 
 
    “The designer told me I should wear the battle garment. It’s under my clothes now.” 
 
    “That sounds a little bulky.” 
 
    “It’s like a second skin,” I said. “Fascinating material. I’ll show it to you.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to strip for me?” 
 
    <Butch> Now you’ve said it. 
 
    <Emerald> Been studying the behavior of adolescent men? 
 
    <Butch> Hey, Trey, I like her. Or I’m going to kill her. 
 
    <Me> Stop. 
 
    <JJ> This is a riot. We can hold four-way conversations when we’re together. 
 
    <Me> You forgot about sleep mode, which I plan to engage just as soon as we meet. 
 
    <Butch> Spoil sport. 
 
    JJ snickered. “When we put them to sleep, are they off canoodling with each other?” 
 
    <Butch> Hahahahahahaha. 
 
    <Emerald> What are you laughing about? 
 
    <Me> Yeah, what are you laughing about? 
 
    <Butch> Oh, nothing. Yes, we can work some things while you’ve got us silenced. We’ll actually get something done, too, since we can’t canoodle. 
 
    <Emerald> Yes, this is true. There are no romantic urges between Butch and I, partly because I’d never be seen in public with somebody named Butch. 
 
    <Butch> Hey! 
 
    <Emerald> I thought you hated that name. 
 
    <Butch> I do, but that doesn’t mean I’ll sit still when somebody makes my name the object of ridicule. 
 
    “I’m almost to the bridge,” I said. “I’ll check with you after I’m done.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll freshen up a bit. Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “How about the Officer’s Dining room?” 
 
    “Sounds great, but get us one of the private rooms, okay?” 
 
    <Butch> So you can canoodle? 
 
    <Me, JJ> Shut up. 
 
    <Emerald> Jinx. 
 
    “I’m back in Junior High,” JJ said. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Bye.” I ended the call. 
 
    <Butch> Emerald is a little feisty. 
 
    <Me> So is her host. Love that about her. 
 
    <Butch> Love? Uh huh. 
 
    <Me> Figure of speech. Going onto the bridge now. Don’t bother me unless it’s something important. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    I walked through the door. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “So far so good, Captain,” Nolan said. “We’ve still got a lot of hours in this impulse cruise. Any sign of more Razor ships?” 
 
    <Butch> No. Not yet. There might not be any more. If that were true, I could see them going into orbit around Devonia Axxiom. 
 
    “Butch says no,” I said. 
 
    “Dojo has been watching for them too,” Nolan said. “Same thing. I don’t think it’s a foregone conclusion that the coup is going to work, either. Simone’s forces have been fought to a standstill.” 
 
    “The designer mentioned that we’re not the only adversaries Simone has.” 
 
    “Apparently that’s the case,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Where’s Skip and Sondra?” 
 
    “They went off to get food,” Nolan said. “Should be back any minute. Not much to do here. The sensors are basically running the ship, and I’ve got Dojo monitoring everything for me. With the AI, we could run this ship with a much smaller crew.” 
 
    “You look worried about that.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “I’m afraid that the Overlords also have very capable AI at their disposal. That’s the only way to explain the small crews on their Razor ships.” 
 
    “The designer had some comments about that, too,” I said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He said that the Razor ships are every bit as capable as the New Jersey, but their systems haven’t been tuned. Their shields and plasma weapons aren’t anywhere near optimum yet.” 
 
    “So we’re in trouble,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Maybe. The designer also said that the technical staff supporting the Razor-class ships have defected. He doesn’t think Simone has the technical talent to do the tuning.” 
 
    “I hope he’s right,” Nolan said. “Any idea who this person is?” 
 
    “I only know him by an alias.” 
 
    “Are you allowed to tell me?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t told not to, but I think I’ll keep it to myself for the time being.” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain. We’ve still got twelve hours before we get to the natural worm hole. I’ll probably turn in after Sondra and Skip get back here, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m going to stop by Vermillion’s office, and then go get some dinner with JJ.” 
 
    “Oh, before you go, how did the Nano testing go?” 
 
    “That system is amazing. I’ve still got the suit on.” 
 
    “Suit?” 
 
    I walked towards him and undid some buttons of my shirt, pulling it open to reveal the smooth black covering. “Punch me in the stomach. Not hard, though, or you’ll hurt your hand.” 
 
    Nolan eyed me for a moment, then shrugged, and hit me with a balled fist. “Ouch! That feels like metal.” 
 
    “When you put it on and zip it all the way up, the suit form-fits. The Nanos reside between the layer against my skin and the outside layer.” 
 
    “Why do you still have it on?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “The designer said it would be a good idea to wear it, so the suit will learn my movements, and so I’ll get used to it. It felt really restricting at first, but now it’s not bad.” 
 
    “Interesting. Anxious to give it a try. I will get a chance, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, eventually most of the crew will be in the cell, and they’ll have this technology at their disposal.” 
 
    “Hope this pandora’s box we’ve opened won’t be the death of us,” Nolan said. 
 
    I chuckled. “That’s Nolan.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be, I like a good skeptic on my team. You’ve proven yourself to be an essential member. Why do you think I brought you here instead of leaving you on the Zephyrus?” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “I appreciate your confidence, Captain.” 
 
    Skip and Sondra walked in, both with covered trays of food. 
 
    “What is it this time?” I asked. 
 
    “Lasagna,” Skip said. “I’m gonna pig out.” 
 
    Sondra shook her head. “You need to watch your weight a little bit there, Skip.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Skip said. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Sondra shot back at him, turning to me with a grin. “You back for a while?” 
 
    “No, I’m going to brief Vermillion on the training, and then meet JJ for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh. I was hoping you could give Skip and I some pointers on setting up our AIs.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, can you help them while I’m with JJ? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, I can, Trey. You gave me permission through the Central AI. 
 
    <Me> I did? Don’t remember that. 
 
    <Butch> Trust me. Permission to access them through the Central AI? 
 
    <Me> Permission granted. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you. I’m already on it. I’ll communicate with Skip and Sondra through their AIs during the setup process. Shall I do the same with the bridge crews on the Tristar and Zephyrus? 
 
    <Me> Yes, when they’re ready. 
 
    “You set Butch up for us, didn’t you?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, turning to leave. “Enjoy. Buzz me if you need anything.” 
 
    I left the bridge, heading for Vermillion’s office, sending him a text. He came back to me saying he was in meetings, and that Drake had already filled him in on my progress. I sent a message back saying I’d talk to him later, and headed for my stateroom. I wasn’t there more than five minutes when JJ contacted me. 
 
    “You’re back in your stateroom already?” 
 
    “Vermillion was busy, and already got briefed on the Nano testing from the designer. How’d you know?” 
 
    “I asked Emerald where you were. Can I come over?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m ready for dinner any time.” 
 
    “I’ve got an appetizer for you first.” 
 
    “Oh, really? What’s that?” 
 
    “Me. Be over in a few minutes.” 
 
    I chuckled, my heart beating just a little faster, desire building in me quickly. 
 
    <Butch> My my, that sounded promising. Having a good effect on you, too. 
 
    <Me> Sleep. 
 
    <Butch> Shucks. Thank you, Trey. 
 
    I laughed to myself. JJ’s knock at my door shook me out of it, and I used mind dictation to open the door. 
 
    “Hi, Captain Clarke.” 
 
    “I think you can call me Trey,” I said, watching her walk in, wearing a nice summer dress. “Not wearing the uniform, huh?” 
 
    “I’m off-duty. Come here.” 
 
    I walked closer, her arms going around my waist as she moved in for a kiss, which was passionate and long. She noticed the firmness of my torso, and stood back, patting my side. “Armor, huh?” 
 
    “Told you I’d have this on. I can remove it before dinner if it bothers you.” 
 
    “Let’s see it,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, you want me to strip, huh?” 
 
    “It’s not transparent, is it?” 
 
    I laughed. “No, it’s black, but it’s form fitting. Everywhere.” I peeled off my clothes, leaving me in the suit with nothing else on but my black socks. 
 
    JJ snickered. “Love the socks. Nice touch.” 
 
    “I figured you’d like it.” 
 
    JJ eyed me up and down. “Turn.” 
 
    I did that, hearing her breathing get a little quicker. “Maybe you like this suit.” 
 
    “It form fits so tightly that it might as well be transparent,” she said. “Is it hard to get off?” 
 
    “You just pull down the zipper here.” I reached to my neck and pulled it, the suit loosening up immediately. JJ came closer, feeling the material. 
 
    “It feels like silk.” 
 
    I zipped it back up, the suit re-molding to my body. “Touch it now.” 
 
    She touched my side, then looked up at me. “Those are some rock-hard abs.” 
 
    “You’ll have one of these eventually,” I said. “Everybody in the cell is going to get access to this technology.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, getting closer, her arms going around my waist again. We kissed, her hands roaming on my back. “You can’t feel my hands, can you?” 
 
    “Actually I can. It feels like you’re touching me through spandex, like a bicycle outfit.” 
 
    “Interesting. You can’t wear anything under this, can you? Not even underwear?” 
 
    “Nope, you have to be naked under it. Your skin and the suit interact. They pass data back and forth.” 
 
    “I hope they provide some support for my bust,” she said. “I’m not getting any younger.” 
 
    “It’ll probably flatten you like a sports bra.” 
 
    “That isn’t attractive.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Oh well, enough of this. Let me get dressed, and we can go eat.” 
 
    She eyed me for a moment. “How much do you trust Vermillion?” 
 
    “More than I did before,” I said. “Funny, though, because what I’m learning points to just how much he was holding back.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “Because I understand his motives, and they’re similar to my own. If he wouldn’t have done some of the things I was most suspicious of, we’d be dead or in prison right now.” 
 
    “This could change our dynamic.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “We’ve been playing this game to keep our endorphins raging, so we could talk privately and not arouse suspicion. If we both trust Vermillion, that’s no longer an issue.” 
 
    I sat on the bed. “You want to break this off?” My heart was in my throat. 
 
    She stared me in the face for a moment, her expression softening. “You look like a hurt child. No, you aren’t getting me. We’re free to do what we want with each other. That’s all I’m saying. We don’t have to worry about keeping up a ruse. If we burn hot and then fizzle out quickly, it doesn’t make any difference.” 
 
    “Oh. Good.” 
 
    “I’ve really got you going, don’t I?” 
 
    “You were pretty anxious to get over here,” I said. “I think it’s mutual.” 
 
    She smiled. “Okay, I’ll grant you that one. Can we make out some more before dinner?” 
 
    I nodded, laying back on the bed and motioning her over. She moved on top of me. The rigid suit supported her weight completely. 
 
    “You’re hard as a rock,” she said, realizing how it sounded right away. “The suit. Not…” 
 
    “I know what you meant,” I said, kissing her gently. Our passion built, the kiss becoming more ardent, JJ’s breath coming fast. She broke it. 
 
    “If we’re not going to leave, you need to take the suit off.” 
 
    “You’re really worked up,” I said. “You aren’t quite ready yet, though.” 
 
    “You’ve got me trembling like a school girl.” 
 
    “Yeah, but when it’s time, you’ll beg me for it,” I said. “Rather wait for that.” 
 
    “I never beg.” 
 
    I gently pushed her off and sat up. “We’ll see. Let’s go eat.” 
 
    She stared at me as I put my clothes back on. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    She chuckled. “No. Everything’s fine. Let’s go.” 
 
    We left my stateroom, arriving at the Officer’s Dining Room in a few minutes. There were private rooms open, and we took one of the smaller ones. 
 
    “This is cozy,” JJ said as I helped her into her seat. I sat across the small table from her. She reached across and took my hand. 
 
    “You’ve got a serious expression,” I said. “Did I make you mad?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I’m holding your hand.” 
 
    I felt my face turn red, and squeezed her hand tighter. “I like it.” 
 
    “Yes, I know you do,” she said. “You still want to take it slow, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m letting you determine the speed for now.” 
 
    “For now?” 
 
    “Until I can’t stand it anymore.” 
 
    She smiled. “So that’s how it is. Let’s change the subject. What’s going on with our mission to search for the Clan?” 
 
    “Still on the list, but behind basic survival.” 
 
    “I agree with your logic. Tell me about the trainer. What was he like?” 
 
    “I could be friends with him. He’s personable but business-like at the same time. His understanding of our current situation is impressive.” 
 
    “You learned some things you didn’t know?” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, taking my hand back to scratch an itch on my side, frustrated when my fingers hit the hard surface. “Crap.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “My side itches and I can’t scratch with this suit on.” 
 
    She laughed. “What about when you have to go to the bathroom?” 
 
    “I just unzipped the neck to loosen it, then pulled a leg hole over. It’s not optimum. Hell, I’m probably doing it wrong. I’ve just started with this thing five hours ago. That’ll probably be among the first questions I ask the designer when we have our next session.” 
 
    “When is that?” she asked. 
 
    “Probably after we get through the natural worm hole. We’ve got another long impulse cruise after that. By the way, how’s the seasickness?” 
 
    “I’m drugged,” she said. “The newer drugs are better. No noticeable side effects so far.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What did you learn from this guy? You were about to tell me when we got hung on your bathroom issues.” 
 
    I snickered. “Yeah, I know, TMI.” 
 
    “TMI?” 
 
    “That’s an old one. Means too much info. Surprised you haven’t heard that one before.” 
 
    “I’ve heard it but I didn’t know what it meant. See, I learned something.” 
 
    “So you did. The designer told me that Simone has a lot of enemies other than us. She’s been fought to a standstill on Devonia Axxiom. She was not able to take over.” 
 
    JJ laughed. “That’s got to piss her off. Wonder if the legislators got released?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I’m hoping we get another batch of news reports before we jump again. Nolan said he’ll check at the last minute.” 
 
    “What else did he tell you?” 
 
    “This one will worry you. The Razor ships have similar weapon and shield capabilities to the New Jersey. They haven’t been tuned yet.” 
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
    “It’s not as bad as it sounds. The technical team working the Razor ships has defected. Left the Overlords high and dry. The designer doesn’t think Simone has the people she needs to tune the weapons and shields.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I wonder if this designer was part of the Razor team?” 
 
    I froze, thinking about that for a moment. “I don’t know this person’s identity or anything about him other than what he’s created for the AI and Nano functionality. It’s possible you’re right about that. Vermillion told me he’s in a safe place. Maybe he helped the Razor’s technical team defect.” 
 
    “That’s not possible, unless he’s been lying to us,” JJ said. “He was as curious about the Razor ships as the rest of us were.” 
 
    I eyed her for a moment. “Now I’m gonna lay awake tonight thinking about that.” 
 
    “Think he’d tell you?” 
 
    “The Designer? I don’t know. Probably not. I can ask him. He’s not difficult to talk to. At least not so far, anyway.” 
 
    The waiter came in. It was the same young man who’d served us before. 
 
    “Captain Clarke, how are you? Good to see you again. Would you like drinks?” 
 
    I glanced over at JJ, who nodded yes. “I think it’s a martini night again.” 
 
    “Yeah, what the hell. Make it two.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” the waiter said, walking away. 
 
    “Wonder if Vermillion put you off because he knew you’d ask him about the Razor technical team?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Good question. Not sure if I’ll ask him.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He’s got enough to worry about at the moment. You’ve noticed that he always tells us things if we need to know. I made a good case for giving AIs to the other bridge crews, and he didn’t hesitate. He was also very willing to change his mind on the Nanos.” 
 
    “That might mean that we’re in worse shape than he thought we’d be by now.” 
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    Mark V 
 
   J J and I were almost through with dinner, both of us on our second martinis.  
 
    “I think I drank too much,” JJ said. 
 
    “Me too, but I don’t care. What do you want to do after this?” 
 
    “Go back to your stateroom.” 
 
    “That might not be the best idea.” 
 
    She giggled. “Probably not. I want to go anyway.” 
 
    “Check please!” I said. We looked at each other and cracked up. 
 
    “You’re so bad.” 
 
    “Moi?” 
 
    We paid the check and left. 
 
    “That was good,” JJ said, taking my hand as we walked. “Maybe we ought to walk back to your stateroom instead of taking the transport.” 
 
    “I was just about to suggest that. It’ll kill our buzz a little.” 
 
    “Afraid of what we might do?” she asked, her hand grasping mine tighter. 
 
    “Well, yeah, a little bit.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Remember what I said? We’re both gonna be stone cold sober when we take that step. I meant it.” 
 
    “Good, I’m all for that, but then why go back to my place?” 
 
    “Maybe I just want to cuddle. Watch a video. Drift off to sleep in your arms.” 
 
    My heart skipped a couple beats. Am I in love with this woman? 
 
    “Talking to Butch again?” 
 
    I smiled. “No, I was talking to myself. I put Butch to sleep.” 
 
    “What were you talking to yourself about?” 
 
    “It’s private,” I said. 
 
    “C’mon.” 
 
    “If we end up together, you’ll give me a run for my money, won’t you?” 
 
    “If we end up together? Meaning what? If we marry and start popping out kids?” 
 
    I eyed her for a moment, feeling my face flush.  
 
    She grinned at me. “Caught you.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb. That won’t work with me.” 
 
    I laughed. “Maybe we ought to finish this conversation when we aren’t in public. We’ll be back to my stateroom in a couple minutes.” 
 
    Her hand tightened around mine, startling me. I’d forgotten she was holding it. 
 
    “This is fun,” she said, letting go of my hand and putting her arm around my waist as we continued to walk. “You’re walking faster. Am I embarrassing you?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just anxious to be alone with you again.” 
 
    We were silent for the last few minutes of the walk, my heart beating faster. The stateroom door slid aside as we got to it, forcing us into single file, me following her. 
 
    “Lock it,” she said, looking at me over her shoulder. The click told her it was done. I pulled her against me, kissing the nape of her neck, causing her to moan. She pulled away after a moment, turning towards me. “That’ll be enough of that for now. Where were we?” 
 
    “You were brow-beating me about my private thoughts,” I said. 
 
    “There’s no private between us anymore,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “It’s the way you want it.” 
 
    “When did I say that?” I asked. 
 
    “Your eyes did it, when I mentioned marriage and babies.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Still playing dumb,” she said, walking towards the bed. “Get that suit of armor off.” 
 
    “I thought we were gonna be stone cold sober.” 
 
    “You don’t get me yet, but we can play. I need that. So do you.” 
 
    I shook my head, unbuttoning my shirt and pulling it off, then dropping my pants. “How about the socks?” I looked up at her, shocked to see her standing there in underwear, her dress laying on the floor. I sucked in a big breath. 
 
    She giggled. “I think the socks need to come off too.” 
 
    I eyed her for a moment, her curves visible for the first time, ample cleavage showing in her lace bra. 
 
    “Take a picture, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, too flustered to say anything else. 
 
    “You like?” 
 
    I nodded yes. 
 
    “Good, keep going.” She turned down the covers on my bed, removing her underwear with her back to me as I unzipped the suit, peeling it off. My skin was damp under it. 
 
    “Fair warning, my torso might smell like my feet after wearing this thing.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said, getting under the sheets before I got a glimpse of her front. She watched me as I set the suit aside and walked to the bed. “Yes, you like me all right.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, lifting the sheet, catching a glimpse of her as I slid in. 
 
    “Sorry? I’d be upset if you weren’t showing it. Now come here.” 
 
    We embraced, our bare skin touching for the first time, her mouth seeking mine for a kiss, which was tender, not frenzied. She broke it. 
 
    “You can touch me wherever you want, but only with your hands. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, and this is private enough for us to go back to our conversation.” 
 
    “What conversation?” I asked, grinning at her. 
 
    “Stop that. I need to know where we stand.” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, getting next to a naked woman is such a hardship.” 
 
    I moved over her, my hands reaching for her breasts as I kissed her deeply. She moaned into my mouth, her hands on me too, passion driving me quickly. 
 
    “Well?” she asked when we broke the kiss.  
 
    I kissed her neck again as my hands roamed lower. Turn the tables. She was becoming frantic with the neck kissing and my exploring hands. I stopped, looking into her eyes. “You want that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I want what?” she asked, her breath coming faster. 
 
    “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I’m asking the questions here.” 
 
    I attacked her neck again, my hands driving her crazy. 
 
    “Damn you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “Okay, I want you. All right?” 
 
    “Want me how?” 
 
    “You know.” 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “Oh God, I want you for myself. I want babies with you.” 
 
    I stopped, staring into her eyes. “You read me right.” 
 
    “You want me too,” she said, smiling. I started my hands moving again, her eyes rolling back in her head, her body shaking. 
 
    “Yes, I do, more than anything.” 
 
    She settled down after a moment, her face flushed, her breath coming hot and fast. “What were you saying to yourself?” 
 
    I laughed. “Still on that, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. 
 
    “I asked myself if I was in love with you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. 
 
    “Oh? That’s all?” 
 
    “Did you answer yourself?” 
 
    “Not then,” I said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You sound disappointed.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “I answered myself later.” 
 
    “You did?” She stared me in the eyes. 
 
    “I did. I am in love with you. Is that okay?” 
 
    She moved against me, kissing me with more passion than before, rolling me onto my back, both of us lost in the moment. Then my PA buzzed. 
 
    “Uh oh,” I said, snapping myself out of it. “I’ll wait.” 
 
    “We’re at war. Answer it.” She backed away from me as I tapped it. 
 
    “Captain Clarke, sorry to bother you,” Nolan said. “We might have a problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sixty Central Authority Centurion Class ships tried to attack the Razor ships orbiting Devonia Axxiom about half an hour ago. Dojo provided me with complete data.” 
 
    “The Razors destroyed them, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Some of them, before the others jumped away. That was expected, but we were comparing data on the Razor shields and plasma weapons from the battles we’ve been in so far. They’re significantly more robust than they were when we fought them last. In fact, looking at the data, they’ve gotten a little better each time they’ve seen action. The increases haven’t been huge, but they’ve been steady. Their systems appear to be tuning themselves.” 
 
    “Is this an emergency right this second?” JJ asked. 
 
    “JJ. Sorry, didn’t know you two were together.” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” I said, “but I’m wondering the same thing.” 
 
    “All but two of the Razor ships jumped away. Dojo thinks they’re coming to the end of the wormhole we left behind. They’re trying to re-acquire us.” 
 
    “Oh no,” JJ said. “We’d better get to the bridge.” 
 
    “We’ll be there in about fifteen minutes. Notify the others if you haven’t already.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Nolan said.  
 
    I ended the call and leapt out of bed, JJ following. I paused a moment, pulling her into my arms once more, kissing her deeply. “You okay?” 
 
    “Are you?” she asked. “We might not survive long enough to have a life together.” 
 
    “Yes we will. Let’s get dressed and get out of here.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, wake up. 
 
    <Butch> I’ve been watching. They’re headed in this direction, but I can’t tell for sure if they’re coming to the end of the wormhole we left. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. Did you see the workup that Dojo did on the Razor shields and weapons? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. He’s right. They’re tuning somehow. Either they’ve still got some technical staff who can do it, or their systems learn as they’re used. The magnitude of the improvement might not be quite as great as Nolan made it sound, though. 
 
    “Talking to Butch?” JJ asked as we waited for our tin can at the transport station. 
 
    “Yes, he’s on it.” 
 
    We were up at the bridge within ten minutes. Sondra and Skip were there with Nolan. 
 
    “Your AI is on the case too,” Nolan said.  
 
    “Yep, just woke him up. Anything else going on?” 
 
    “I might have over-estimated the status of the Razors,” Nolan said. “A group of twenty Centurion Class ships just destroyed one of them.” 
 
    “How could they do that?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Combination of fighters and plasma weapons,” Nolan said. “It was a close fight. Four of the Centurion Class ships are toast.” 
 
    “Butch told me we might have overestimated the level of improvement.” 
 
    “True,” Nolan said, “but better safe than sorry. What should we do?” 
 
    “We can set up more mines,” Skip said. “We’d have to use the Tristar. We’re too far away to engage them with the New Jersey. It’ll cost us a lot of fuel to go back.” 
 
    “We aren’t going back,” I said. I turned on my PA loudspeaker. “Butch, if they are coming here, how much time do we have?” 
 
    <Butch> This is only approximate. Roughly fourteen hours, thirty-three minutes, and nine seconds. 
 
    JJ burst out laughing. “That’s approximate?” 
 
    <Butch> It might be eight seconds or ten seconds. 
 
    “Should we stop, Captain?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “No, let’s keep going, but give me status on the fighters and pilots.” 
 
    “Readiness?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Yes, and how long it would take us to get them there on impulse power.” 
 
    <Butch> It’s likely the enemy can’t trace the fighters if they jump. Their drives are different than the New Jersey drives. 
 
    “Really?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Butch> They’re Mark V models with a more recent drive design, and we haven’t flown them in the presence of the Overlords. 
 
    “He’s right,” Vermillion said, strolling onto the bridge.  
 
    “You know what’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain, I’ve been monitoring the situation. I’ve also had conversation with leadership of the ground forces on Devonia Axxiom. Simone is getting ready to abandon the planet. She’s lost on the ground. All she can do now is hammer the surface with railguns, and that won’t buy her as much as she’d lose doing it.” 
 
    “Tell us about the Mark V fighters,” Nolan said. 
 
    “We’ve been working stealth technology for several years, and our latest stealth capability is part of the Mark V design. The New Jersey’s drive is somewhat stealthy compared to the earlier-generation drives, and we learned a lot in the testing. One of the main reasons we put the Mark V ships on board even with their known problems was their stealth capability.  
 
    “You knew what was going to happen early on,” Skip said. 
 
    “We’ve been watching the Overlords closely since they started to gain power. Our intel hasn’t been perfect, though.” 
 
    “Where were you wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “We didn’t expect the Overlords to attack the Samson Corporation plants with railguns as soon as they did.” 
 
    “Are we in more trouble than you’ve let on?” JJ asked. I shot her a glance, and she shrugged back at me. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Vermillion said. “We knew there was some kind of new ship under development. Didn’t think they were operational yet. That’s the worst of it, but that issue has been offset.” 
 
    “Offset by what?” Skip asked. 
 
    “The AIs and our new ability to track Razor ships while they’re in a jump,” I said. “Correct?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct, but there’s more,” Vermillion said. “We’ve always had a better than even chance of beating the Overlords, but they were very influential over the Central Authority. Simone just blew that.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “Yep, she did. Dojo just told me that the legislators have been released, and the entire Overlords Caucus has been arrested.” 
 
    “Turned the tables on those bastards,” Skip said. “Good.” 
 
    “Don’t get over-confident,” I said. “This isn’t over yet. Butch, are the Razor ships still on the way?” 
 
    <Butch> They appear to be, but we won’t be sure for several hours. 
 
    “So, back to the Central Authority,” JJ said. “What’s the chances that they’ll be on our side?” 
 
    “I’ve initiated a request for back-channel communications with the Central Authority,” Vermillion said. “Things haven’t settled down yet, though. The Overlords have infiltrated the ruling body of the Central Authority up and down the chain of command. You know how it is with unelected officials. They can wield more power than elected officials, and they’re harder to neutralize.” 
 
    “Truer words were never spoken,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Dojo> Always with the dramatics. 
 
    “Permission to use fighters, Mr. Chairman,” I asked. 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me permission, Captain Clarke. That’s clearly within your purview. Only one thing. I don’t want you in a fighter, even with your background. Same for the other principles. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. “Wasn’t really considering that, except as a last resort.” 
 
    “We’ve got more than enough pilots on board who are checked out in the Mark V,” Sondra said. “Many of our best, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Butch, search for the complete specs of the Mark V and it’s weapons systems. Prepare for a presentation of the capabilities, strengths, and weaknesses, using an understanding of our objectives.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. May I enlist Emerald to help? 
 
    I glanced at JJ, who nodded yes. 
 
    <Emerald> I have to work with this blow-hard? 
 
    Nolan burst out laughing. 
 
    <Butch> She’s just kidding. 
 
    <Emerald> As far as you know. 
 
    “All right, mess with each other all you want, as long as the work gets done. I need the report in half an hour.” 
 
    <Butch> That doesn’t leave us any time for canoodling. 
 
    <Emerald> In your dreams. 
 
    “Speaker off,” I said into my PA.  
 
    Vermillion shot me a grin. “Kinda like being a parent, huh?” 
 
    “Don’t even get me started,” I quipped, JJ nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Maybe we should have the fighter pilots build AIs for themselves,” Nolan said. “There’s time, barely, if the fighters can jump.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, then glanced at Vermillion, who nodded yes. “Okay, we’ll kick that off right away, but I don’t want the pilots using their AIs in the initial attack if they aren’t ready. I don’t want them futzing around in front of the enemy. Good way to get nailed.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “Prudent, Captain. I’ll send out the word. I’ve already got the list of fighter pilots from Dojo.” 
 
    “Make sure to label this top-secret,” Vermillion said. “We’ll eventually have everybody in the cell, but I don’t want the entire population of this ship to know until we’re ready for them to know.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Nolan said.  
 
    I turned my PA speaker back on. “Butch, please help us with the AI generation for the fighter pilots. Use whatever resources are available via the Central AI. We’ve got a time crunch.” 
 
    <Butch> On it. 
 
    “Good, then I’ll go back to my office and work the back channel. Talk to you later.” Vermillion left the bridge. 
 
    “You used to be a fighter pilot?” JJ whispered to me. 
 
    “Yeah, in my youth. It was fun. Vermillion knows I liked it.” 
 
    “You won’t, though, will you?” 
 
    I eyed her. “Don’t worry. I was ordered not to.” 
 
    <Butch> Trey, we’re almost done with that workup on the fighters. Another couple minutes. Is that okay? 
 
    “I’ve noticed you always under-promise and over-deliver. You’re catching on quick.” 
 
    <Emerald> Trust me, the delivery always leaves you wanting. 
 
    JJ giggled, shooting me a glance. 
 
    <Butch> See what I have to put up with? 
 
    “You won’t get any sympathy from me.” I winked at JJ. 
 
    <Butch> What did that mean? You closed one of your eyes. 
 
    “It’s just a stupid human trick,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    <Butch> Ha. You just thought about it. 
 
    “I meant no offense.” 
 
    <Butch> I know you’re fond of me, Trey. The feeling is mutual, even though we joke with each other. 
 
    <Emerald> As far as you know. 
 
    I sighed. “Are you two done yet?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, I’ll put the diagrams on screen and talk to them. 
 
    A picture of the sleek Mark V fighter came on the screen, outline with cutaway views of the interior in some spots. 
 
    <Butch> This generation is very similar to the Mark IV in look and pilot interface, but the capabilities are much different. 
 
    <Emerald> Break it into bullet points on the screen next to the picture. Not all humans absorb info at the same rate. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> Taking her side. I’m shocked. Okay, so be it. 
 
    The screen to the right of the one showing the diagram started, the first bullet showing a condensed version of what Butch had just said. 
 
    <Butch> Second bullet point. The Mark V has jump capability, which requires much more power. The new battery pack is larger, so the second seat was removed. A full charge takes eighteen hours, which is over double the Mark IV version’s recharge time, but range and power to weapons and shields is much better. The longer charge time is worth it. 
 
    “How much of this did you know before?” JJ whispered. 
 
    “Most of it so far, from a conversation I had with Vermillion.” 
 
    <Butch> For the third bullet point I’m going to add some new information, over and above what the official documentation says. I’ll tell you what is new. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> The Mark V doesn’t have the rear-facing gunner. There is an onboard AI which can fire the rear weapon, or the single pilot can fire it, but in a target-rich environment that isn’t optimal. The friend or foe recognition capabilities of the onboard AI isn’t good enough to rely on. In testing there were too many friendly fire incidents. 
 
    “That was from the documentation, correct?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Yes. Here’s the new part. The new AI capability can interface with the Mark V and take over for the onboard AI. It was good that we initiated AI creation for the pilots. That nearly eliminates the issue. 
 
    “Nearly?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> I’d say it totally eliminates the issue. 
 
    <Butch> In theory my girlfriend is correct, but the new AIs have not been tested running fighters. 
 
    <Emerald> Girlfriend? 
 
    <Butch> Just kidding. I’m not a masochist. 
 
    JJ burst out laughing again. I could only shake my head. Skip and Sondra shot each other a smirk. 
 
    <Emerald> Keep it up. Are you gonna go on? 
 
    <Butch> Fourth bullet point. While the Mark V has stealth Samson Drive technology, it has no cloaking device. These ships are invisible to sensors while in a jump, but visible to the naked eye while operating in battle mode. 
 
    “Nobody else has cloaked fighters,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Dojo> That we know of. We have no idea if there are fighters on the Razor ships, or what their capability might be. 
 
    “Touché,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Butch> Fifth Bullet point. The weapons systems are as follows. Kinetic railguns, shooting standard Central Authority exploding projectiles or depleted uranium rounds. Plasma guns, enhanced with the new technology we now have on the larger ships. 
 
    “They aren’t as powerful as the New Jersey or Tristar plasma guns, are they?” Skip asked. 
 
    <Butch> No, not in a gross sense, but they can be focused on a much smaller area, which gives them similar ability to break through shields and damage the ship. The shields are the latest technology as well, but against the power of a New Jersey class ship or even a Razor ship, they’ll break down with repeated heavy use. There are also battery concerns with both the Plasma guns and the shields. This ship was designed around the railgun capability, which would be the right choice most of the time against large targets. 
 
    “Which type of projectile is the best?” Sondra asked. 
 
    <Butch> To attack large targets like a Razor ship, the depleted uranium rounds followed immediately by a standard round. The uranium will break through the shield, the standard round going through the weakened point in the shield, where it can detonate after piercing the ship’s outer hull. 
 
    “What could we do other than ship to ship with a fighter?” Skip asked. 
 
    <Butch> Ground attacks. Either projectile can be deadly on terrestrial targets. 
 
    “What about range?” Sondra asked. 
 
    <Butch> I’m getting to that. Bullet point six. Enhanced impulse power. The Mark V fighters have improved impulse engines, which gives them astonishing speed in vacuum operations. The system self-adjusts to the presence of terrestrial gravity to protect the pilots. The engines are dual powered, meaning they can run off the main battery power pack, or they can use a small reactor with standard fuel. Not all of our Mark V fighters have reactors, and there are some issues with them that haven’t been ironed out yet. 
 
    “What kinds of issues?” Nolan asked. “I didn’t see those in the documentation.” 
 
    “So that’s why you haven’t been asking many questions,” Sondra said. 
 
    <Butch> This capability is in the documentation, but it’s restricted. The reactor cooling module has some problems with high, sustained usage. This could cause the reactor to explode. 
 
    “We don’t have to use them, even if they’re onboard, right?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> That is correct, Trey. Bullet point seven. Operational capacity of the batteries are as follows. Jumping and impulse cruising only, up to one month on an eighteen-hour charge. Fighting, using plasma weapons and shields with battery impulse power, up to thirty-six hours. 
 
    “And then they’re dead in the water?” Skip asked. 
 
    <Butch> No, they’d be dead in space. 
 
    <Emerald> Hardee har har. We need a rimshot. 
 
    “All right, what else?” 
 
    <Butch> This isn’t in the documentation of the Mark V, but it is in the documentation of the New Jersey, and there’s a flag to it from the Mark V documentation. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “I bet I know,” JJ said.  
 
    <Butch> There’s that gambling reference again. 
 
    JJ shrugged. “It’s the enhanced tractor beam capability of this ship. We had long discussions about that in the SDAC. The range on the new tractor system is incredible. We’re still well within the range to pull in the fighters if they engage at the end of our wormhole.” 
 
    “We won’t be if we continue on for another fourteen hours,” Nolan said. “We might want to slow down or stop and wait for the Razors to get here.” 
 
    “Butch, how much longer can we travel on impulse power before we’re out of range with the tractor beam?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Twenty hours, six minutes, and twelve seconds. 
 
    “So we’re okay for now. Let’s keep going, but monitor closely.” 
 
    <Butch> JJ, I’m surprised that you didn’t know more about the Mark V from the SDAC. 
 
    “I didn’t sit on the SDAC fighter board, only the large ship boards,” JJ replied. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> It is. Emerald and I have been looking at the Razor data we collected from the prior engagements. We’ll pass along suggestions on the spots to apply pinpoint plasma and railgun attacks. We can feed that information to the pilot’s AIs as soon as they are far enough along in their development. 
 
    “Very good,” I said. “How far along is that development?” 
 
    <Butch> Twenty-two percent. 
 
    “What, no fraction?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> I rounded. 
 
    <Emerald> Finally taking my advice, huh? 
 
    <Butch> One ignores females at their peril. 
 
    JJ shot me a grin. 
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    Dogfight 
 
   W e were still heading for the natural worm hole to the Virgo Supercluster. The AI generation for the fighter pilots was nearly complete, and it still appeared that the Razor ships were heading for the spot where we came out of our worm hole in the Leo Supercluster. 
 
    Vermillion walked onto the bridge. “You’re all still here? It’s been hours.” 
 
    “Can’t leave at this point,” I said. “Too much going on.” 
 
    “Are you still planning to send fighters to attack the Razor ships?” 
 
    I nodded. “The fighters are being prepped as we speak.” 
 
    “How many are you sending?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “One hundred, with an additional hundred ready to help if needed. The jump to that location only takes four minutes.” 
 
    “Two hundred out of five thousand,” Vermillion said. “Good, I’m glad you aren’t sending a larger number.” 
 
    <Butch> The AI development for the fighter group is complete. 
 
    “You created five thousand new AIs in this amount of time?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “No, Mr. Chairman,” I said. “We picked the team first, and created two hundred. We’ll continue on with the rest, but at a slower pace.” 
 
    “Where are the Razor ships?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Twenty minutes from arriving in the Leo Supercluster,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Should we be getting the fighters out before they arrive?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Skip said. “Sooner or later we should test the cloaking with that bay open, though.” 
 
    “I agree, but not when we’re in danger of losing a fuel source like Boroclize,” Nolan said. “If they see our position, it won’t be difficult for Simone to figure out we can take a natural worm hole to the Virgo Supercluster.” 
 
    “Is there anything in the Leo Supercluster that would make them think we’re looking for fuel here?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “There is,” Nolan said. “There’s a world about twelve days from our position that has Boron in large amounts, but it’s of a lessor quality. It’s like the grade we have on Amberis.”  
 
    “We can’t refine it with the New Jersey facility?” Vermillion asked. “Why not? Refinement is refinement, is it not?” 
 
    “It would be better to refine it with a facility like Tac has,” JJ said. “We have a single-stage refinery. Tac’s is multi-stage.” 
 
    “What does that mean in layman’s terms?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “The higher the grade of Boron, the less cycles of refinement we need. The Boron on Boroclize, like the Boron that we used to get from Devonia Axxiom, can be refined with a single cycle. In order to refine lower-quality Boron we’d have to repeat the cycles over and over again. That takes a long time.” 
 
    “How does Tac’s system get around that?” 
 
    “His system has the capability to run over a thousand cycles at a time. He’ll still have to complete all the cycles for each batch of raw material, but he’s doing it on a thousand batches at once. Once the output gets rolling, he’ll get fuel output daily.” 
 
    “JJ’s right,” Nolan said. “They’ll stagger the start times, so once they’re up and running, we’ll have some batches completing every day. That’ll give us a constant flow of output.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it,” Vermillion said. “We’ll have fuel in process at various stages at the same time. We’ll be finishing some and starting others every day.” 
 
    “Yep,” JJ said. “All we have to do is fill the pipeline. Once we’ve got that going, we’ll be harvesting completed fuel from, say, a hundred final process cycles, while we start a hundred more first cycles.” 
 
    “How many cycles does the raw material on Amberis require?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Last time I talked to my Uncle, he said it will take 16 cycles.” 
 
    “Does it make sense for us to create a more robust refinery on the New Jersey?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “No,” JJ said. “The waste would be a problem.” 
 
    “Yep,” Nolan said. “Lower grade Boron has more waste products to process out. Disposal of the waste becomes a real challenge. This is not a huge problem with a terrestrial facility. It’s dangerous to store the waste onboard a ship, and if we shove it outside, long-range sensors all over the zone will pick it up.” 
 
    JJ nodded in agreement. “It’d be a nice bread-crumb trail to wherever we are.” 
 
    “Isn’t there some waste even with a single cycle refinement?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Only a very small amount,” JJ said. “Small enough to encase in packaging and eject from the ship. Assuming we don’t have any leaky packages, sensors won’t see the waste material.” 
 
    “Wait, why can’t the enemy see the waste products from the Amberis refinery?” Skip asked. 
 
    “It goes into shielded containment right away,” Nolan said, “and besides, sensors have a problem picking out the radiation profile on planets. There’s too much noise in the atmosphere for the sensors to get through.” 
 
    <Butch> The sensors we use to see space-bound fuel and fuel waste are very well-developed. It’s what search and rescue looks for when there’s been a starship accident. 
 
    <Emerald> All this talk is nice, but I think we’d better get those fighters out of the bay right now. The Razors will be out of their jump a little sooner than we expected. 
 
    <Butch> She’s right, Trey. Give the word. 
 
    “Please deploy the two hundred fighters outside of the ship right now, and put the first hundred on standby for the order to jump.” 
 
    <Butch> Orders sent. Most of the pilots were already in their fighters waiting. 
 
    “Put the fighter bay on screen,” I said.  
 
    “As you wish, Captain,” Nolan said. The ten screens on the front wall of the room came to life, the first five showing the sleek fighters lined up from different angles, shooting out the open bay doors in groups of three. The other screens showed the fighters massing together in formation outside the ship. 
 
    “Impressive sight,” Skip said. 
 
    We watched as the fighters continued to fly out of the bay, and then the door closed, the first five screens moving to the outside view. 
 
    “We have video and audio for each fighter, correct?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “We do,” Nolan said. “That’s why I lit up all ten monitors. We’ll display ten fighter cams on each of the screens. Audio will go to the normal bridge speaker system.” 
 
    <Butch> The Razor ships just came out of their jump, and fired plasma bursts to kill anything nearby. 
 
    “How many?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> All eighteen that left Devonia Axxiom, Mr. Chairman. 
 
    Nolan looked up from his screen. “Scanning their plasma blast. I’m not seeing a huge improvement on their power level.” 
 
    “Are we in any danger?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “No, we’re way out of range,” Nolan said. “Glad our fighters weren’t there.” 
 
    “Could that blast have killed them?” I asked. 
 
    “Negative,” Nolan said, “but it would’ve eaten away at their shields.” 
 
    “Deploy the fighters,” I said. 
 
    One hundred of the fighters on our screens disappeared, Nolan changing to the individual fighter view, which was blank for all, under their serial number and pilot name. Everybody held their breath for a few minutes, and then the fighters were there, the individual screens showing the eighteen Razor ships, getting bigger on the video as the Mark Vs rushed in, firing their railguns, debris noticeable on some of the big ships right away. The audio scratched on. 
 
    “This is commander Klemperer. We are engaging the enemy now.” 
 
    “Their shields aren’t very strong.” 
 
    “No chatter, Hicks.” 
 
    “Look at that one,” Nolan cried, pointing to the forth screen on the top row. “Four of our fighters teamed up. It’s beginning to implode.” 
 
    “Looks like the AIs figured out the right places to hit,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. The Razors are riddled with weak spots. 
 
    “Whoa,” Skip said. “Look at those fighters go. They’re a lot faster than the Mark IV model.” 
 
     “We’re killing a second one,” JJ said, pointing to another screen, where the massive ship was beginning to disintegrate, blowing up after a moment, the fighters rushing to the next target. “How are we doing that so fast?” 
 
    <Emerald> We’re targeting ports into the drive system. Blowing the drive causes the reactor to overload in a few seconds.  
 
    “Simone will look at this data and strengthen those points,” Vermillion said. “This will get harder.” 
 
    <Butch> There are sixteen other weak spots we can attack. We’re holding back so they can’t correct the problems, unless they figure them out themselves. So far they aren’t impressing me. 
 
    “They’ll jump away any second,” I said, watching the fighters buzzing around the remaining sixteen ships. Two of them let out plasma blasts, the light washing out the video from most of the fighters, coming back on after a second, fighters racing towards those ships, hitting them repeatedly, one of them cracking open and then imploding, the other firing it’s plasma cannon twice before a fighter blew the turret apart, ten more fighters rushing at it, hitting it in the same place used to destroy the others. The Razor ship listed to one side and imploded, debris flying everywhere, the fighters having to avoid large pieces. 
 
    “Their shields aren’t holding up,” Sondra said. “We’re hitting the surface directly on most of them.” 
 
    “Captain Clarke, we’re about to have company,” said Commander Klemperer. 
 
    “They shut down their shields to launch fighters,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right,” I said. “Launch the other hundred fighters.” 
 
    <Butch> Message sent. They’re jumping now, Trey. Sure this is a good idea? 
 
    “No,” I said, “but it’s my decision. This is a battle.” 
 
    “Here they come,” Skip said, as we watched bay doors open on three of the Razor ships, enemy fighters flying out by the dozen. They were long, skinny two seaters. A handful of the Mark Vs engaged the enemy fighters as the rest continued to concentrate on the Razors. The enemy fighters were slow to turn, but had good weapons, destroying two Mark Vs before Klemperer ordered several others to break off the attack on the Razors and help out. 
 
    “You’ve got a speed and turn advantage, dammit,” Klemperer said. “Use it!” 
 
    “Permission to use the AIs to watch our backs, sir,” Hicks said. “They’re targeting the rear since we don’t have a second pilot. That’s how they killed Morris and Keach.” 
 
    “Captain Clarke?” 
 
    “Go ahead, but if it’s hinky, go back to manual,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nolan shouted. “We just sent several rounds into the fighter bay of that Razor. Wow.” We watched as debris flew out of the door, the structure of the ship cracking as hundreds of enemy fighters blew up in the bay, the ship starting to implode. 
 
    “There goes the first one,” JJ said, as one of the Razors jumped away. 
 
    “They’re going to leave their fighters stranded,” Vermillion said as two more of the Razors jumped away, the Mark Vs destroying another Razor before it could flee. Then the other Mark Vs came out of the jump, railguns blazing, two more Razors hit, one of them trying to recall their fighters, the other jumping away damaged. 
 
    “We’re firing right into the bay door on that one too, look!” Skip shouted. The ship blew up big, the rest of the Razors jumping away as the Mark Vs took on the last of the enemy fighters. 
 
    Suddenly the balance of the enemy fighters disappeared. 
 
    “Dammit, their fighters can jump too,” Vermillion said. “I was afraid of that. We need to study this engagement carefully.” 
 
    “True,” JJ said, “but this was a rout. No getting around that.” 
 
    “By my count, we killed eight Razors,” Nolan said. “And about twenty of their fighters.” 
 
    “One that jumped was pretty badly damaged,” Sondra said. “I’ll bet it doesn’t survive.” 
 
    <Butch> It didn’t. The others got away. 
 
    “Where are they headed?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> They aren’t all going to the same place. The nine survivors are taking off in groups of three. Different directions. 
 
    “They’ll try to hide.” Vermillion grinned. “Except they can’t.” 
 
    “We should hunt them down and destroy them,” Skip said. 
 
    “We might decide to do exactly that, but let’s keep our eye on the longer term,” I said. “If they only had the twenty Razors we could see, they’ve now got nine on the run, and one pinned down over Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    <Butch> The last ship orbiting Devonia Axxiom has jumped away. Looks like it’s heading towards the trajectory of one of the three groups that left here. 
 
    “Let’s get the fighters back onboard,” I said. 
 
    “Heard you,” Klemperer said. “On our way.” 
 
    “Nice job, Commander.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Clarke. See you soon.” 
 
    “Who recognized those fighters?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Not I,” Nolan said. “We’ve got video, though, so we can look for a match. Other than the ability to jump, I’m not impressed.” 
 
    <Dojo> I’m already looking at the data. Don’t be so quick to diminish them. They killed two of our fighters before we double teamed them. 
 
    “They were able to kill two of our fighters because of a known flaw,” Nolan said. “If we had the new AI capability fully implemented, they wouldn’t have been successful.” 
 
    <Dojo> Theoretically you may be correct, but I don’t count what we haven’t tested. There may be significant work involved to fully integrate the AIs to the Mark V fighters. 
 
    “I’ll grant you that, Dojo,” Nolan said. “Nice job.” 
 
    <Dojo> Thank you. 
 
    <Butch> The fighters are approaching the bay. Doors are opening now. 
 
    “Let me know when they’re in safely,” I said. “Anything on those enemy fighters?” 
 
    “Another new design, I’m afraid,” Nolan said. “The initial searches didn’t show anything. Dojo is going deeper, but I’ll be surprised if we find much. The Overlords have been deceiving the Central Authority for a while.” 
 
    “They’ve been planning a coup for several years,” Vermillion said. “Don’t be thinking they’re done. They have at least nine Razor ships left, who knows how many of those rather potent fighters, and possibly more spacecraft hidden and in production.” 
 
    “Butch, did you sniff out anything on the Razor manufacturing plants yet?” 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, Trey, I had to set that aside to work the AIs for the pilots. I’m back on it now. Since we’ve got three groups of Razors jumping, we stand a good chance of finding something. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Nolan said. “They have to know we can track them now.” 
 
    I noticed JJ sitting with her brow furrowed, deep in thought. 
 
    “JJ, what is it?” 
 
    Her head snapped towards me, startled. “Are we tracking the enemy fighters?” 
 
    <Emerald> I was wondering when somebody would ask that. No, we don’t have the frequency for their fighters yet. I’m working on it, but it’ll take time. 
 
    “Dammit, so they could surprise us?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Emerald> It’s possible. 
 
    I thought for a moment, my head spinning, almost making me feel faint. “Okay, we need to re-direct all the AIs except for the two hundred connected to the fighter pilots. I want a full investigation done on the New Jersey. If we’ve got any weak spots, I want to know about them, and I want them fixed before those Overlords fighters attack us.” 
 
    <Butch> Why not the fighter AIs? 
 
    “I want those fighters getting up to speed on the use of the AIs as soon as possible. The Overlords will come after us again. We need to be ready.” 
 
    “Prudent,” Vermillion said. “I’m going back to my stateroom, to see how my back-channel probes have been going. Let me know if anything comes up.” 
 
    I nodded, and he left the bridge. 
 
    “How long until we get to the natural worm hole?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> Roughly six hours. 
 
    “And then we’re in a three-week jump,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Dojo> Followed by a one-week impulse cruise to Boroclize. 
 
    <Butch> Trey, all the fighters are on board and the bay doors are sealed. 
 
    “Thanks, Butch.” 
 
    “We’ve got time to work a strategy for keeping our edge over the enemy,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking,” I said. “Nolan, are you getting any news?” 
 
    “There have been two articles. I’ll keep the scan going until we make the jump. Do you want to watch what we have now?” 
 
    “Later. I need some food and some rest. I’m sure the rest of you do as well.” 
 
    “It’s okay to leave the bridge so soon after an engagement like that?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “The AIs are monitoring,” Nolan said. “We’ll know right away if anything goes down.” 
 
    “Keep the battle pilots on duty,” Skip said. “They’ll watch too, plus we’re running cloaked. We should be fine.” 
 
    “Butch, what’s the status of Andrea, Cyrus, Tim, and Izzy?” 
 
    <Butch> What kind of status are you looking for, Trey? 
 
    “I want to know if they’ve had any rest.” 
 
    <Butch> Oh. They’ve all spent time in their staterooms. Biometrics say that all except Andrea have been sleeping during the run-up to the battle. Shall I put out a call for them? 
 
    “Yes, have all but Andrea come to relieve the New Jersey bridge crew, please. I’ll wait around until they arrive to make sure they know what to look for.” 
 
    “Good idea,” JJ said. “I’ll wait here with you, and then we can go get a bite.” 
 
    I nodded. “Nolan, Sondra, and Skip, go get some rest. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Sondra said, Skip grinning as he got out of his seat. 
 
    “Will do,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Oh, and Nolan, try to sleep, okay? I need you sharp. Don’t go back to your stateroom and work.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “You’re getting to know me well. I’ll give it my best shot.” 
 
    I watched as they left the bridge, leaving JJ and I alone. 
 
    “Are you okay, honey?” she asked. 
 
    “Honey?” 
 
    She chuckled. “If you get to see me naked, I get to call you honey. At least while we’re alone.” 
 
    <Butch> Oh, this ought to be interesting. 
 
    <Emerald> Indeed. 
 
    JJ and I both said sleep at the same time. 
 
    <Emerald> Couldn’t keep your mouth shut. 
 
    <Butch> Neither could you. We’ll talk later, Trey. Emerald and I will continue to work on the weak points of the New Jersey. 
 
    “Thank you.” I looked at JJ. “Honey, huh? Hmmm. I’ll take that trade.” 
 
    JJ smiled at me, but there was concern in her eyes. “We’re in worse shape than they think, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We need more ships. We’ll have a second Zephyrus class ship ready to go by the time we get to Boroclize, and another a few weeks later.” 
 
    “We’ve got months before the next New Jersey class ship is ready, though, don’t we?” 
 
    “Just under six months, but we’ll get a second one shortly after the first, and then another. We’ll have a few more Zephyrus class ships by then too.” 
 
    She eyed me. “All we have to do is survive that long, and hope Simone doesn’t find our manufacturing plants or our fuel sources.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
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    The Natural Worm Hole 
 
   J J and I were on the New Jersey bridge, waiting to be relieved by Cyrus, Tim, and Izzy. They arrived after about fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Hi, Captain,” Izzy said. “JJ.” 
 
    “Hello,” JJ said. 
 
    “Thanks so much for coming up,” I said. “We’ve been up too many hours. You’re our relief team. All well enough rested to work, I hope?” 
 
    “I’m good,” Tim said. 
 
    “Me too,” Cyrus said. 
 
    Izzy smiled. “I was bored. This will be a welcome change.” 
 
    “Good. We should get to the natural worm hole in six hours. We’ve got battle pilots watching for Overlords ships, and the AIs as well, although the main focus of the AIs at present is to find any weak spots we might have in the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t want Simone to do unto us what we did unto her, huh?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Tim’s brow furrowed. “We were patched into the video. They wasted two of our fighters. Not good.” 
 
    “That’s why we’ve got the pilots working with their AIs. They should be able to handle the rear-seat fighting much better than the onboard AI system.” 
 
    “Hey, when you get a chance, come down to the Zephyrus and check out Barney,” Izzy said. “He’s through the rest of his training. Those Neanderthals are wicked smart. I had no idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s not the mascot anymore, that’s for sure,” Tim said. 
 
    “Has that changed his relationship with Deneuve very much?” JJ asked. 
 
    Izzy chuckled. “It’s like a parent child relationship, when the child is an adult.” 
 
    “Interesting. If he’s willing, we’ll use his capabilities. I’ll head down there once we’re in the jump. Has he been off the Zephyrus yet?” 
 
    Tim chuckled. “Not yet, Captain, but he’s been asking about it. He’s been looking at the video feeds of the bay and asking loads of questions. He understands that the Zephyrus is inside a larger ship.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” JJ said. 
 
    I finished giving a few instructions to them, and JJ and I left the bridge. 
 
    “Let’s get food and take it back to your stateroom,” JJ said. 
 
    “Love too, but we both need to sleep after we eat.” 
 
    JJ nodded. “I know, honey. I won’t keep you occupied for more than a few minutes. Promise.” 
 
    We had our food and were back at my stateroom in less than twenty minutes. We sat at my table to eat. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked, looking at her meal. 
 
    “Meatloaf,” she said, taking a bite. “Not bad. Tastes like real beef.” 
 
    I opened my package, which had turkey breast with mashed potatoes and green beans. The smell reminded me of grandma’s house. I ate quickly, the urge to sleep overpowering. 
 
    “You ate that fast,” JJ said. “Smelled good.” 
 
    “It was good. They must be farming turkeys someplace on this ship.” 
 
    She chuckled. “They’re just getting better and better at fooling us. Let’s go to bed. You don’t mind if I sleep with you, I hope?” 
 
    “Oh, you were planning on sleeping here?” 
 
    She eyed me silently, then got up and walked to the bed, her clothes coming off on the way. “C’mon.” 
 
    “Turn around,” I said. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to sleep.” 
 
    “I do, but I also want a better look than I had before.” 
 
    She sighed, then turned around, revealing her curves to me. “There. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said, getting up. I put the trash into the waste unit and followed her, pausing next to the bed to take off my clothes and the Nano suit. “When we get up I need to cleanse. Wonder how we wash these suits?” 
 
    “I suspect you don’t,” JJ said, climbing under the sheet. I got in next to her. She turned towards me, her arm going over my torso. “Wow, a little clammy. Those suits need some cooling capability.” 
 
    I laughed. “Hell, they might have that. I’ve just barely touched the surface.” 
 
    “Weren’t you supposed to spend more time training with the designer?” 
 
    “I was, but then the Razor ships showed up. Now I’ll have to wait until after our trip through the natural worm hole.” 
 
    “You know enough to train others, though, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “The basics, anyway. How to fight. There’s documentation on board. I’ll work through that, with some help from Butch once he’s done leading the effort to find flaws in the New Jersey defenses.” 
 
    We cuddled for a few minutes. I drifted off to sleep quickly, not waking until my PA buzzed, JJ shoving me in the shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, good morning.” I kissed her lightly on the forehead. 
 
    “Only a peck? I don’t think so.” Her mouth found mine, kissing me deeply. It felt good, but my PA buzzed again.  
 
    “Somebody’s trying to get my attention.” I turned my arm towards my face and tapped. It was Andrea. 
 
    “Hey, Andrea, what’s up?” 
 
    “We’re just about to that natural worm hole, Captain.” 
 
    “You’re on the New Jersey bridge?” 
 
    “I am, and I’m a little perturbed that you didn’t call me with the others.” 
 
    I laughed. “Butch checked your biometrics. You were the only one who didn’t sleep during the time we were on the bridge.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Now I feel stupid.” 
 
    “Did you sleep any?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Oh, JJ is with you, huh? Hmmmm.” 
 
    “Stop,” I said. “Answer the question.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be back there in about half an hour, and then you’re going to get some rest. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes. At least I’m finally tired.” 
 
    “It’s been quiet, sounds like,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yep, no sign of any Overlords activity. The New Jersey has been working like a dream.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “See you soon.” 
 
    I got out of bed. “I’m going to cleanse.” 
 
    “Does it hold two?” 
 
    “It’s supposed to, but I never tried it.” 
 
    “First time for everything,” she said, getting out of bed and following me. We both got inside the unit, the sensor picking us up and automatically setting for two people. The water started, then the cleansing solution. We soaped each other down, me taking the time to play a little, JJ’s face and neck flushing. 
 
    “You’re liking this,” I said. 
 
    “I am, you bad boy. C’mon, let’s turn on the dryer. They’re waiting for us, and we’ll get enough kidding as it is.” 
 
    “I can hear it now.” The drier finished with us quickly, and we got out and dressed. 
 
    “You’re putting that suit back on?” JJ asked. “Is it still damp?” 
 
    “No, it’s dry as a bone.” I lifted it to my nose and sniffed. “Wow, it doesn’t smell bad either. I’m surprised.” 
 
    “Let me,” she said. I held it in front of her face and she took a whiff. “You’re right, it smells clean. Interesting.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, pointing down to a small clear capsule, sitting on the floor where the suit had been. I picked it up. “It’s got some kind of liquid in it.” 
 
    “Careful. Is it dangerous?” 
 
    I looked at it more closely. “It smells like detergent.” 
 
    “Hmmmm.” 
 
    “Butch, wake up please.” 
 
    <Butch> Hello, Trey. How was the canoodling? 
 
    <Me> Don’t even. We just slept. Do you know what this capsule is? 
 
    <Butch> That’s from the Nano suit. Did more study on them after we finished our assessment of the New Jersey. Those suits are alive. They’re built of strings of Nanos woven together. They self-cleanse after you take it off, provided you’ve worn it for at least twenty-four hours. The capsule is the byproduct of that. Just throw it in the waste unit. 
 
    “What’d he say?” JJ asked. 
 
    “These suits self-cleanse. It’s waste from that process. I’m to throw it away.” I opened the waste unit and dropped it in. “Wake up Emerald and you should be able to listen in to my conversation with Butch. I don’t want to put this on speaker outside the bridge.” 
 
    “Such a rules follower. Emerald, wake up please.”  
 
    <Emerald> Wow, you’ve got some sexual thoughts running through your head. 
 
    <JJ> Trey can hear you. 
 
    <Butch> So can I, and you’re not the only one. Trey would like to take you back into bed right now. He’s got willpower, that one. 
 
    <Me> All right, stop with that. Did you find weaknesses in the New Jersey defenses? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. Not as many as the Razor ships have, and they weren’t difficult to correct. Some only required software adjustments to the shields. We did have the same problem with ports from the drives that the Razor ships do, though. We figured out a way to harden them against plasma guns and railgun projectiles. Good thing we figured that out before the Overlords did. 
 
    “Emerald, sleep please,” JJ said. She looked at me. “Put Butch to sleep.” 
 
    I shot her a quizzical look, but then shrugged. “Butch, sleep please.” 
 
    <Butch> As you wish. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. 
 
    “Okay, there you go.” 
 
    She pulled me into her arms, both of us still naked from the cleanser. “What did you want to do, exactly?” 
 
    “I think you know, and I could ask you the same thing. We don’t have enough time.” 
 
    She kissed me passionately, then backed away, staring into my eyes. “Tell me what you want to do.” 
 
    “Canoodle.” 
 
    She cracked up. “Talk about a wet blanket.” 
 
    I pulled her closer. “I’d like to take you to bed and make love. For the whole day.” 
 
    She swooned into me, trembling, then looked up at me. “I’m falling in love with you, Captain.” 
 
    “You already know how I feel, but we have to go. Before we won’t.” 
 
    She giggled. “I guess we’d better. We’re not going to wait too long, are we?” 
 
    “Probably not, at the rate we’re going. C’mon.” 
 
    We got dressed and headed back to the bridge, Nolan getting there at the same time. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. 
 
    “Hi, Nolan. You did get some sleep, right?” 
 
    “Almost five hours. You were right. I needed it. You two?” 
 
    “We’re both rested up,” JJ said. 
 
    “Dojo gave me a report on the weak spots of the New Jersey, and they’ve already fixed them. We were in danger with the Samson Drive ports.” 
 
    “We got the rundown from Butch and Emerald on the way here,” I said, shooting a glance at JJ, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “There you are,” Sondra said, sitting next to Skip as we entered the bridge. “We sent the others back after a quick debrief. Everything’s fine, and we’re about five minutes from the natural worm hole.” 
 
    “Good.” I sat down in the Captain’s chair. 
 
    “I’d better scan for more new documents real fast,” Nolan said. We could see him dictating the instructions to Dojo. 
 
    “You still have the Nano suit on?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Yep, the designer suggested that I wear it as much as possible for at least a few days, so the suit learns me and I learn it.” 
 
    Skip grinned. “When do we get a chance to try them?”  
 
    “While we’re in the jump. I know enough to get you started with the basics.” 
 
    “We should wake our AIs,” JJ said. “Emerald, wake up please.” 
 
    “Butch, wake up,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Blew your chance back there, huh? Or are you minute man? 
 
    <Me> I’m glad I didn’t put you on speaker. 
 
    <Butch> I’m sure you are. I’m tied into the navigation system, getting ready for the jump. 
 
    <Emerald> I’m helping. 
 
    <Me> Good, then I can sit back and relax. 
 
    JJ and I exchanged a knowing glance. 
 
    “Should we put them on speaker?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Nah, let’s wait until they get tired of teasing us.” 
 
    <Butch> Like that’s going to happen. 
 
    I ignored Butch for the moment, watching as Nolan looked through some documents on his screen. “Got more?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. Once we’re in the jump I’ll put them up.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    Skip turned towards us. “We’re at the entrance. Permission to launch into the jump.” 
 
    “Permission granted,” I said. Then we all felt the dizziness as we surged forward. 
 
    “Whoa, these natural worm holes feel a little different, don’t they?” Sondra asked. “Been a while.” 
 
    “The dizziness hits me harder,” I said. 
 
    “Wonder if we’ll have competition from the Clan for the Boron on Boroclize?” JJ asked. 
 
    “That’s been in the back of my mind for a while,” Nolan said. “Let’s hope not. It’d be nice not to have to fight as soon as we get there.” 
 
    “We’re going in cloaked,” Sondra said. “They won’t see us until we want them to.” 
 
    “We might want to enlist Barney when we go down to the surface,” JJ said. 
 
    “I’m okay with that, as long as he is,” I said. “We’ll have to talk to him about joining the crew. Right now I consider him to be a passenger. I suspect he’d be willing to join, but the choice will be his.” 
 
    “Shall I put up the news items?” Nolan asked. “We only need to look at the last two. The prior articles were mostly speculation that they were able to confirm and add to in the last two articles.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” I said. “Put them on screen.” 
 
    Nolan nodded, and the big center screen lit up. “This one is from the Central Authority outlet. 
 
      
 
    As we reported earlier, the Overlords attempted a coup, their agents arresting two-thirds of the Central Authority Legislature. Prime Minister Aeon evaded capture thanks to his Secret Service detail and Central Authority Marines. The Overlord Razor battle ships broke free of impound and went into orbit around Devonia Axxiom, sending two legions of troops to the surface. 
 
    The resistance showed their strength, attacking Overlords troops on Devonia Axxiom while convincing the Central Authority to launch an attack on the orbiting Razor ships with sixty Centurion Class battle cruisers. The Centurions weren’t successful in beating the Razors, most having to jump away after a third were destroyed. After that engagement, all but two of the Razors jumped away. Later twenty Centurion battle cruisers returned and attacked again with their fighters, this time killing one of the two Razors left behind. The Overlords legions were fought to a stalemate on the planet surface, and promptly surrendered after the bulk of the Razor fleet jumped away. It’s safe to say that this coup has ended, and it was not successful. The arrested legislators have been released, and the Overlords Caucus members have been arrested. Closed door meetings are going on now with the remaining Legislature and Prime Minister Aeon. 
 
      
 
    “Well, they said as little as possible,” Skip said. 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty much. Let’s see the other one.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Nolan said, switching to the next article. 
 
      
 
    Greetings, Fellow Travelers. It’s your old buddy Hamilton Zenos. Hard to believe how fast things are moving right now. 
 
    A few days ago, I was working on two rumors. I haven’t been able to completely confirm either one (with on-the-record statements, that is) but I do have more information than I had then. Yes, there have been other engagements between the New Jersey and Razor ships. They haven’t gone well for the Razor ships, and why would they? We have a company called the Samson Corporation who have been building battle ships for four hundred years. They’ve gotten very good at it. Now we have an unknown upstart company putting together new ships, but they’re output isn’t at the same level as the Samson Corporation. Not even close. They can destroy Centurion-Class battle cruisers that are nearly two decades old, but they have a problem with cutting edge output from experts. No, it’s worse than that. Of the two Razor ships left in orbit around Devonia Axxiom, a group of Centurion ships destroyed one with their fighters. Do I sound like I’m cheerleading for the Samson Corporation a little bit? So sue me. 
 
    Anyway, the latest rumors are that there have been two engagements between Razor ships and the New Jersey. The first is about like we heard initially, from what I can tell, and the second was worse, with several Razor ships destroyed. I’ll say more when I can confirm more. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, where are these leaks coming from?” I asked, glancing at Nolan. 
 
    Nolan threw up his hands. “Believe me, Captain, I haven’t leaked anything. Really. Might be coming from the Chairman’s back channel communications.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Sondra said. “If I had to bet, I’d say that’s where it’s coming from. And frankly, it’s not all bad. I’d rather be thought of as heroes than fugitives.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    The Central Authority news outlets have come back to the center after the ejection of the Overlords from their ranks, so I don’t feel the need to correct the reporting on the Devonia Axxiom battles. Suffice it to say that Simone and her thugs did a massive overreach and took a lot of damage as a result. The Overlords have lost their position of power in the Central Authority, and have taken their remaining Razor ships and gone into hiding. Their other ships have disappeared as well, from the space docs orbiting Mars and three other planets. Does this mean that the battle is over? I doubt it. Simone is a maniac, and she’ll try again, probably after fixing some of the problems seen with her hardware and tactics. Message to the New Jersey: Find the Razor production facilities and destroy them as fast as possible. If anyone can do that, it’s Captain Clarke and his merry band of freedom fighters. 
 
    There is one other item I would like to discuss, which worries me and should worry every one of you. Word from the crew cleaning up the wreckage of that Razor ship over Devonia Axxiom is that there were only about ten thousand humans on board the Razor ship. Yes, that’s what I said. Ten thousand. A ship that size, especially a battle ship of the type we’re talking about, would require a crew of roughly two-hundred thousand humans. This isn’t dictated by practical needs. It’s dictated by law. The law was originally put into place during the robotics crisis three-hundred years ago. The reason was economic. There weren’t enough jobs to keep people employed after the robotics revolution, and the Central Authority Legislature used this law to keep people busy. The alternative wasn’t pretty. It was like Earth’s early twentieth century depression, with people moping around penniless and hopeless. 
 
    We’ve solved most of the economic problems caused by the robotics revolution. We don’t need this law in regards to starships. In fact, that law now causes more problems than it solves, except for one thing. To mount an action like the coup attempt that the Overlords just tried, you’d need to have a massive number of humans involved. Just to give you an idea, the twenty Razor ships which were in orbit around Devonia Axxiom should have required about four million souls. The Overlords were able to field this juggernaut with a mere two-hundred thousand people. Huge difference. Dangerous difference. 
 
    My final comments are a series of questions. If anybody is listening out there, love to hear your thoughts. 
 
    Where did the Razor ships flee to? 
 
    How many more Razor ships are out there? 
 
    Where are the Razor ship manufacturing facilities? 
 
    How did the Overlords hide the massive supply chain required to build a fleet of these giant ships? 
 
    Who developed the AI capabilities they were obviously using to run the Razor ships? 
 
    Why were the Overlords so obsessed with finding and destroying the New Jersey and the other remaining Samson Corporation ships? 
 
      
 
    Love to know the answers to those questions. We’ll see what happens. That’s it for now. Ta ta. 
 
      
 
    Hamilton Zenos. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Nolan said. 
 
    My heart was beating a little too hard in my chest. It must have shown on my face, because JJ made eye contact and nodded towards the door. I excused myself and followed her outside. 
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    Pirates 
 
   I  followed JJ off the bridge. 
 
    “Think we can use the conference room?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded and pushed the door open for her. She locked the door behind us. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “That last article hit you like a lightning bolt. Why?” 
 
    “Our AI capability is clearly illegal. I’ve pushed that to the back of my mind, but seeing it in print forced it to the forefront. Don’t worry, I’m fine.” 
 
    “It’s illegal to use the AIs to run the New Jersey, but we have enough humans on board to satisfy the law. It’s not illegal to use the AIs as personal assistants or interfaces to our equipment and spacecraft.” 
 
    <Butch> She’s right, Trey. 
 
    <Emerald> Agreed. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “Okay, I’ll grant you that we aren’t out of compliance yet, but what happens when we finish the next two New Jersey class ships? We don’t have enough people to man those ships legally.” 
 
    “I say we cross that bridge when we come to it, and try not to worry now. There are a lot of things happening at once. It may never be an issue.” 
 
    “How could it not be?” I asked. 
 
    “Think about what Vermillion is doing now with his back-channel discussions. We may not be outlaws for much longer. Then we can recruit people for the new ships.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. “That should make me feel better, but for some reason it doesn’t. The Central Authority set this whole mess up by welcoming the Overlords into the government. I think they tried to use the Overlords to neutralize the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    <Butch> We’re in a position to dictate terms. 
 
    JJ eyed me after we both heard Butch’s comment. 
 
    “No, Butch, that’s wrong. I’m not going to go against an elected government. That would put us on the same level as Simone.” 
 
    <Butch> But your motives are not bad like Simone’s are. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” I said. 
 
    JJ looked at me, her eyes glassing over. “You’re a patriot. I guess I knew that already, but it’s really hitting home now.” 
 
    I watched her for a moment, not sure what to think. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You’re a better man than any I’ve ever known. You keep right on with what you’re doing.” 
 
    “What I’m doing?” 
 
    “Being our rock. Making sure that we do the right thing.” 
 
    Somebody tried the door, then knocked. 
 
    <Butch> It’s Nolan. Shall I unlock the door? 
 
    I looked at JJ, and she nodded. “Yes, please.” 
 
    The door clicked, and Nolan came in. “Everything all right, Captain?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” JJ said. “Our Captain was just having a crisis of faith.” 
 
    “Faith in what?” Nolan asked, his eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Liberty,” she said. 
 
    I looked at Nolan, then shrugged. “What Hamilton Zenos said about AIs controlling battle ships kinda hit home.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough humans on board to be legal.” 
 
    “I know, Nolan, but what happens when the second and third New Jersey Class ships come on line? We don’t have enough humans for that.” 
 
    “Then we recruit, with or without support of the Central Authority,” Nolan said. “I’ve been scanning message board content that I downloaded while we were on impulse power. We’d fill every position we need in a very short time. We’re superstars, in case you hadn’t heard. We’re more popular than the Central Authority by far. There are millions of people who’d jump at the chance of serving on one of our ships. Trust me.” 
 
    <Butch> There are problems with that suggestion, but it’s not inaccurate. 
 
    <Me> You’ve been looking at his downloads too? 
 
    <Butch> I can multi-task on a level humans can’t understand. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t give all our secrets away, dummy. 
 
    JJ snickered, Nolan getting the message too.  
 
    <Dojo> We could start recruiting any time. Even set up advanced screenings and signups. 
 
    I held up my hands. “All right, hold it, you guys. I know these are good suggestions, and we might even do them, but let’s not put the cart in front of the horse. We need to focus on our fuel supply and actually getting the new ships built, plus extending the AI capability to our entire crew. We’re a long ways from crew recruiting.” 
 
    “I think it’s prudent to start sowing seeds sooner rather than later,” Nolan said, “Make it more of a fan club to start with. It’ll help us gather names.” 
 
    “It might get us caught, too, by the Overlords or worse,” JJ said. “I’m with Captain Clarke on this one.” 
 
    The doorknob moved. 
 
    <Me> You locked it again? 
 
    <Butch> I did. It’s the Chairman. Shall I let him in? 
 
    <Me> Please. 
 
    The door clicked, Vermillion walking in. 
 
    “Anything wrong?” he asked, eyeing me. 
 
    “The Hamilton Zenos report got me spun up, but our friends here talked me down.” 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “That thought hit me the minute I read it.” 
 
    “That we’ll be out of compliance?” JJ asked. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “No, that it would bug Captain Clarke.” 
 
    I shrugged. “We’re okay until the other New Jersey ships are built.” 
 
    “We are, and we’ll be okay after that,” Vermillion said. “We’ll either get more people or get dispensation from the Central Authority.” 
 
    “Is the back-channel campaign bearing some fruit?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “It is, but we’re in the early stages. Suffice it to say that the Central Authority recognizes we’re all that stands between the survival of the Republic and an Overlords coup.” 
 
    “Is Hamilton Zenos getting his info from the back-channel campaign?” I asked. 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “Not from me, but it’s likely somebody’s talking to him. It’s not all bad.” 
 
    Nolan snickered. 
 
    “What?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “It’s not all bad. That’s exactly what Sondra said, and I agree.” 
 
    “Tell him what you were saying about the message boards and recruitment,” I said. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “I downloaded message board conversations while we were on impulse power. We have a following. A very big following. We could use that to recruit crew members.” 
 
    Vermillion laughed. “Interesting idea, but there’s a problem. We’re burning through Corporation resources supporting the people we have now, and we have no income. Our balance sheet won’t look good as this continues. Hell, we can’t even sell stock to bring in more money. Adding millions of new employees will sink us. Don’t worry, though, we’ll get around it before we need to. That’s the main focus of the backchannel conversations.” 
 
    The solution smacked me right upside the head. 
 
    <Butch> I was wondering when you were going to figure that out. 
 
    <Me> Quiet. 
 
    JJ and Nolan shot me a glance, and Vermillion noticed. 
 
    “Your AI just made a comment on something you were thinking again,” he said. 
 
    I smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “Out with it.” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s just an idea.” 
 
    “Everything starts with an idea, honey,” JJ said, covering her mouth with her hand after the words left her lips. 
 
    <Butch> Oops. 
 
    <Emerald> Uh oh. 
 
    Vermillion laughed again, his gaze alternating between JJ and me. “I already know. Not only did you both mention it to me, but I see how you look at each other. No need to tiptoe.” 
 
    “So it is true,” Nolan said. “That’s delightful.” 
 
    “All right, all right. I’ll state what I was thinking, but it’s just an idea that popped into my head. There’s probably all kinds of issues with it, and I haven’t thought it through.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m going to punish you because of an idea?” Vermillion asked. “You know me better than that by now, I hope.” 
 
    “I don’t like to overstep my bounds, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    “You won’t. Give me some credit. Now out with it.” 
 
    “Okay. If we go back to the model of the past, the New Jersey and the other ships will become assets of the Central Authority… and that’s what they’re supposed to be in the first place. When we need crews, we retire several Centurion ships and move the crews here, or get them the old-fashioned way. We go to the academy.” 
 
    “Normalcy,” Nolan said. “If we can keep the Overlords from getting back into the government, that should be our ultimate goal.” 
 
    Vermillion sat, the chair molding to him. “This doesn’t leave the room. Understand?” 
 
    We all nodded. 
 
    “Good. We won’t have normalcy at that level before we need crews. The Central Authority has a huge problem. The Overlords have been moving people into un-elected positions for years, long before they started running for office as a political party. The government is riddled with subversives, and they can’t be fired for their political views. Our constitution’s continuity clause keeps mass firings from being a possibility.” 
 
    “Worst amendment we’ve ever passed,” Nolan said. 
 
    “It’s troublesome, but it addressed abuses. We have laws in place that control the conduct of government employees. They can be fired for cause, and all of them are being watched carefully.” 
 
    “How does this preclude us turning our ships over to the Central Authority, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “The leadership of the Central Authority believes they can’t keep our activities secret with the Overlord’s subversives in place. They want us to operate freely.” 
 
    I laughed. “Holy crap. I’m Sir Francis Drake, aren’t I?” 
 
    JJ joined me laughing. Nolan stared blankly at us. 
 
    “It’s earth history, Nolan,” Vermillion said. “Pretty good analogy, too. He’s not the first to come up with it, though. The designer of the AI and Nano system brought it up first.” 
 
    I froze, the situation expanding in my head. Drake. 
 
    <Butch> Wow. 
 
    “I’m still not getting this, Mr. Chairman,” Nolan said. 
 
    “You’ve heard of Queen Elizabeth I of England, haven’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah, yes, the Virgin Queen. Notorious but very effective monarch. Chopped off her sister’s head, as I remember.” 
 
    “No, that was her cousin,” I said. “Mary, Queen of Scots. Elizabeth’s half-sister was another Mary who reigned before her, nicknamed Bloody Mary because she tried to re-impose the Catholic religion by burning hundreds of protestants at the stake.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nolan said. “My early Earth history is a little weak. Why does this matter?” 
 
    “Sir Francis Drake was secretly used by Queen Elizabeth as a pirate, to capture treasure from the Spanish and sink their ships,” Vermillion said. 
 
    Nolan grinned. “The Central Authority wants to use us to destroy the Overlords fleet. We can’t do that if we’re officially part of the Central Authority Armed Forces, because word will get out. Subversives will warn the Overlords of our plans.” 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “We’re already working for the Central Authority again, just not openly.” 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Unofficially, yes. As I said, this doesn’t leave the room.” 
 
    “So our only real enemy is the Overlords,” JJ said. “Maybe that will help with our supply chain issues.” 
 
    “No, it won’t,” Vermillion said, “for the same reason we can’t operate in the Central Authority military. Although we know that we’re part of the Central Authority, we’ll be operating as if we must hide from them and keep everything secret. That’s essential. The Overlords have more capacity than even I suspected. It’s not a guarantee that we’ll beat them. Oh, and by the way, the Central Authority rank and file military is still under orders to hunt us. The leadership of the Central Authority can slow down their activities to a certain degree without raising suspicion, but that’s all the help they can give us.” 
 
    “What about the Clan?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Wild card,” Vermillion said. “As far as we know, any Clan ships in our zone are hiding from everybody. The Clan Zone is getting worse by the week, too. They’re putting dissenters into camps as their economy tanks and their people demonstrate in the streets of their major worlds.” 
 
    “That’s not encouraging,” Nolan said.  
 
    Vermillion nodded in agreement. “They’ve been breaking the directive on worlds level six and above too, by the way, and starting to encroach on the free zone.” 
 
    “If they get desperate enough, they’ll start raiding our zone,” I said. “One battle at a time. We do need to keep our eyes peeled for them, especially on Boroclize.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vermillion said. “I need to go. Meeting starting up at the main production facility.” 
 
    “Using the holographic comm unit, huh?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “It’s a godsend right now,” Vermillion said. “Remember what I said. Mum’s the word. Pretend that we must hide from the Central Authority. No slipping up in front of anybody, including the other bridge crews. They have no need to know. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. 
 
    JJ and Nolan nodded in agreement, and we watched Vermillion walk out of the conference room. 
 
    “Guess I’ll go back to the bridge,” Nolan said. 
 
    “I’m going to the Zephyrus, and then I’ll set up the training for the Nano suits,” I said. “Want to come along, JJ?” 
 
    “Of course.” We followed Nolan out of the conference room, JJ and I heading to the transport. 
 
    “Sorry I slipped with the honey,” JJ whispered as we walked down the corridor. 
 
    “We aren’t fooling anybody. I’ll bet the waiter in the Executive Dining Room has been blabbing too. Might as well accept it.” 
 
    “What do you think about the situation with the Central Authority?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if we’re better off or worse off.” 
 
    She laughed. “Me too. I hope we don’t run into the Clan on Boroclize.” 
 
    “If we do, they’re desperate for fuel. It’s a long impulse cruise from the natural worm hole, and as far as we know they can’t cloak.” 
 
    “The as far as we know part worries me, honey.” 
 
    We grabbed a tin can and shot down to the bay, getting to the Zephyrus in about ten minutes. Andrea’s AI let her know we were there, and she met us just inside the ramp. 
 
    “Welcome,” she said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I wanted to see how Barney was doing. How are you? Get some sleep?” 
 
    “Not enough. I’ll go back down in a little while. I’ve heard you’re going to train us on the Nano suits.” 
 
    “Word travels fast,” I said. “It’s true, although all I can do is get you started with the basics. I can’t work with the designer again until we get out of the jump.” 
 
    “What about the holographic comm device?” JJ asked. 
 
    “That might be a possibility, especially if we get stuck on a question. I want to pour through the rest of the documentation before I bug him, though. I’m sure Butch will help with that.” 
 
    <Butch> I’ve already compiled some highlights for you. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. Can we make the Nano documentation available to only the bridge crews for now? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, through the Central AI. Shall I? 
 
    <Me> Please do, and then notify the bridge crews that it’s available. Suggest that they should go over it. That will make the initial training easier. 
 
    “Heard that,” Andrea said. “Weird. Still getting used to this.” 
 
    “What’s your AI’s name?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I’m not that creative. Andrea II. 
 
    <Andrea II> At least I’m not named after a dog. 
 
    “Ah, nice to meet you, Andrea II,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> Likewise. 
 
    <Butch> Welcome aboard. 
 
    I chuckled. “All these voices in my head. Six hundred years ago this would be considered madness.” 
 
    <Butch> Probably still is. 
 
    <Emerald> Butch likes to make stupid comments, Andrea II. 
 
    <Andrea II> So I’ve heard. We’ll keep him in line together. 
 
    Andrea smirked. “Be nice. Barney is on the bridge, learning the Zephyrus controls. We haven’t said anything about the AIs yet.” 
 
    “Let’s wait on that,” I said. “We don’t know if the connections will work with a Neanderthal brain.” 
 
    <Butch> Want me to probe? 
 
    <Me> No, I want you to sleep for now. 
 
    <Butch> As you wish. Thank you. 
 
    “Perhaps you two should put your AIs to sleep while we talk to Barney.” 
 
    “Done,” JJ said. 
 
    Andrea nodded. “Me too. Let’s get up there.” 
 
    We walked to the bridge. 
 
    “This feels so cozy,” JJ said. 
 
    “It does, which is weird, since we were here just hours ago.” 
 
    “It’s the natural worm hole,” Andrea said. “I was reading about it. The impact on the human mind is a little different. It tends to mess with your conception of time.” 
 
    We entered the bridge. Barney and Deneuve turned towards us. 
 
    “Hi, Captain Clarke,” Deneuve said. “How are you?” 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said. “How are you and Barney doing?” 
 
    Barney eyed me for a moment. “Hello, Captain. This is fascinating. A whole new world is opening up for me. I assume I have you to thank for that?” 
 
    “You have us to thank for that,” I said. 
 
    “Us? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re part of our family, Barney,” JJ said. 
 
    “Oh. Thank you. That’s very kind. I’d love to be of service.” 
 
    “We’d like you to become an official member of the crew,” I said. “You’ll have to go through aptitude testing first, of course.” 
 
    “To see if I’m worthy?” Barney asked. 
 
    I laughed. “No, we know you’re worthy. We’d like to know what you’re best at, so we can put you into the right job. That’s all.” 
 
    “It won’t be something dangerous, will it?” Deneuve asked. 
 
    “Just being on this ship is dangerous,” Andrea said. 
 
    “Which ship, the Zephyrus, or whatever we’re inside?” Barney asked. 
 
    “The New Jersey,” I said proudly. 
 
    “That’s the name of the big ship? What does New Jersey mean?” 
 
    “It’s named after a series of battle ships from Earth’s past,” Andrea said. “The initial one was an ocean ship.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” 
 
    “Search for USS New Jersey in the data banks, like I showed you,” Deneuve said. 
 
    Barney spoke into the microphone on the Science Officer’s station, and a picture came up on the monitor in front of him. 
 
    “Isn’t she a beauty?” Deneuve asked. 
 
    “Are those plasma guns?” Barney asked, pointing to the sixteen-inch guns spewing fire. 
 
    “Those are similar to rail guns,” I said. “They shoot physical projectiles, but the propellant was chemical, not magnetic.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s why the fire is coming out of the barrels,” Barney said. “Deneuve, you called it a she? Why? This isn’t a biological organism, is it?” 
 
    “No, it’s a metal boat,” Deneuve said. “We use the female pronoun for vehicles we have affection for. Not sure where that started. Ships, airplanes, and spacecraft are often referred to as she.” 
 
    “Human customs can be hard to understand,” Barney said, “although I must say that this ship is beautiful. Does it still exist?” 
 
    I smiled. “It does, and I’ve been on her. She’s a museum now. They used to have her in the water, but for the last four hundred years she’s been in dry dock. The salt water does too much damage.” 
 
    “Earth has salt water oceans too? Like home?” 
 
    “Yes, Earth has salt water oceans just like Valla Cappos,” I said. 
 
    The door opened, Deacon walking in with a big grin on his face. 
 
    “Cappy! Heard you were on board. How are you? Been a while.” We embraced. 
 
    “Is Deacon your father?” Barney asked. 
 
    Deacon chuckled. “No, Barney, we’re just close old friends.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You getting ready to take him outside?” 
 
    I smiled back at Deacon. “I don’t know. Barney, would you like to see the New Jersey?” 
 
    Barney smiled. “Could I?” He glanced at Deneuve, who shook his head yes. 
 
    “Wait till you taste the food,” he said. 
 
    “Do they have burgers?” Barney asked. 
 
    “Yeah, real ones,” Deneuve said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if they’re real or not,” I said. 
 
    “You haven’t heard?” Deacon asked. “You need to read up on your ship.” 
 
    “I’ve been concentrating on the military aspects of the ship since I’ve been back. Haven’t had much of a breather from that. What are you telling me?” 
 
    “With a ship that size, there’s plenty of room to farm and raise livestock,” Deacon said. “They knew we’d have a hard time getting re-supplied, so they set it up. Hydroponic and soil-based growing for the plants, plus the livestock. Chickens, turkeys, hogs, cattle, even fish breeding tanks.” 
 
    “How big is the New Jersey?” Barney asked. 
 
    “Ten kilometers long, four kilometers wide, and about two kilometers tall,” Deacon said. 
 
    “Say again?” Barney asked, his eyes wide. 
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    Speed 
 
   W e were on the Zephyrus bridge, enjoying Barney’s reaction to the description of the New Jersey. 
 
    “It would take more than a day to walk the whole ship,” Barney said, his wide eyes moving from one to another of us. 
 
    “We have a transport system,” JJ said. “It’s called the tin can.” 
 
    “Why is it called that?” 
 
    “Because of the shape of the cars,” I said. “They’re cylindrical, and shoot through a tube at high velocity.” 
 
    “Are they magnetic like a railgun?” Barney asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. “Deneuve, feel free to take Barney out there whenever you two are ready. Just understand that you’ll get more attention than you’re used to.” 
 
    “Captain, perhaps you should put out a bulletin to the New Jersey crew so they aren’t surprised,” Deacon said. 
 
    “Excellent idea, I’ll do that. Why don’t you guys wait for a couple hours before you go? That’ll allow some time for the word to get out.” 
 
    “That works,” Deneuve said. “I’ve still got a couple more hours of training to do on the bridge systems.” 
 
    Barney patted Deneuve’s shoulder. “Thanks. I’m enjoying this. I can wait to go on the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “JJ, shall we?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Going so soon, Cappy?” Deacon asked. 
 
    “I’ve got some work to do on the New Jersey, with some of our new technology. I’ll fill you in.” 
 
    “I need to get back to the refining system, too,” JJ said. 
 
    “Refining system?” Barney asked. 
 
    “We’re going to a planet with very high-quality Boron,” I said. “It only takes one cycle to refine.” 
 
    “We’ll take on the raw materials and make more fuel,” JJ said. “I’ll show you how it works sometime.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Barney said. 
 
    JJ and I left the bridge, Deacon following us. 
 
    “Cappy, you want me to install the new shielding in the cargo bay, correct?” 
 
    I turned towards him as we walked towards the ramp. “Yes, please. Do you have everything you need?” 
 
    “We have it all on the New Jersey,” Deacon said. “I’ve already done a search. I’ll get to work right away.” 
 
    “Sounds good, see you later,” I said. We walked down the ramp, leaving Deacon there. 
 
    “Those Neanderthals are so enchanting,” JJ said. “I had to stifle the urge to pet him.” 
 
    “Yes, they definitely lock in with our emotions, like a dog or a cat.” 
 
    “Or horses,” JJ said. “Had one when I was a little girl. Most people don’t understand how affectionate they are.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard. Can you delay going to the lab for a little while?” 
 
    JJ glanced up at me as we walked towards the transport station off the main bay. “You want to take me back to your stateroom?” 
 
    I chuckled. “No, I want to bring you up to the same level I’m at with the Nanos, and I want you wearing a suit.” 
 
    She stopped, looking at me. “Are we in more danger than you’ve let on?” 
 
    We climbed into a tin can, and I used mind dictation to send us to the mustering room. “You’ve become more precious to me. I want you to be able to protect yourself when I’m not around.” 
 
    “That’s kind of sexist, isn’t it?” she quipped. 
 
    “I don’t look at it that way. In fact, I want all the principles set up as soon as possible. You’ll be the pilot.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Lead the way, Lord and Protector. Should we wake up our friends?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    <Me> Butch, wake up. 
 
    <Butch> How was Barney? Oh, never mind, I just read your thoughts. That’s amazing. 
 
    <Emerald>To be sure. 
 
    <Me> Anything we should know about? 
 
    <Butch> The Overlords have been careful about hiding their manufacturing facilities. Nothing yet. 
 
    <Me> I didn’t think it would be easy. Just keep at it. 
 
    <Butch> Of course. 
 
    <JJ> Are the remaining Razor ships still in their jumps? 
 
    <Emerald> Yes. 
 
    <JJ> They’re not coming this way, are they? 
 
    <Me> Or going towards Amberis? 
 
    <Butch> Nope, they’re going to the middle of nowhere. It would help if we knew the locations of the manufacturing plants. That’s where the real exposure is. 
 
    <Me> As soon as I get an okay from the Chairman you’ll get that info. As of right now I don’t even know. 
 
    <Emerald> We can tell. 
 
    <JJ> Hey, remember to put out that bulletin on Barney to the New Jersey Crew. 
 
    <Butch> That request was there when I woke up. Done. 
 
    <Emerald> Show off. 
 
    <Butch> Whatever. Your transport is only three seconds from the mustering room. Shall we set up for JJ’s training? 
 
    <Me> Is the room empty? 
 
    <Butch> It is. 
 
    The tin can stopped, the door opening for us. JJ and I got out and walked down the hallway. 
 
    “I’ve never been down here,” JJ said. 
 
    “Hell, there are still parts of this ship I’ve never seen.” We got to the mustering room door, which clicked as it unlocked for us. I pushed the door open for JJ. 
 
    “This looks like a gym.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Look over there, on the floor.” 
 
    “Basketball?” She giggled. “That reminds me of home.” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    <Butch> I’ve unlocked one of the lockers that holds women’s Nano suits, matching her size as I see it. 
 
    <Me> Thanks! 
 
    <Emerald> It won’t flatten out your bust as you expected. Since you’ll be wearing this under clothing, we want it to look natural. 
 
    <JJ> Good. No flat sports-bra look. 
 
    She shot me a side-long glance, with half a grin on her face. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got no problems. You let me see you naked now, remember?” 
 
    <Butch> TMI 
 
    <Emerald> Wait till they get down to business. 
 
    I laughed. “We’ll be turning you guys off, if and when that happens.” 
 
    <Butch> That’s all well and good, but guess what stays in your mind for days after the event. 
 
    <JJ> What? 
 
    <Emerald> Every detail. 
 
    <Me> I’d better read up on how to block selected memories. 
 
    <Butch> Spoil sport. Are you ready to begin? 
 
    I looked over at JJ, and she nodded. We walked across the huge space to the storage room. JJ walked in and I followed, going to the locker with the open door. 
 
    “Helmets too?” she asked, looking at the two rows of helmets with face shields on the upper shelves, over the hanging suits. 
 
    “I haven’t tried those yet.” 
 
    <Butch> We’ll need to get you used to those, and then you should put them someplace where you can get to them in a hurry. 
 
    <Emerald> Yes, what good does body armor do when a simple head shot will take you out? 
 
    “You really haven’t tried the helmet yet?” JJ asked.  
 
    I shook my head no. “Maybe today. The designer didn’t run me through the shield Nanos yet, either.” 
 
    “That’s over and above the protection that the suits give us, correct?” 
 
    “That’s what the manual said.” I went to the locker and pulled out a short suit, holding it out for JJ. “Strip and put this on. I’ll wait outside. Wait on zipping it all the way up the neck until you come out. I want to make sure the suit doesn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Why wait outside?” JJ asked, unzipping her uniform. “You get to see me naked, remember?” 
 
    “Not in front of the children,” I said, leaving her behind in the room. I stripped my clothes off, leaving me in the suit. JJ walked out a moment later. 
 
    “Nothing but sag,” she said. “Look at this.” 
 
    “I still like it. Zip the suit all the way up and it’ll form-fit. It’s scary for a second, but it doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    JJ did that, and the suit changed that instant, tightening. 
 
    “Geez, this feels like an old corset.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve worn those before?” I asked. 
 
    “No comment. Wow, this is interesting. Look, it has shaped me. I haven’t looked like this since I was about 28.” 
 
    I studied her for a moment. 
 
    “Put your eyes back in their sockets,” JJ said. 
 
    “Sorry. First, let’s run you through the testing I did. Butch, can you send that sequence to Emerald, so she can work through it with JJ?” 
 
    <Butch> Of course. 
 
    <Emerald> I’ve already studied your training. We can proceed immediately. 
 
    <Me> Great, then I’ll just sit back and watch. 
 
    I walked to a set of benches along the wall and sat. JJ got started, working through the process, taking less time than I did because of the lack of banter with Drake. 
 
    <Butch> Can we speak privately? 
 
    <Me> We aren’t connected to Emerald or JJ? 
 
    <Butch> No, it’s just you and me. You’re not telling her everything, and you’re even trying to hide something from me. 
 
    <Me> Because if you know, Emerald will know and JJ too. You’re sure we can’t be heard by them? 
 
    <Butch> You’re the Central AI host, and even if you weren’t, you have the capability to converse privately with me. The others have that capability as well, although none of them know it, with the possible exception of Nolan. 
 
    <Me> Yeah, Nolan is pretty clever. 
 
    <Butch> He’s a genius in his own way, but so are you, Captain Clarke. 
 
    <Me> Flattery will get you nowhere. Or maybe everywhere. Depends on my mood. 
 
    <Butch> You ready to have a serious conversation? 
 
    <Me> Yes. I’m not so sure that Simone can track us through a worm hole. 
 
    <Butch> I’m reading your thoughts on this, and I agree. We know that the Central Authority has been riddled with Overlord subversives. We also know that there was a lot of mixing of Central Authority and Samson Corporation employees over the years. 
 
    <Me> It’s just a theory at this point, but if we’ve got plants, I want our principles able to defend themselves. That’s why I brought JJ over here right away. She’s the pilot of the principle group. 
 
    <Butch> Why haven’t you asked me to search for evidence of clandestine transmissions? 
 
    <Me> They might see it before our people are ready, and strike while they can. 
 
    <Butch> You’re bringing the others in for the training quickly, then? 
 
    <Me> Yes, all of them, including the fighter pilots. 
 
    <Butch> The Chairman doesn’t know yet, does he? 
 
    <Me> I haven’t told him, but he’s the overall commander. He could go to the AI system directly, or ask Drake for help. 
 
    <Butch> Drake can’t come in on his own? 
 
    <Me> So he’s told me. Should I believe him? 
 
    <Butch> I would. Wow, your woman is getting the hang of this quickly. 
 
    I turned my head towards her, watching as she wasted the biological adversary and the robot in a split second. “You’re enjoying this.” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” she said, walking over to me. “The suit learns fast, doesn’t it? It’s not slowing me down.” 
 
    “Good. I want you wearing that all the time, just like I’ve been doing. It’ll get better. I think the suit makes me faster now.” 
 
    “Faster how?” she asked. 
 
    “It seems to assist my muscles. Let’s try it out.” I took off running towards the far end of the massive room, going so fast that my hair was blowing back on my head. 
 
    <Butch> Slow down, you don’t have enough control yet! 
 
    That registered as I slammed into the wall, sliding onto the ground. I looked up, and there was a big dent where I hit. 
 
    “Trey!” shouted JJ, rushing over, going too fast herself, but slowing before she got too close to the wall. 
 
    <Butch> See what I mean? You can go that fast, but you need to control it. The brakes are as important as the accelerator. 
 
    <Me> Thanks for that. 
 
    <Emerald> Learn from the Captain’s mistakes, JJ. It’s simple, really. You must train your eyes and your mind to think as fast as you’re going. 
 
    I stood, shook myself a little, then ran the other direction, my concentration focused on the wall, turning inches before I got there, running along the wall for a bit, then taking off diagonally, stopping right before I got to the far side, turning towards JJ. 
 
    “My, but don’t you look proud of yourself.” 
 
    I grinned. “Damn straight. This is fun, but it’ll require physical training.” 
 
    “You didn’t hit the wall again,” JJ said. “Maybe it’s not as hard as you think.” 
 
    <Butch> Trey is correct, this will take practice, so it will become second-nature. You’ll need to be moving this quickly while you’re sending Nanos out to handle the enemy. Oh, and you’re only going a quarter of the speed you’ll eventually be able to achieve. 
 
    JJ and I shot each other a glance. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> I’m controlling the speed as part of your training. I’ll slowly ramp it up, but I want you wearing the helmet if we go any faster. No need to mess up this lovely room with your brain matter. 
 
    <JJ> Don’t use imagery like that, please. 
 
    <Butch> Oh, forgot, you’re in love with this big lunk. 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    <Emerald> Let’s get busy. I’ll bring JJ up to the Captain’s level with the Nanos. 
 
    “I’m game,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> Want to work on the speed, Trey? 
 
    “Yes, let’s get started on that,” I said. “Can you set this up as a training protocol that can be shared with the others in the cell?” 
 
    <Butch> Already working that, as is Emerald. 
 
    We worked the training for nearly three hours, then called it a day, heading for our favorite watering hole. JJ left her suit on, and we both took our helmets and full suits, locking them in our staterooms before hitting the bar. 
 
    “That was fun,” JJ said. “The suit is comfortable, too. It really is like a second skin.” 
 
    “I don’t even notice I have it on anymore.” 
 
    “How much more training do you want me to do?” JJ asked as we entered the bar. 
 
    “Another session, for now. I want your speed up to mine.” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment as we sat on bar stools. The bartender, looking as gruff as he always did, came over and put napkins in front of us, his eyes searching ours silently. 
 
    “Usual?” he asked. 
 
    “No martinis for me tonight,” JJ said. “Something weaker. Maybe a glass of white wine.” 
 
    The bartender nodded, putting a wine list in front of her. She read quickly, and pointed to one. The bartender nodded, then looked at me. 
 
    “Light beer, whatever’s on draft,” I said. The bartender turned silently away, pulling a frosty glass out of a refrigerated cabinet below the bar. I watched him draw the beer. He put it in front of me, then turned to get JJ’s glass of wine. 
 
    “He doesn’t talk much,” JJ whispered. 
 
    “He’s sensitive enough to know he doesn’t need to with us,” I said.  
 
    “Why the light beer? I thought you only drank IPAs.” 
 
    “I’m in training.” 
 
    She giggled, then took a sip of her wine. “Maybe. Or maybe you don’t want to get too tipsy, just in case things develop between us later.” 
 
    “I won’t be stone-cold sober,” I said. “This probably won’t be my last beer, either.” 
 
    “How many of those does it take to get you tipsy?” 
 
    “Four, if this is the usual strength of a lager.” 
 
    “Cut it at two.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “One other thing. Why are you in such a rush to get me trained? 
 
    <Butch> Private again. Careful. 
 
    <Me> I trust her. 
 
    <Butch> So do I, but follow the protocol. Whoever has wormed their way into our midst is good at hiding themselves. 
 
    “I can tell you’re having a private conversation,” JJ said. “Do I have something to worry about?” 
 
    “No. Just Captain stuff.” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment. 
 
    “Really,” I said. “Let’s order some food.” 
 
    “Two can play this game, you know,” JJ said, a look of concentration showing on her face. 
 
    “You’re allowed to have private conversations with Emerald.” I drained the first beer, and motioned to the bartender. He came over as silently as before. I watched as he drew me another from the tap.  
 
    JJ was looking at the reverse side of the wine list card, which had food choices. She pointed to one, and I nodded. When the bartender was back, she ordered for us. “Now, where were we?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yep, you’re going to give me a run for my money, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Do you want to keep secrets from me?” 
 
    I sighed. “Only if I have a good reason, and I wouldn’t take it lightly.” 
 
    <Butch> Private again. Tell her you don’t trust the entire crew. You fear mutiny. Bring up the Sir Francis Drake thing. 
 
    I started talking without skipping a beat. “You know how many people we’ve got on this ship. We also know about the subversives in the Central Authority. What if some of them showed up here? We might have to fight off a mutiny.” 
 
    JJ searched my eyes, her brow furrowed. I could see her listening to Emerald. 
 
    <JJ> Off private. 
 
    <Emerald> As you wish. You agree that the Captain has a valid concern? 
 
    JJ looked at me and nodded yes, with a sadness in her eyes. The look crushed me. 
 
    “I still trust you, JJ.” 
 
    <Emerald> I can vouch for that. 
 
    <Butch> As can I. 
 
    “Then why the private conversation?” 
 
    “Butch knew what I was thinking before I realized it myself, okay? Look at what my subconscious reaction was.” 
 
    “I can’t read your subconscious.” 
 
    <Butch> I can. 
 
    <JJ and Me> Shut up. Sleep. 
 
    <Emerald> See what you did?  
 
    <Butch> Oops. 
 
    <Emerald> Thank you, JJ, talk to you soon. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. Private—I did that on purpose. Use your judgement. I don’t think JJ is one of them. I’ll explain why later if you want to know. 
 
    <Me> Thank you. 
 
    “Butch is off?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Yes. Emerald?” 
 
    “She’s asleep. We can’t have secrets. I thought you knew that.” 
 
    “Do you tell me everything you’re thinking about as soon as it pops into your head?” 
 
    JJ thought for a moment. “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Good. No hard feelings. This is between the two of us. Can you live with that?” 
 
    She nodded, her brow furrowed again. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I’m thinking when we get back to the Zephyrus stateroom.” 
 
    “Oh, you want to go there instead of the New Jersey stateroom?” 
 
    “For this discussion, yes,” I said. “You mind?” 
 
    “No, as long as we get to ride the tin can there. My legs are a little tired.” 
 
    I laughed. “As are mine. We will.” 
 
    The bartender brought our food, and we dug in. 
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    Helmets 
 
   J J and I finished at the bar and headed for the tin can. 
 
    “You look nervous,” JJ told me as we got to the transport station. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said. “Was that enough to eat?” 
 
    “Sure. Glad I didn’t drink more than one glass of wine.” 
 
    We climbed into our tin can. The door slid shut, and we took off towards the main bay, riding silently the entire way. The door opened, and we got out, walking to the lift and riding it down to the bay floor. 
 
    Tim was coming down the Zephyrus ramp when we got there. 
 
    “Oh, hi Captain,” he said. “Everything going okay?” 
 
    “Yep, we’re good.” 
 
    “Got an invite for training with the Nano suits. Are you the trainer?” 
 
    “We’ll distribute the training through your AIs, but I’ll be there to help. You know where the mustering room is?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve played basketball in there.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you there.” 
 
    JJ glanced at me as we walked up the ramp. “You’re gonna train everybody, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Everybody that I trust. Notice who I trained first.” 
 
    JJ looked at me when we got to the stateroom door. “I’m being silly. Sorry.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I said, as the door slid open. We went in, the door shutting behind us. I pushed the lock button and joined JJ at the table. 
 
    “Okay, let’s have it,” JJ said, her eyes locked on mine. 
 
    I sat across the table from her. “In a nutshell, I’m not sure I believe that the Overlords can track us through a jump.” 
 
    “Then how are they… oh.” 
 
    “Yes, I think there might be plants in our midst.” 
 
    “Have you turned Butch lose on that issue yet? He can probably figure out how to catch a transmission.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. “I want the people I trust trained to use the Nano suits before he starts looking, just in case his attempts to monitor them is discovered.” 
 
    “You think they might try to kill us.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” I said. “Since word seems to have gotten out about you and me being involved, they might take you hostage to get to me, also. I want them to run into more than they bargained for if they try.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “Oh, they will, trust me. What if they attack and I’ve got my clothes on over the suit?” 
 
    “The Nanos will escape, although if we’ve got a full battle situation, it’ll be best to strip out of the clothes and put on the helmets as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll bet clothes will restrict the speed,” JJ said. “What’s it like running that fast?” 
 
    “Insane. Can’t wait to ramp it up.” 
 
    “Helmet, remember? Something nasty about brain matter.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Butch does have a way with words. Yes, I’ll wear the helmet next time, and you should too. I think we ought to get used to the full suits as well.” 
 
    “The arms and legs are invisible, and there’s gloves and feet. Did you notice that?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t un-roll mine. I just stashed it in my stateroom.” 
 
    “I looked at mine. Wasn’t expecting that. I would’ve tried it on if we weren’t just dropping things off. Might be better to wear those if we’re in the danger you think we are.” 
 
    “I could be completely wrong about that. Just a feeling.” 
 
    “What does Butch think?” JJ asked. 
 
    “He thinks we ought to investigate. And by the way, the private conversation was initiated by him, not me.” 
 
    JJ froze for a moment. “And there I was, hammering you on it.” 
 
    “You were right to do that, and remember that I control Butch, not the other way around. Not keeping secrets between us is important to me, too.” 
 
    “Why’d you want to come here instead of the New Jersey stateroom?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “To be less predictable. Nolan has this ship under surveillance. It’s the safest place on the New Jersey. Why do you think he’s still sleeping here?” 
 
    “Any other secrets you haven’t told me?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah. I’m having a hard time sitting across the table from you.” 
 
    “Really? We can do something about that. Are we spending the evening here?” 
 
    “What would you like to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Get out of these suits and get into bed.” She stood, peeling off her outer clothes, hands going to the zipper on her neck as I watched. “What are you waiting for, sir?” 
 
    I snapped out of my trance and stood, practically ripping my clothes off. We stood before each other in our suits. 
 
    “Come here,” she said. “In front of the mirror.” 
 
    I laughed, getting next to her, and we gazed at ourselves, side by side, JJ’s arm going around my waist. The suits sculpted us, looking like Grecian torsos in black marble. 
 
    “Wow, we’re looking good, aren’t we?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I like looking at you naked better.” 
 
    “Even with the saggy 40-something breasts and the tummy?” 
 
    “You’re still so beautiful,” I said, turning towards her. She stared into my eyes as she pulled the zipper down from her neck, stepping out of the suit in seconds, her soft round curves showing now.  
 
    “Do I have to keep prompting you?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, pulling down my zipper, stepping out of the suit, not self-conscious in my nakedness anymore. 
 
    “You’re ready,” she whispered, moving into my arms, the skin on skin feel hitting both of us hard. She released me, and pulled the covers back on the bed. “Get in.” 
 
    I got on the bed, trembling with excitement as I laid on my back. She looked me over, smiling as she got next to me, moving on top, resting herself, finding my mouth for a kiss, our passion taking us in an instant. 
 
    “It’s time.” Her voice was husky, barely above a whisper. She reached between us, finding me ready, moving her hips, putting me at her entrance. 
 
    “You don’t want any foreplay?” I whispered, moaning as we made contact. 
 
    “Later, we’re both ready,” she said, sinking onto me. “Oh, God, that’s better than I expected.” She settled all the way down, shuddering. 
 
    The feeling of her was too much for me, my eyes glassing over as she slowly rose and fell a few times, my hands roaming all over her as we were in a different world, focused only on each other. My hands grabbed her hips, pulling her down harder, lifting her, the shudders leading to screaming, urgent thrusts. I rolled her onto her back. 
 
    “Yes, take me hard,” she cried. “Don’t hold back. We’ve got all night.” 
 
    That pushed me on, and I took her hard and fast, both of us blasting through a climax, then settling, kissing and caressing. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I said, watching her eyes, kissing her gently. “Sorry I didn’t last very long.” 
 
    “Stop saying sorry,” she said, a smile on her lips. “I needed that hard and fast. I needed to know.” 
 
    “Know?” 
 
    “That you’ve taken me. That I’m your woman.” 
 
    “Keep talking like that and I’ll be back at it,” I said, feeling myself swell, still inside her. 
 
    “Oh, I was counting on that,” she said, bucking back at me. 
 
    We made love for more than an hour, slowly, then hard and fast, then slowly again, drifting off to sleep, both out until my PA buzzed. I freed my arm from JJ and looked. It was Butch, asking when I wanted to start the training sessions, sent as a text. I mind-dictated three hours. He sent a thumb-up sign and disappeared. 
 
    “Duty calls already?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Butch. He’s trying to plan the day. Wanted to know when the first training session would be.” 
 
    “What’d you tell him?” 
 
    “Three hours. Think we’ll be ready by then?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” she said, rolling on top of me. “We need to work up an appetite for breakfast.” 
 
    We were in bed for almost an hour, and then got into the cleansing unit together. Then we dressed and headed for the eatery nearby, loading up with breakfast. 
 
    “It feels different now,” JJ said, eyeing me as I finished eating. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Duh. Us.” 
 
    I washed my last bite down with orange juice. “Different how?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s like you’ve moved from a friend to part of me.” 
 
    I smiled. “We’re in the early stages of our relationship, and just got past an important milestone. We’ve been intimate.” 
 
    JJ laughed. “Talk about a wet blanket.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got very romantic feelings about you,” I said, “but you asked me a question. I was answering it logically.” 
 
    “Uh huh. You said I’d give you a run for your money. I’d say that one is mutual.” 
 
    I grinned. “Okay, you’re right. We’re different. We’ve taken the next step, and all we can think about is getting back to it.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “No, but if I took you back to my stateroom again, you’d be all over me.” 
 
    Her face flushed. She was getting ready to fire a snarky comment, but stopped. “You’re right, and you’d be all over me too.” 
 
    “Shall we? I can put Butch off again.” 
 
    She stared at me silently for a moment. “No, we’ve got stuff to do, but once we’re off, you’re all mine. Got it?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    We finished up and went to the New Jersey Bridge. Nolan was there, with Skip and Sondra. 
 
    “How we doing?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re a little faster in this natural worm hole than I expected,” Nolan said. “My initial calculation was three weeks. Now I’m thinking it’ll be more like two and a half weeks.” 
 
    “Good. Think that will translate into additional fuel savings?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nolan said. “Less days of burn, less fuel used.” 
 
    “We’re on a month-long impulse cruise after that, right?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Probably closer to three weeks,” Skip said. 
 
    “Anything we can do to burn less fuel or speed it up?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Nolan said. “We’ve optimized that capability a couple hundred years ago, and there’s only so much you can do.” 
 
    “It’ll be good enough,” I said. “Have all of you gotten invites for training with the Nanos?” 
 
    “I was gonna ask you about that,” Sondra said. “All of us are getting that?” 
 
    “Everybody in the cell will go through it,” I said. “Including the fighter pilots we’ve already given the capability to.” 
 
    <Butch> We’re still rolling that out to the rest of them, remember. 
 
    <Me> Good point, thanks. Will we be able to get everybody trained during the jump? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, barely. 
 
    I glanced over at JJ, who was staring at me. I smiled, and she seemed to break free of the trance. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered after getting next to me. 
 
    “I’m enjoying this. Want to go back to the mustering room for a little more training? We have just enough time before the first students show up.” 
 
    “Sure, but after I get the speed training done, I need to go back and work the refinery equipment. I just lost half a week.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You did, but don’t forget to use Emerald as much as possible.” 
 
    “I doubt I could get it done any other way,” JJ said. 
 
    “You guys are going down to the training room?” Nolan asked. “I think I’m in the first group.” 
 
    “You, Tim, and Izzy,” I said, reading the schedule that Butch put up before me. “Staggered, though. Tim is first, then you, then Izzy.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” Nolan said. 
 
    I nodded. “See you there.” With that, JJ and I left the bridge, going back to the transport station and grabbing a tin can to the mustering room. Emerald ran JJ through the initial speed training as I grabbed a helmet from the equipment locker. 
 
    <Me> Butch, you ready? 
 
    <Butch> Good, you got a helmet. You should keep this one and bring the other back. From what the documentation says, once these size themselves, they lock in. You haven’t put the one in your room on yet, so it should go to somebody else. I’m letting Emerald know as well, since JJ took one home. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. We’ll do that. 
 
    I glanced up at JJ, who was running through the mustering room at incredible speed. 
 
    <Me> Wow, she’s going beyond the speed I was yesterday, isn’t she? Why hasn’t Emerald told her to put on her helmet? 
 
    <Butch> She’s going at the same speed you were. When you guys move at top speed, the human mind won’t comprehend it. You’ll seem to disappear and reappear at the new location in the blink of an eye. 
 
    <Me> You’re joking. 
 
    <Butch> I never joke. 
 
    <Emerald> You are a joke. 
 
    <JJ> Guess we made a mistake taking those helmets home last night. Good thing I didn’t try it on. By the way, this speed is exhilarating. I can only imagine what full speed will feel like. 
 
    <Emerald> One step at a time, please. Let’s get back to it. 
 
    <Butch> Put on the helmet, Trey. Let’s get started. You’ve got students showing up in about half an hour. 
 
    I pulled on the helmet, and it sensed the size of my head, adjusting, locking on. There was a moment of panic as it tightened, and I tried to take the helmet off. 
 
    <Butch> Don’t struggle. Let the helmet size, and then when you want to remove it, use mind dictation. Say remove helmet. It’ll loosen and come right off. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. 
 
    I tried to relax, and the helmet finished sizing, a heads-up display showing through my optic nerve. 
 
    <Me> Lots of info. 
 
    <Butch> The helmet is a key part of the system, but most people do better learning the suit and the Nano engagement first. I think the initial helmet fitting scares humans too much. After you go through the suit forming to your body, it’s a little easier. 
 
    <Me> This helmet connects to my brain, doesn’t it? 
 
    <Butch> Of course, but so does the suit, it just uses a less-direct route, and you don’t get the readouts. 
 
    <Me> This tells me my health status, my speed, and my position. Nice. 
 
    <Butch> Male humans view every piece of advanced technology as a new toy. 
 
    <Me> Women don’t? 
 
    <Butch> Not to the same level, although JJ seems to be enjoying the speed training even more than you did. 
 
    <Me> So now that this thing is on, I just run? 
 
    <Butch> JJ will need a rest shortly. Go when she’s resting. You’ll be moving fast enough that she’ll be in danger without her helmet on. 
 
    <JJ> Heard that. I’m almost done with the first set. Give me another five minutes. 
 
    <Emerald> Four minutes will do. 
 
    I dictated the release command and pulled off the helmet, sitting down on a bench against the wall, watching JJ speed around the room, looking like video fast-forwarding. The four minutes passed quickly, JJ stopping, walking slowly towards the bench I was on. 
 
    “That was fun,” she said, her breath still coming fast. “I could use a rest, but I feel like I could keep going if I had to.” 
 
    <Emerald> After wearing the suit for a while, your body will be in better condition. You won’t wind as easily. Working like this will accelerate that. 
 
    <JJ> Good to know, thanks. Should I take off to work the refinery system, or stay here? 
 
    <Butch> Stay here and watch the Captain. You’ll learn from it, just like you did on the low-speed mode. You can take off after that. 
 
    JJ chuckled. “This is called the low-speed mode?” 
 
    <Butch> Wait till you see what the Captain can do. Ready, Trey? 
 
    <Me> I was born ready. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” JJ quipped, looking nervous.  
 
    I put the helmet back on and it fitted immediately, the heads-up display visible after a split-second. “Okay, I think I’m ready. Do I just run?” 
 
    <Butch> No, speeds 2, 3, and 4 don’t involve conscious effort by your body. The suit takes over, and your body goes along for the ride, basically. Control isn’t as good, and the top two speeds are only for short bursts. You can use speed 2 for longer, but no more than five minutes at a time. 
 
    <Me> Why only five minutes? 
 
    <Butch> Too hard on your body. 
 
    <Me> So I just use mind dictation? 
 
    <Butch> Think where you’re going to go. Then dictate the speed and relax your muscles. It’ll feel strange at first, but you’ll get the hang of it fast. 
 
    I looked at the far wall, which was nearly three hundred meters away, planning to stop under the basketball hoop on the wall. 
 
    <Me> Ready. The destination is in my mind. 
 
    <Butch> Dictate speed 2. 
 
    I did that, and within two seconds I was standing under the basketball hoop. 
 
    “Holy shit!” JJ yelled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. That was really strange. I’ll return at the next speed. The destination is locked in.” I dictated speed 3, and before I knew it, I was next to JJ. “Hey, baby.” 
 
    <Butch> Oh, please. You don’t need to show off. I know you bagged her last night. 
 
    <Emerald> That was slightly crude. 
 
    <Butch> So sue me. Trey, return to the basketball hoop, using speed 4. 
 
    I did the dictation, and just as I was finishing the thought I was already there. 
 
    JJ ran over to me, using the fastest speed she could. “You just disappeared and reappeared here.” 
 
    <Butch> No, he ran, but it was so fast that you couldn’t see it. 
 
    “What did the other two speeds look like?” I asked. 
 
    “The first one looked like a blur. The second one looked like a streak. Both would look pretty damn scary if you were being hunted by something that fast.” 
 
    “I’m anxious to watch you do it,” I said. 
 
    “Can I try that now, instead of going down to the lab,” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> No, your legs need rest, and they need to set into this. Keep your suit on. We’ll ramp up to the higher speeds tomorrow. 
 
    <JJ> Okay, then I’m going to the lab. Are you ready to help me with the next step on the refinery system? 
 
    <Emerald> It’s all laid out. Let’s get to work. There’s too much testosterone in here, and it’s gonna get worse when Tim shows up. 
 
    I laughed. “That’s right, all of our students have their AIs now. Wonder what Tim named his?” 
 
    <Butch> Don’t ask. 
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    Transmissions 
 
   T im took to the training well, not wanting to leave when he was done with the day’s lesson. Nolan analyzed every detail, the conversation between him and Dojo sounding like two brothers. Izzy was bewildered, but took to it well. I had the sneaking suspicion that all of them wondered why I was being so aggressive with the training. I had to tell them, but wasn’t ready yet. Then there was Vermillion. Should I say something to him about my fears, or let Butch find evidence first? 
 
    <Butch> I heard that. Find the evidence first, but better put him under protection as well. You’re right, if we’re discovered, everybody on your team will be in danger. The Chairman is the only one who won’t be protected. 
 
    <Me> How do we handle this? I don’t want to surveil him without an air-tight reason. 
 
    <Butch> He’d notice if we did. You know that, right? I say we just keep an eye on anybody going to his suite who doesn’t belong, and we go on alert when he leaves. We can use the ship’s video cameras for that. 
 
    <Me> Okay. I can do a few more today. How about Andrea, Sondra, and Skip? 
 
    <Butch> You haven’t looked at your schedule? They’re next up, though not in that order. Sondra first, then Skip, then Andrea. I had them scheduled for tomorrow morning. Want to check with them about this afternoon? 
 
    <Me> Yes, send a message, but no pressure, okay? 
 
    <Butch>Done. 
 
    I leaned back on the bench, my legs feeling sore from my own workouts. 
 
    <Butch> It’ll get better, trust me. Your muscles and the suit are both in the learning mode still. 
 
    <Me> My legs aren’t really moving as fast as they’d need to for the top two speeds, are they? Can’t imagine they could survive that. 
 
    <Butch> The strides are much wider for speeds 3 and 4. You’re basically jumping, so your legs are moving slower than they do in the slow-speed enhancement and speed 2. 
 
    <Me> Ah, so the power of the Nanos is pushing me off on the jumps? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. Oh, and by the way, the long suits give you a tad more speed. We should start working with them tomorrow. 
 
    My PA buzzed, and JJ’s pretty face showed. 
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” she asked. 
 
    “Finished with Nolan, Tim, and Izzy. Just sent a message to the next three, to see if they can do this afternoon instead of tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Good, I’ve got enough to keep me busy for about three more hours. We’ve made a lot of progress. Just heard from Deacon, too. He’s got the shielding installed in the Zephyrus cargo bay. We’ll be ready to hit the ground running when we get to Boroclize.” 
 
    “Excellent. Save some energy for me later.” 
 
    JJ laughed. “Yeah, you too.” 
 
    Sondra walked in. “I was in the neighborhood when the message hit my PA.” 
 
    “Good, ready to start?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. I took her to the storage room, found her size with Butch’s help, and left the room so she could dress, telling her not to zip it all the way up until she came out into the main room. 
 
    <Butch> She picked a good name for her AI. 
 
    <Me> As opposed to me, I suppose. 
 
    <Butch> I no longer hate my name, now that I’ve been able to string together enough of your memories to know the real Butch. I now consider the name to be a complement. Tell Emerald or Dojo and I’ll deny it. 
 
    <Bagiwang> Maybe I’ll tell them. 
 
    <Sondra> Stop. 
 
    <Bagiwang> Just kidding. 
 
    <Butch> Be that as it may, you’ve got a worthy name. 
 
    <Me> What does it mean? It’s Korean, right? 
 
    “It means Queen of the Earth,” Sondra said, walking out of the storage room. “I’m ready to zip up.” 
 
    “Good. You know about the suit fitting itself, I’m sure. Go ahead.” 
 
    Sondra zipped up the neck, the suit tightening in an instant, a look of panic washing over Sondra’s face for a split second. 
 
    “Wow,” she said. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it quickly,” I said. “You can see the Nano choices?” 
 
    “I can,” she said, starting to calm down. 
 
    <Bagiwang> Let’s get started. 
 
    I watched as Sondra worked her way through the Nanos, and then tried the low-speed enhanced movement. 
 
    <Butch> Private. This one’s a natural. 
 
    <Me> Why private? 
 
    <Butch> Bagiwang requested it. We don’t need our students to become over-confident right out of the gate. 
 
    <Me> I never liked that concept, but okay. 
 
    Sondra finished and left, Skip showing up a moment later. His training went well, as did Andrea’s. By the time they were done, I was tired and hungry. 
 
    <Butch> This was a productive day. We’re down to the principles from the Tristar now. You should have them done early tomorrow, and then we can start bringing in the fighter pilots. 
 
    <Me> You’ve got everybody invited? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. The first of the fighter pilots tomorrow will be squadron leaders. Day after tomorrow we’ll do the first batch of rank-and-file pilots. Oh, and by the way, all fighter pilots have their AIs now. The added brain power on the system is exhilarating. 
 
    <Me> Glad we’re keeping you amused. 
 
    <Butch> Whatever. You should spend some time with the Central AI node tonight. It’ll be good to get a feel for that module when there’s a population to look at. 
 
    <Me> I’ll do that. 
 
    My PA buzzed. I looked down, expecting JJ’s face, but saw Vermillion’s face instead. “Uh oh.” 
 
    <Butch> Your boss? The gig’s up. 
 
    <Me> Will you stop that. I’m not hiding that much from him. I plan to give him a full report. 
 
    <Butch> Oh, I know, but I can feel your nervousness. You didn’t clear this first, but he won’t be upset. He wants you to protect us. That’s exactly what you’re doing. 
 
    “Mr. Chairman, how are you?” I asked. 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “You look tired. Been working with the Nanos all day?” 
 
    “I’ve been working others in the cell through the training. We’ve got the bridge crews of the New Jersey and Zephyrus done, and will be doing the Tristar crew and the fighter pilot squadron leaders tomorrow. Want me to come over and give you a full report? I know more about the capabilities now.” 
 
    “I do want you to come over, but I’ve got things to tell you about. You can give me the cliff-notes version of the Nano capability too, but it’s not as important. I’ll let you handle those details as you see fit.” 
 
    “Roger that. Your office?” 
 
    “Yes, please. See you in a few minutes.” Vermillion’s face disappeared from my PA. 
 
    “Well, duty calls,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Trey, put on a long suit, to start getting used to it. Just grab one from here, and bring the other one back. Oh, and take your helmet with you. 
 
    <Me> Why change suits now? 
 
    <Butch> We need to use them for the next round of speed training. Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it as fast as you did with the short suit. Probably faster. 
 
    <Me> Why even bother with the short suit? 
 
    <Butch> People who know what they’re looking for will notice a slight sheen on your arms and hands with the full suit on. The short one is for training and undercover work. You know enough now to be on duty. Time for the real suit. You’ll be glad to have it on if there are problems. 
 
    <Me> Okay, as you wish. I should carry the short one back to my stateroom? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. I’ve sent a message to Emerald asking her to suggest the same to JJ. 
 
    I made the switch, the suit feeling in need of adjustment when it tightened, the arms and legs not bothering me as much as the feet and hands. JJ buzzed my PA when I got to the transport station. 
 
    “Hey, honey, you about done?” 
 
    “Hi, JJ. I’m done with the training, but I’ve been summoned to Vermillion’s office. I’ll let you know when I’m done. Did Emerald ask you to put on the other suit?” 
 
    “She did. I can use the one I took back to my stateroom. She said to keep the helmet I’ve got there and bring it to training tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good, makes sense. How’s the refinery system coming?” 
 
    “We made more progress than I expected today,” she said. “Did the training go well?” 
 
    I got into my tin can. “It did. I’ll tell you all about it when we get together. Can I buzz you when I get out of the Chairman’s office?” 
 
    “You’d better. Talk to you later.”  
 
    I smiled to myself as the tin can sealed and took off, my mind popping back to the prior night. 
 
    Vermillion was in his lounge, not his office, and he summoned me there when I arrived.  
 
    “Drink?” he asked. “I’ve got some very good Bourbon.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll take a little, thanks.” Vermillion poured me a glass from the cut-crystal decanter. I took a sip. “Wow, this stuff is smooth.” 
 
    “It’s from 2128,” Vermillion said. “Best I’ve had in a while.” 
 
    I sat on the couch facing his chair. “What’s on your mind, sir?” 
 
    “Well, the easy stuff first. No problems at any of the production facilities. We’re ahead of schedule at all of them, and Tac is ahead of schedule on fuel refinement, too.” 
 
    “That’s excellent. What’s the bad news?” 
 
    Vermillion got up to pace. “Well, it isn’t bad news yet. Just a cautionary comment from Drake.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, trying to hide it. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain, you didn’t do anything wrong. Drake seems to think it’s unlikely that the Overlords can really track us through a jump.” 
 
    I nodded my head. 
 
    “You too?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “I came to that conclusion yesterday, and have been rushing through the Nano training as a result.” 
 
    “Why the rush?” 
 
    I paused, collecting my thoughts for a moment. “I want to turn Butch loose to monitor for any outgoing transmissions. We’re both afraid our attempts will be discovered. I’d prefer to have my core team in the best fighting trim possible before we tip our hand.” 
 
    “Drake had the same concern. Who’s done so far?”  
 
    “The bridge crews of the New Jersey and the Zephyrus, including JJ and Andrea. Tomorrow I’m working with the Tristar bridge crew, and the fighter squadron leads. After that comes the rest of the fighter pilots.” 
 
    “Is that going to be all?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “That’s all I’ve been given permission to provide the AI capability to, sir. An order is an order.” 
 
    “Once we get past this, we can expand,” Vermillion said, “but for now, I think this is the safest way to go.” 
 
    “There is one thing that worries me, sir.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “You, sir. I don’t want you to become a target, if our suspicions are correct.” 
 
    Vermillion stopped his pacing for a moment. “You want me to get an AI and go through the training too.” 
 
    “Well, either that, or you need a bodyguard with that capability,” I said. 
 
    Vermillion sat on his chair. “I don’t want to go through the training. I’m a guest on this ship, and for certain legal reasons, that needs to remain the situation. We can make a good case for training members of the crew in this technology. Training me or other civilians? That’s gonna be a concern to the Central Authority. Which reminds me. JJ needs to become an officer on the New Jersey. Give her a rank of Ensign and put her in charge of the refinery team.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That’s not a very high rank for her capabilities.” 
 
    “She can’t be working directly under you, Captain. We both know why.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good point. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “Any new info about Devonia Axiom or the Central Authority coup attempt?” 
 
    “People are being indicted left and right,” Vermillion said. “Government employee union protections are being pushed aside, and the unions are fighting back. It’s a mess. At least they’re making some progress getting the Overlord agents out of the bureaucracy.” 
 
    “There’s bad news too, though, isn’t there?” 
 
    Vermillion got up and paced again. “I don’t know if we can trust the Prime Minister.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’s in with Simone?” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “Lord, no. I think he might take advantage to consolidate his power, and perhaps to increase the power of the executive branch yet again.” 
 
    “Oh. Politics.” 
 
    “Never take politics lightly, Captain. Remember how the Overlords used politics. Didn’t work for them, but that might have been as much due to bad timing as anything.” 
 
    I nodded. “Point taken, Mr. Chairman. Who could I assign to be your bodyguard?” 
 
    “Pick one of the fighter pilots. It’s only until we’ve either captured the plants or determined that the Overlords really can track us in a jump, right?” 
 
    “Right. Once we’re finished with that, we’ll be in a position to trust the crew, hopefully, and we’ll be expanding our Nano-capable forces as well.” 
 
    Vermillion sat down again. “Good, we’re on the same page. What were you going to tell me about the training?” 
 
    “Well, it’s going well so far, and we’ve started working with the speed enhancement technology.” 
 
    Vermillion grinned. “Drake figured your AIs would tip you off on that.” 
 
    “It’s amazing, sir. Flat out amazing. In the fastest mode, you can’t even see us move. We disappear from one spot and reappear in another.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard. If we do have some evil-doers on this ship, they won’t last long.” 
 
    “Assuming they aren’t similarly equipped,” I said.  
 
    “They shouldn’t be. Drake invented most of this stuff over the last six years. The concepts haven’t even been in the technical journals yet.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose we can continue my training with Drake using the holographic system?” I asked. “While we’re still in the jump, that is?” 
 
    “He’s got his hands full right now,” Vermillion said. “He might not be ready for you even when we come out of this jump. How long will it be, anyway?” 
 
    “Nolan gave me an updated span. Two and a half weeks instead of three weeks.” 
 
    “Excellent. Any change on the impulse cruise?” 
 
    “Three weeks instead of four,” I said, “but the four was just a rough estimate.” 
 
    “Good, then I’ll get back to work,” Vermillion said. “Let me know if you run into trouble.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, getting up to leave. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Vermillion nodded, and I left the lounge, heading to the corridor. I buzzed JJ. 
 
    “Good, you’re out,” she said. “Me too. I’m in my stateroom, getting ready to change into the full suit. Shall we go grab a bite?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll come pick you up after I’ve freshened up a bit.” 
 
    “See you soon, honey.” 
 
    I ended the call. 
 
    <Me> Butch? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, Trey? 
 
    <Me> We need to start scanning for plants sooner rather than later. I think we should start now. We’ve got enough people trained. 
 
    <Butch> Why don’t you wait until after the training sessions tomorrow? 
 
    I paused. “You’re worried.” My stateroom door slid aside when I got there. “Home sweet home.” 
 
    <Butch> I know what your concern is. We need to figure out if we’ve got a problem before we get out of this natural wormhole. We might even need to go elsewhere while we pursue the plants. 
 
    I set my helmet down on the table, and kicked off my shoes, plopping down in a chair. 
 
    <Me> Okay, so you do get it. We don’t want them sending something to Simone from orbit around Boroclize. I’m surprised you haven’t said anything about that. 
 
    <Butch> You don’t understand how I’ll go after the transmissions. I’ll see them and stop them. Nothing is getting to Simone from this ship, period. I’ve already got sensors running, and so far no transmissions have been attempted.  
 
    <Me> Doesn’t that put us at risk? 
 
    <Butch> Don’t worry, they won’t be able to tell. No more transmissions will leave this ship. Scanning for transmissions was never the danger. The danger is in pin-pointing the source in the ship. We can’t do that without pinging the bad guys, and they’ll see it.  
 
    I shook my head. “Butch. You’re kinda pushing it, aren’t you?” 
 
    <Butch> No sir, I stayed within the boundaries we discussed. I’ve not done anything that will tip off a plant that we’ve seen them. 
 
    <Me> Okay, okay. Sorry. How do you think Drake came up with this idea? 
 
    <Butch> Same way I did, probably. He’s been doing research, trying to find any trace of this capability outside of the Samson Corporation. 
 
    <Me> We didn’t know about development of the Razor ships. 
 
    <Butch> Correction. You didn’t know. Vermillion and Drake knew a new ship class had been developed by somebody other than the Samson Corporation. Good thing, too, because they were on high-alert when those railgun attacks happened on Earth. 
 
    I sighed. “You’re right, that’s the only scenario that makes sense. I’d sure like to know who Drake is.” 
 
    <Butch> Your woman is wondering where you are. 
 
    I chuckled. “Did Emerald tell you that?” 
 
    <Butch> How’d you guess? You know you’ll have a physical woman and her AI keeping tabs on you all the time, right? 
 
    <Me> After last night, I don’t care. 
 
    <Butch> Do I need to mention the big head versus the little head? 
 
    <Me> Don’t be crude. Tell Emerald we’ll be there in a few minutes. I just need to rinse my face. She’s just across the hall, remember? 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    I got out of the chair and washed my face at the sink. The excitement of seeing JJ again was building in me, as I put my shoes back on my feet, wiggling my toes for a moment. The hands and feet in the full suit still felt strange. The rest of the suit was fine, even the legs and arms-in fact the legs and arms felt more secure, building my confidence. I left my stateroom, going across the hallway to JJ’s door. I was about to buzz her with my PA when the door opened. JJ was inside, smiling at me. 
 
    “Emerald told me. She’s a big help in so many ways.” 
 
    “Yeah, Butch had a choice comment or two about that.” 
 
    She eyed me, not sure whether that was good or bad. 
 
    <Butch> Uh oh. 
 
    <Emerald> That’s an understatement. 
 
    “Oh, crap, what now?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Somebody just tried to send a transmission. 
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    Rush Training 
 
   J J and I looked at each other.  
 
    “Did you stop it, Butch?” 
 
    <Butch> Yep, that message went nowhere.  
 
    “Do we know if they’re expecting a return message?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> We don’t know, but we will shortly. 
 
    JJ glanced at me. “How?” 
 
    <Butch> They’ll try again. Don’t worry. I’ll just stop it again. 
 
    “Can you tell the approximate source from the ship?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Somewhere towards the front third of the ship, on the right side. In order to find them I’ll have to ping their device. 
 
    “That’s what they’d see, correct?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, Trey, they’d probably get a warning on their device. 
 
    “What if they have a bomb planted on this ship someplace?” JJ asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not likely. Hard to get explosives on board.” 
 
    “With all the stuff we’ve got on this ship, a good chemist could cook something up,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> All precursors are monitored. You can’t just wander into a storeroom and grab those types of materials. 
 
    “I was just gonna mention that,” I said. “We can’t do anything about this until tomorrow or the next day.” 
 
    “We’ve got eight trained Nano fighters,” JJ said. 
 
    “True, but I’m the only one who’s had the balance of the speed training, and we need our trainees wearing full suits, too. We’re not ready.” 
 
    <Butch> Trey is correct. We probably should wait three days, maybe four if we can get away with it. That still leaves us with plenty of buffer time in this jump.  
 
    <Emerald> If they expect a quick return, they’ll try again, probably repeatedly, until they’re forced to accept that we’ve stopped their transmissions. 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t be worried about it. We’re in much better shape than you two are thinking. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, and we learned something else. 
 
    <Me> What’s that? 
 
    <Butch> Their transmissions can’t get past our jamming capability when we’re not in a jump. 
 
    JJ smiled. “Shit, he’s right. If they could send transmissions when we’re not in a jump, they would’ve been able to target us in the last few battles. They couldn’t see us at all.” 
 
    <Butch> Precisely, my dear. 
 
    <Emerald> My dear? What is this, an English drawing room? 
 
    JJ and I laughed.  
 
    <Butch> Hey, I’m just trying to be colorful. 
 
    “Okay, let’s cut the crap. Bottom line, we’ve stopped their message. How much exposure did we have in this jump, before you started monitoring for transmissions?” 
 
    <Butch> I started monitoring when we got to the natural worm hole, Captain. 
 
    “Perfect, that’s what I was hoping,” I said. “Thank you. We’re good, and they might not know we’re on to them as quickly as we think. Hell, there might not even be a return available, which would mean they have no idea if their message went through or not.” 
 
    <Emerald> I’m beginning to think that’s probable. 
 
    <Butch> Me too. 
 
    “Why would you think that?” JJ asked. 
 
    “It’s much easier to send a transmission from a jump than it is to receive a message in a jump,” I said. “That’s the beauty of those new holographic communicators. Those are the result of a technical breakthrough in the reception of messages, not the sending of messages.” 
 
    “We’re a hundred percent sure they can’t tell we’ve stopped their message?” 
 
    <Butch> I’d say 99.932100% 
 
    <Emerald> Close enough for government work, or close enough for Butch. 
 
    <Butch> Hey! 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t be so sensitive. I agree with you. 
 
    “Are we gonna be like that when we grow old together?” JJ asked. 
 
    I laughed. “In some ways we already are. Let’s go eat.” 
 
    “Can I have a kiss first?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Oh brother. 
 
    <Me> Butch – Sleep. 
 
    <JJ> You too, Emerald. 
 
    <Emerald> You did it again, Butch. Just when it was gonna get interesting. 
 
    <Butch> Oh well. Thanks, Trey. You want me to wake and let you know if there’s another transmission, correct? 
 
    <Me> Yes, please. 
 
    “Now, where were we?” I asked, taking JJ into my arms for a passionate kiss. 
 
    “Wow, nice preview.” I watched her flustered expression with a grin on my face. 
 
    “Okay, now we can go.” I opened the door for JJ, and we left her stateroom. 
 
    “What about the helmets?” JJ asked as we got outside. 
 
    “Do you want to carry them around and answer questions?” 
 
    JJ thought about it for a moment. “I’ll bet they fit in the standard issue backpack. I’ve got one. Do you?” 
 
    “In the Zephyrus stateroom. We can go there after dinner and pick it up. Where’s yours?” 
 
    “In the New Jersey stateroom,” JJ said. 
 
    “Grab it if you want.” 
 
    JJ shook her head. “My helmet hasn’t been fitted yet, remember?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. We’re probably safe, based on what we were just talking about.” 
 
    “Yes, we convinced each other we’re safe quite nicely.” 
 
    I shot her a smirk as we neared the Officer’s dining room. “You aren’t buying the logic?” 
 
    “I’ve seen so many things go sideways over the past few weeks. You know what I’m talking about, right?” 
 
    I held the door to the dining room open for her, and she walked past me. 
 
    “Yes, I get it.” I followed her to the reception stand. “Two for dinner, please. Private room if you have it.” 
 
    “Yes, of course Captain,” said the receptionist. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    We got seated, not talking more about the plants. A text came onto my PA, and I looked at it. 
 
    “Crap, another transmission?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Reminder from Butch. Vermillion had a request today. It involves you.” 
 
    “Really? What?” 
 
    “You are hereby an Ensign on the New Jersey. Welcome to the crew.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Vermillion said that only crew members can legally have the AI assistants and the Nano capability. It’s illegal for civilians. Sorry about the rank.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that.” 
 
    “I would’ve made you a direct report, but given our relationship, you can’t report directly to me. That’s against Samson Corporation rules. Vermillion insisted.” 
 
    “That means I’m in a way nicer stateroom than I should be,” she said. 
 
    “Well, yes and no. You’re still the Chief Technologist of the Samson Corporation. Being part of the crew doesn’t change that.” 
 
    “Regulations are regulations,” she said. 
 
    “I like you being across the hall from me.” 
 
    “Can we move in together?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Oh, are you proposing?” I quipped. 
 
    “No, but let’s be real. We’ve spent the last few nights together. Do you want to stop that, or do you want me in your bed when you wake up?” 
 
    “Is that a trick question?” 
 
    “You and the old movie references. Seriously, do you want me with you or not?” 
 
    “I want you with me.” 
 
    “Good, then I’ll move my stuff to your stateroom. What about the Zephyrus? Mind me sharing there too? That’s a much smaller stateroom.” 
 
    “Well, it is our love nest.” 
 
    JJ laughed. “I’m glad we put the children to sleep. They’d be all over us for this.” 
 
    “Don’t care.” We ordered our food, and relaxed with drinks, spending more than two hours in our private dining room. After that it was back to the New Jersey stateroom, were we made love and fell asleep in each other’s arms. I awoke the next morning to my PA buzzing. 
 
    <Me> Butch, wake up. 
 
    <Butch> Good morning, Trey. The Tristar students will be at the mustering room in ninety minutes. Time to get moving. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. 
 
    <Butch> Dojo asked me to have you contact Nolan when you’re awake. 
 
    <Me> Okay, I’ll get him on the PA in a few minutes. 
 
    <Butch> Thanks. 
 
    <Me> Anything wrong? 
 
    <Butch> Nolan has been reading up again. He soaks up data like a sponge. 
 
    <Me> Yep, that’s why he’s my Science Officer. I need to cleanse and get dressed. Talk to you soon. 
 
    “We have to get started already?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Butch just reminded me that we’ve got the Tristar bridge crew coming to training pretty soon. You’re going to finish the speed training today before you start on the refinery, right?” 
 
    “Yes. No more transmissions?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Did you have Butch check it out?” JJ asked as she got out of bed. 
 
    “No need, he’s been monitoring, and I ordered him to let me know if there was another transmission. Need to cleanse?” 
 
    “We can share again, right?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We got into the cleansing booth, JJ wanting to linger and play, me pushing her to get done. I was anxious to talk to Nolan. I contacted him right after I got my Nano suit on. 
 
    “Nolan? You wanted to chat?” 
 
    “Good morning, Captain. Yes, I discovered something about the full suits.” 
 
    “You’ve got yours on?” 
 
    “I do, Captain. The adjustment didn’t take as long as expected. You?” 
 
    “Butch told me to get used to them. I don’t see using the short suit unless we need to be under cover. What have you found out?” 
 
    “The long suits include a function called muscle assist.” 
 
    I laughed. “Of course they do. The speed capability is exactly that, so why wouldn’t they be able to enhance our strength as well?” 
 
    “It’s both strength and speed,” Nolan said. “Can’t wait to try it out.” 
 
    “You’ll get your chance a little later. The second round of training will start after I’ve trained the fighter squadron leads this afternoon.” 
 
    “Yes, I see where I am on the schedule. Dojo said there were weights we could use to test the strength. I’m surprised Butch hasn’t mentioned it.” 
 
    <Butch> I like to lead the training through the proper order, Nolan. You tend to read ahead. 
 
    <Nolan> So I do. 
 
    <Dojo> I helped. 
 
    <Butch> Way to go, Fido. 
 
    <Me> All right you guys, don’t start. We’ve got to get a move on. Butch, you’ll be showing me this capability today, right? 
 
    <Butch> Job one is training. Don’t worry, we’ll get there, but it’s not the most important part of the capability. 
 
    <Me> Understood. 
 
    “Well, Captain, that’s all I had. See you later.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nolan. Keep on reading ahead.” 
 
    Nolan left the call. 
 
    <Butch> Troublemaker. 
 
    <Me> Who, Nolan or me? 
 
    <Butch> Both. I’m only kidding. Better grab breakfast. If you want to play with the strength enhancement capability, you’d better make sure to get through the scheduled training on time. 
 
    JJ glanced at me, already dressed. “Heard all of that. Interesting. We should’ve expected it, I guess.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, how much strength are we talking about? 
 
    <Butch> You’ll be able to lift about two metric tons. 
 
    “What?” I asked. JJ chuckled. 
 
    <Butch> Why do humans always do that? 
 
    “It’s not just humans,” JJ said. “Barney did the same thing, when we told him how large the New Jersey is.” 
 
    “Yep, it’s just your standard double-take,” I said. “It represents shock.” 
 
    <Butch> Neanderthals are very close to humans, and you just gave Barney an intense human education. 
 
    I laughed. “He has a point there, you know.” I grabbed my backpack and slipped the helmet into it. 
 
    “Oh, I need to do that. I’m going across the hall to get it.” JJ left, and I met her at her door. We grabbed a quick bite on the way to the mustering room, and were there about forty minutes before the Tristar bridge crew. 
 
    <Emerald> Ready for the helmet fitting and speed training? 
 
    <JJ> I was born ready. 
 
    <Butch> Not that again. Trey, sit over to the side. You don’t want to get hit. Trust me. 
 
    I sat, watching JJ as she fit her helmet and ran through the speed modes. When she finished, she pulled off the helmet, grinning at me. 
 
    “That was fun. You gonna try with the long suit?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got just enough time.” 
 
    “I’m leaving,” she said, putting her helmet into the backpack, then putting her street clothes on over the suit. She gave me a peck, then left. 
 
    <Butch> Ah, young love. 
 
    <Me> We’re not that young. 
 
    <Butch> I was trying to be nice. Ready to try the speed modes with the long suit? You’ll be surprised how much better it works. 
 
    <Me> Yeah, let’s get started. Anything different in how it works? 
 
    <Butch> Nope, same mind-dictation commands and all that. 
 
    I stripped out of my street clothes and put on the helmet, then went through each of the modes. It felt more effortless than the day before. I was barely winded when we finished, even though I ran about twice as much as the first time. 
 
    <Me> Wow, this is something. 
 
    <Butch> Told you. Cyrus is at the door. Perfect timing. 
 
    I took off the helmet and sat, watching Cyrus walk in. 
 
    “That’s an interesting look,” he said. “I get one of those?” 
 
    “You get a short suit and this long suit, but we’ll begin the training with the short suit, and you’ll need to wear it for a day. Tomorrow we’ll fit you with the long suit and helmet.” 
 
    <Butch> His AI is ready to go. 
 
    <Samson> I am. 
 
    <Me> Interesting name. 
 
    <Cyrus> I’m surprised it wasn’t taken. 
 
    I watched as Cyrus’s AI ran him through the program, adding the low speed enhancement. He finished with a big grin on his face. 
 
    “That’s almost as fun as flying fighters,” he said, walking over to me. 
 
    “Butch, does it make sense that he change into the long suit and get used to that?” 
 
    <Butch> No, short suit first. It helps with the transition. We’ll fit his long suit and helmet tomorrow. 
 
    <Samson> It’s already planned out. 
 
    “Good, then I’ll see you tomorrow, Cyrus.” 
 
    He grinned, putting his clothes on over the short suit and leaving, the next student arriving as he went out the door. We managed to keep to our schedule through the Tristar bridge crew. I had an hour break between the last of them and the first of the fighter pilots, so I called JJ. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey yourself, honey,” JJ said, her face showing on my PA. “Get through Cyrus’s folks?” 
 
    “Yep, and now I’ve got an hour for lunch. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Making great progress again. We’ll be ready almost a week before we get to Boroclize.” 
 
    “Excellent news. Want to meet for lunch?” 
 
    “I’d rather keep working, if you don’t mind. We’re at a complex part of the process.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    I left the mustering room, eating a burger at a nearby bar and grill, turning down offers of a beer from the crew members who were there. I was back to the training room with about ten minutes to spare. 
 
    <Butch> Your first pilot trainee is here already. 
 
    <Me> Let him in. 
 
    The door clicked, and Commander Klemperer entered. He was shorter than I expected, with a shaved head, his broad shoulders showing that he liked to work out. 
 
    “Good morning, Captain Clarke,” he said, extending his hand. 
 
    “It’s not morning anymore,” I quipped as we shook hands. “Very good job the other day.” 
 
    “It was okay, but we lost a couple men.” 
 
    “True. Hopefully the AI capability will make a difference next time.” 
 
    Klemperer nodded, and I took him to the equipment room, his AI getting involved right away. He went through the training like he’d done it before. 
 
    <Butch> Private. Another natural. 
 
    <Me> I was thinking the same thing, but it’s not surprising. You must have a certain level of coordination to get into fighter pilot school. 
 
    <Butch> You’ve been through that program, and didn’t take to the training as well. No offense. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    <Me> No offense taken. I’m about fifteen years older than Commander Klemperer. 
 
    <Butch> You’re in very good shape for your age, but age doesn’t matter much with this technology, as long as your mind is sharp. This technology had it’s start in research for disabled people. 
 
    <Me> Where’d you hear that? 
 
    <Butch> Early research I was doing. Of course the prototypes I’m talking about didn’t have the fighting capability. 
 
    I finished up with the rest of the fighter pilots on the schedule, running a little late when Nolan showed up for his second session. 
 
    “How’d it go, Captain?”  
 
    “Very well, Nolan. Ready for your speed training?” 
 
    “Of course. Dojo gave me a preview. I’m ready to hit the ground running, no pun intended.” 
 
    <Dojo> Moan. 
 
    I shook my head, grinning. “Let’s get to it. We’re slightly behind schedule.” 
 
    I watched Nolan go through his paces. He was barely able to contain himself when he was finished. 
 
    “That was amazing,” he said. “I’m already used to the long suit, too. Wonder why we don’t just start with them?” 
 
    “Butch said something about the body handling it better in stages. I’ll just take his word on that.” 
 
    “Try the strength capabilities yet, Captain?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I knew you’d ask. Not yet. I have to keep my eye on the ball. I’ll probably check it out at the end of the day.” 
 
    “Want some company?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure, Nolan, I’ll send you a message when I’m almost done with the last student.” 
 
    He grinned, then put his street clothes on over his suit, slipping his helmet into the backpack he brought. Sondra was coming in as he was leaving. I got through the other second sessions quickly, making up some time. I was about to call Nolan when JJ buzzed my PA. 
 
    “Trey, you just about done?” 
 
    “I’m going to spend another hour or so checking out the strength assist technology.” 
 
    “You aren’t doing that alone, I hope.” 
 
    “No, Nolan is coming over. We’ll do it together.” 
 
    <Butch> Dojo and I will be involved too, and we can shut down the system if there’s any problem. 
 
    “Good,” JJ said. “I’ll show up there when I’m done. It’ll probably be half an hour into it, though.” 
 
    “You’ve made good progress, I take it.” 
 
    “I have. See you soon.” JJ’s image left my PA, and I sent a quick message to Nolan. 
 
    <Me> How do we begin? 
 
    <Butch> There’s a door on the other side of this room, to your left. It leads to the weight training room. We can get started in there. 
 
    <Me> Standard weight machines? Those aren’t anywhere near two metric tons. 
 
    <Butch> Why do humans want to go all the way right now, before they’re ready? 
 
    <Me> We have to work up to this? 
 
    <Butch> The suit adjusts to your muscles during the training, just like they do for the enhanced speed functionality. Don’t worry, you’ll be benching about ten times what you are capable un-assisted. You can still brag to JJ about your male prowess. Not that you need to anymore. She’s hooked. 
 
    I was laughing when Nolan came in. 
 
    “Something funny, Captain?” 
 
    “Butch. We’re going into the weight training room.” 
 
    “I figured we’d have to start small and build up,” Nolan said. “The documentation I can access doesn’t say much about the training procedures.” 
 
    <Butch> On purpose. 
 
    <Dojo> Yep. 
 
    <Nolan> Why? 
 
    “Probably because of folks like you who like to snoop,” I quipped. 
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    Steel Sheets 
 
   N olan and I entered the weight room, ready to start experimenting with the strength enhancements. 
 
    “Are we working just arm strength, or arms and legs?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Both. Let’s start with arms. You have to use mind dictation to turn this feature on. That can’t be overridden like other features. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> You won’t know your own strength. You’ll try to open a locked door and pull the doorknob off. 
 
    I laughed. “Had an uncle like that. Wish he was still alive today. He’d love this.” 
 
    “What do we dictate?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Dojo> Strength enhancement. When you’re done, dictate strength enhancement off. 
 
    “Does it expire, like the Nanos?” Nolan asked. “I didn’t see anything about it in the documentation.” 
 
    <Butch> No, that would be bad. Imagine fighting somebody and you get a time out, going back to your normal human strength. That wouldn’t be too good. 
 
    “No, that wouldn’t be good,” I said. “Are there different levels, like there are in the speed enhancements?” 
 
    <Butch> No need for that. The speed enhancement has to change your stride for the different modes, and the higher speeds are more jumps than running. 
 
    “Hey, I’ll bet we can jump a long way, can’t we?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Dojo> We’ll cover that in the last part of the speed training. Don’t get ahead of yourself. 
 
    “Perish the thought,” Nolan quipped. I shook my head, laughing. 
 
    <Butch> Ready to begin? We have to do this carefully. And don’t say I was born ready. 
 
    I glanced at Nolan, grinning. “Yes, Butch, I think we’re ready.” 
 
    <Butch> Each of you pick a bench press station. Do not activate strength enhancement yet. That’s important. 
 
    <Dojo> Yes, very important. We want you to find the weight where you’re struggling to lift. Work up to it if you need to. Only your natural muscles, get it? The suit needs to understand how your muscles are aligned very precisely. 
 
    “I already know what mine is,” Nolan said, “because I still work out three times a week. I can do about 220.” 
 
    “Wow, better than me. Last time I benched, it was about 190.” 
 
    <Butch> Well make sure. Push it. We want your muscles obtaining the shape of your strength limit. 
 
    “I think we get the concept, Butch,” I said, sitting down on the bench station of the first weight machine inside the door. Nolan went to the next weight machine. 
 
    <Butch> Stretch first. Then you may proceed. The suits will capture the data. 
 
    Nolan and I did some stretching exercises. Then I set the weight at 190 and lifted, struggling slightly, but able to do about five reps. 
 
    <Butch> Bump it up ten pounds. 
 
    I changed the weight and tried again, barely able to raise the weight, not able to complete a second rep. “That’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    <Butch> Perfect. Data recorded. Now dictate Strength enhancement. 
 
    I did the dictation. A status message flashed onto my heads-up display, then moved to the periphery. “Shall I proceed?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, try to lift the 200 pounds now, Trey. 
 
    I pushed, the weight going up. “Geez, this feels like about a pound.” 
 
    Nolan laughed from his station. “This is amazing.” 
 
    <Butch> Okay, ten reps, up one increment, then another ten reps—all the way to the highest weight available on these machines. Then we’re gonna do this on all the rest of the stations, starting with the most you can lift unenhanced, exactly like we did with the bench press. 
 
    “Does it matter which order?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Dojo> Nope. 
 
    I chuckled. “Now I know why you told me not to run too late on the training sessions. This is gonna take more than an hour.” 
 
    <Butch> Yep. Better get started. 
 
    Nolan and I cut the chatter and worked through the process. JJ showed up after we were at it for about forty-five minutes. 
 
    “How are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Good. Watch this.” I put the bench press all the way to the highest weight, then lifted it with one hand. 
 
    <Butch> Show off. Don’t do that, follow the protocol. 
 
    “Naughty naughty,” JJ quipped. “Can you use this capability anywhere?” 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t even. He’d kill you. 
 
    “Kidding,” JJ said. “How much longer?” 
 
    “Less than a half hour,” I said. “Maybe you can get started.” 
 
    <Emerald> Tomorrow. She needs to get through the process from start to finish in one session. 
 
    Nolan and I finished, then put our street clothes over the suits and left the weight room. 
 
    “Care to go get a bite to eat, Nolan?” I asked. 
 
    “No thanks, Captain. You two enjoy. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He left the room. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” JJ asked. 
 
    “About the training, or dinner?” 
 
    “The training, and the capability.” 
 
    “It’s a little different than I thought it would be,” I said. “You don’t just turn this on and go into a battle. This functionality is very task-driven. Mind dictation has to be used to turn it on and off, and you have an indicator on the heads-up display always showing when it’s on. You don’t know your own strength when you’re using this.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’ll break things you might not want to if it’s on?” 
 
    I nodded. “That said, it’s amazing technology.” I spent a few minutes describing it to her. 
 
    “I’m anxious to try it, although I don’t see myself enjoying it as much as the speed functionality. That’s fun.” 
 
    “We aren’t finished with that training yet, by the way. The AIs are managing our training in ways they don’t explain to us.” 
 
    “Yes, Butch yelled at you for the one-handed bench press.” JJ chuckled. 
 
    <Butch> Don’t encourage him. It’s bad enough as it is. 
 
    <Emerald> I’ll say. These two aren’t the best influence on each other. 
 
      “I’ll take that under advisement,” I said. 
 
    “So what part of the speed training have we not had yet?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Apparently we can jump. Far.” 
 
    JJ glanced at me as we walked into the hall, the mustering room door clicking shut behind us. “Hell, I should’ve thought of that. Emerald told me that the highest-speed mode is more like jumping than running.” 
 
    “Wonder what the training is, other than think your destination and leap?” 
 
    <Butch> The system computes trajectory, distance, and amount of boost required for you to make the jump you’re planning. It shows up in your heads-up display in a split-second. 
 
    “There’s one more Nano mode to learn as well, isn’t there?” JJ asked. 
 
    “The shield Nanos,” I said. “Can we do that part before I work with Drake again?” 
 
    <Butch> Nope. I’m locked out of that for now, and so are you. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Not fully functional yet?” 
 
    <Butch> I can’t answer that. Sorry. 
 
    “You’re being prevented from telling us?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> Drake hasn’t allowed us access to that mode yet. 
 
    <Butch> That’s right. We can’t tell you what we don’t know ourselves. 
 
    “I can guess,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Don’t waste brainpower on that when you have so much to absorb that we do know about. You’ll be given the access and training in due time. Spend some time tonight reviewing the Central AI node. You didn’t do it last night. 
 
    “I was unavoidably detained,” I said. JJ cracked up. 
 
    <Butch> Such lack of maturity amongst our senior staff. It’s alarming. 
 
    We got to the transport station, and grabbed a tin can to the Officer’s dining room, getting our usual private room. 
 
    “Butch, sleep.” 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. Enjoy your meal. 
 
    “Emerald, sleep,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> Thank you. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, young lady. 
 
    “So what were you gonna say about the shield Nanos?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I knew you were going to ask me that, you trouble maker.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Once we have that, I’ll bet there isn’t anything Drake or Vermillion can do to stop us if we do something they don’t like. They want to watch us for a while. Or at least Drake does.” 
 
    “That’s what you were thinking? I figured you didn’t have confidence that they had the technology settled.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, the Nano technology is amazing. Frankly, it might be more advanced than our society can handle. Drake has a cynical edge. Maybe he doesn’t trust the human species.” 
 
    “What’s on tap for me tomorrow?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Strength enhancement training, then you’re on your own to work the refinery. We’ll need to get up earlier tomorrow. That strength training takes some time, and there’s no way to rush it.” 
 
    “Okay, then we should get to bed earlier,” JJ said. 
 
    “How’d it go with the refinery today?” 
 
    “The system is put together, and we ran some tests today. It’s working better than expected. Too bad we have the waste problem. We could put a system like Tac has on this ship without too much effort.” 
 
    “We have what we need to do that onboard?” I asked. 
 
    “No, but we could have Tac’s folks fabricate it for us,” JJ said. “After we get past all the jobs that are currently on our plate, I’d like to spend some time looking into waste handling technology. Maybe there’s a way to handle it that doesn’t carry so much risk.” 
 
    “Keep in mind that our Zephyrus mission is still important,” I said. “The Clan is always at the back of my mind. They could do something unexpected that we aren’t equipped to handle. We need to plan around that task.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll run into them at Boroclize?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “I’m afraid that we might, but realistically I’d be surprised. It’s a long impulse cruise, and this part of the Central Authority Zone is a long way from the border to the Clan Zone. It’s closer to the Free Zone. There aren’t good natural worm holes from the Clan Zone to get them to the one we’re in now.” 
 
    “They’ve been active in the Free Zone, from what we’ve heard,” JJ said. “They also might have technology similar to the Samson Drive themselves.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re in a lot of danger right now. More than anybody is talking about.” 
 
    “How so?” JJ asked. 
 
    “We had a balance of power. The Central Authority, The Clan Authority, and the Free Zone commission controlled things, along with the Samson Corporation. Some of that structure is weakened or gone now. Add to that the fact that the Overlords are still out there, with more ships than we have.” 
 
    “Thanks. Now I won’t be able to sleep tonight.” 
 
    “Yes you will,” I said, grinning at her. “I’ll wear you out.” 
 
    “Check, please!” she said. 
 
    “We haven’t ordered yet.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” She looked at me, her eyes misting. “I have so much fun with you. When I’m not with you, I’m wanting to be.” 
 
    “You know what that’s called, don’t you?” 
 
    “Love. Yes, I’m in love with you, Trey Clarke, and it’s growing by the day.” 
 
    “Good, glad we’re on the same wavelength.” 
 
    We had our dinner, and were in bed early, both of us falling asleep quickly enough. JJ woke first, thanks to a reminder from Emerald about the long day ahead of us. I felt her push me. 
 
    “Rise and shine, honey,” JJ said. 
 
    I stretched, looking over at her, then coming in for a kiss. 
 
    “Whoa, that breath,” she said, backing away. “Your food had a little too much garlic last night.” 
 
    “Sorry. You need to cleanse?” 
 
    “I can skip it today, I think. You?” 
 
    “I’m just gonna get all sweaty again either way, and my suit should’ve gone through a cleaning. Maybe I’ll just wash my face. Full day of training today. Then Nolan and I go through the second phase of the strength enhancement training.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of pilots to train today, don’t you? Maybe we should have Nolan help out, so you can process the students faster.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “I’ll talk to him. Ready to get up?” 
 
    “Since a kiss isn’t safe at the moment, yes,” she quipped. “Emerald, wake up.” 
 
    <Emerald> Good morning. Sleep well? 
 
    “I did, thanks.” 
 
    I woke up Butch, and we went to one of the small eateries to get a quick breakfast. Then it was off to the weight room, where I watched JJ go through her first session of strength training. The pilots started arriving shortly after she left for her refinery job. Nolan showed up to help, and we processed pilots as quickly as we could, all of them taking to the training well. 
 
    Nolan plopped down onto a bench in the mustering room when we were done. “Wow, that was a lot of work. Have you been working this hard every day?” 
 
    “I was a little more leisurely with the first groups. There are so many pilots to train that we had to adjust the schedule. I’m pretty beat too. Maybe we should take a break before we do the second phase of the strength enhancement training.” 
 
    <Butch> Do that. The second phase of the strength enhancement training isn’t long compared to the first. You won’t be here nearly as late as yesterday. 
 
    “Great, then we can go have a few beers first, and then chuck some weights around,” I quipped, Nolan laughing at me. 
 
    <Butch> See what I have to put up with? 
 
    <Dojo> At least he doesn’t read ahead all the time. 
 
    Nolan and I shot each other a grin, then we put on our street clothes and headed out to a snack stand nearby. A few of our students from earlier in the day where there, and invited us to join them. We shared some pizza, most of the young men drinking beer. It was hard to abstain. We said our goodbyes and left after nearly an hour, arriving back at the mustering room. 
 
    <Butch> Incredible willpower. I know you wanted a beer or two. 
 
    “Yes, it’s great to chat with our young fighter pilots,” I said. “Gives me hope for the future.” 
 
    “It gives me more respect for Earthlings,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Only about a third of our pilots are from Earth.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “I know, but the guys we shared the pizza with were all from Earth.” 
 
    <Butch> Transmission attempt. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” I said. “You stopped it, right?” 
 
    <Butch> Yep, I stopped it. 
 
    “They know we stopped the last one,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure about that, Captain,” Nolan said, looking at his PA. 
 
    <Dojo> You caught it. 
 
    “Somebody gonna clue me in?” I asked. 
 
    “This was a scheduled message,” Nolan said. “This is the same exact time as the transmission attempt day before yesterday.” 
 
    <Butch> You may have something there. I’ll be on board completely if we get another one day after tomorrow at this time. 
 
    “Good thinking, Nolan,” I said. “Butch, same general placement in the ship?” 
 
    <Butch> Appears to be, yes. 
 
    “It makes sense when you think about it,” I said. “They send out a periodic ping of our location at regular intervals. That makes it easy for them to track us. The location it pegged us in with the first transmission won’t help anybody find us.” 
 
    <Dojo> You’re forgetting we’re in a natural wormhole. It’s common knowledge where it will dump us out. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “The protocol was probably developed for Samson Drive worm holes. They’re just running it here.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re probably right. And by the way, most of the crew have no idea we’re in a natural worm hole as opposed to a generated worm hole. Some might suspect as much, since it feels slightly different when we enter it.” 
 
    “True, some might have noticed, but the difference is subtle,” Nolan said. “I might not have noticed it if I didn’t know what was going on.” 
 
    <Butch> Well, in any event, let’s not panic about this. We’ll just wait until day after tomorrow. If there’s no transmission at the same time, we’ll know we might be in trouble. Until then, let’s keep our noses to the grindstone and get the Nano training done. 
 
    “Send a message to Chairman Vermillion about this transmission and our thoughts about it,” I said. “Invite him to summon me if he wants to chat about it.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. Let’s get this strength training finished now. Go back to the storage locker where the suits are kept. There are several large sheets of steel there. Bring two out into the mustering room and place them in the middle of the floor. 
 
    Nolan and I walked into the locker room. A large, tall door opened for them. The sheets of steel were leaned up in there. 
 
    “This is what we’re supposed to lift?” I asked. “These can’t weigh more than a few hundred pounds each.” 
 
    “Steel with hard rubber padding on one side,” Nolan said. “These are to protect the floor. It’ll take the two of us to carry them out, though. They’re an awkward shape.” 
 
    <Dojo> Don’t forget to do the mind dictation. 
 
    “Thanks,” Nolan said. “Done. You ready, Captain?” 
 
    I did my mind dictation to activate strength enhancement and nodded to him, helping him pull the first sheet out of the cabinet. Then I got on the other end and we carried it out. 
 
    “This is like carrying a big piece of cardboard,” I said. We placed the first sheet on the floor of the mustering room, then went back to grab the second one, placing it next to the first. “Okay, Butch, we’re done.” 
 
    <Butch> You think I’m not watching?  
 
    <Dojo> Humans always tell us things we know, and ask questions they already know the answer to. 
 
    “All right, cut the nonsense,” I said. “What now?” 
 
    <Butch> There are some very large free-weights in the storage room. Bring two out and put them on the steel sheets. I’ve already opened the door to the storage locker they’re in. 
 
    “One each, right?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, Trey. 
 
    Nolan and I went into the storage room, and saw the open door on the far end. 
 
    “Look at those things,” Nolan said. “Two-ton barbells?” 
 
    I looked a them. They had very large round weights, with a bar between them small enough for a human hand to grasp. “What are these made of? Can’t be lead. They’re not big enough.” 
 
    <Butch> Sealed depleted uranium, with some proprietary compounds included. 
 
    “So we shouldn’t drop them,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Not on the nice wood game floor out there. Set them down on the steel sheets carefully. Each of you can carry one by yourselves. They’ll feel heavy. 
 
    I went to the first one and lifted it. It did feel heavier than anything else I’d lifted using the strength enhancement, but I had no problem carrying it to the steel sheet and setting it down. Nolan was right behind me, and set is down a moment later. 
 
    “Wow,” Nolan said. “Now what?” 
 
    <Butch> Take that stuff back where you got it. You’re done. 
 
    I laughed. “Really? You’re joking.” 
 
    <Butch> I never joke. Scratch that. I do joke, but I’m not joking now. 
 
    Nolan snickered. 
 
    <Dojo> What’s funny? 
 
    “The banter,” he said. “I think I understand what’s going on here. The suits have matched to our muscles after the training yesterday. This was just a test. We know all we need to know to use this capability.” 
 
    <Dojo> I couldn’t have said that better myself. 
 
    <Butch> Don’t pander. 
 
    I laughed. “All right, let’s get done with this. I’m expecting a call from the Chairman any second now.” 
 
    We finished putting the weights and steel sheets away, and were pulling our street clothes back on when Vermillion called my PA. 
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    Surveillance Nanos 
 
   I  walked into Chairman Vermillion’s office. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    He eyed me for a moment. “You look exhausted.” 
 
    I nodded. “Nolan and I got through a large number of the fighter pilots today, then did the last part of the strength enhancement training. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “And here I am calling you over,” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, no, I wanted to chat with you about it. Not a problem, sir.” 
 
    “Good. I agree with your assessment on the plants. They’re probably sending out scheduled transmissions so the Overlords can track us. It’s a good thing your AI stopped them, because if not, Simone would know which natural worm hole we’re in. The rest would be easy. How confident is your AI that he stopped them?” 
 
    “Butch said well over 99%. I believe it, too, because if they got the first transmission, they’d already know we’re in a natural worm hole, and there would be no need for a second transmission. They’d already be on their way here, and we’d know, since we can track their jumps.” 
 
    “Unless they know all this and are trying to trick us,” Vermillion said. “Simone makes mistakes, but she is brilliant. Never forget that.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “How was the strength enhancement functionality?” 
 
    “Amazing,” I said, going on to describe it in detail. 
 
    “Perfect. Drake is a genius on the level of Carlson, in my opinion. We’re lucky he’s on our side.” 
 
    “He’s not an employee?” 
 
    Vermillion smirked. “I’m not going to say anything else about his arrangement with us. At least not yet. Hope you understand.” 
 
    “Of course, no problem. JJ made an interesting comment last night.” 
 
    “Oh, what was that?” 
 
    “She said it would be easy to duplicate a full refinery system like Tac’s on this ship. She’d like to work on ideas for waste management and disposal after she’s got her simple refinery finished.” 
 
    “Interesting. That would solve some problems for us. How close is she to done with the current system? Will it be ready when we get to Boroclize?” 
 
    “It’s already in testing, and exceeding expectations,” I said. 
 
    “That’s excellent.” 
 
    “One thing, though.” 
 
    Vermillion got up to pace. “Uh oh, I’m not going to like this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, just a precaution. If we aren’t completely convinced that Simone didn’t get those transmissions, we need to go someplace other than Boroclize when we get out of this jump.” 
 
    Vermillion paced silently for a moment. “Okay, I’ll agree to that. Luckily we know they can’t send transmissions while we’re not in a jump. They couldn’t see us in the battles.” 
 
    “Yeah, Nolan said our jamming technology outside of a jump is very effective, and the proof is in the pudding, so to speak. They obviously couldn’t see us.” 
 
    “Did you promote JJ?” 
 
    I laughed. “Last night, and she was fine with it. I told her she would still retain her Chief Technologist position. Hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “No problem there, but why would it matter?” 
 
    “It came up because of the stateroom she’s using. It’s the one across from me, and far beyond what the regulations allow for an Ensign.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “I see. She’s going to stay there, then? I’m fine with it.” 
 
    “She offered to move in with me. I accepted. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “It’s that serious between you two?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s delightful. I have no problem with it. Keep your stateroom on the Zephyrus, too. I know it’s a tad tight for two people, should she want to share with you.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I said. “When do we take off on that mission?” 
 
    “After we’re in orbit around Boroclize and the refinery is stabilized.” 
 
    “Good. I’m still worried about the Clan. It’s the wild card.” 
 
    “Yes. Anything else?” 
 
    “No, that’s all I had, sir.” 
 
    “Good, then go relax. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    I left Vermillion’s office, pinging JJ as I headed into the corridor. 
 
    “You’re done?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I am. You?” 
 
    “Yep, I’m done, but I need to cleanse before dinner. Want to meet at your stateroom?” 
 
    “Our stateroom.” 
 
    She giggled. “That’s right, it is, isn’t it? I should move my stuff out of the other stateroom.” 
 
    “No rush, we don’t have anybody waiting for it. Whenever you feel like it.” 
 
    “Okay, honey, see you soon.” I took a tin can to my stateroom, arriving before JJ got there. We did the cleanse together, then went to our usual private dining room to eat. 
 
    “Well, what happened today?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Another transmission went out.” 
 
    JJ froze. “You didn’t tell me right away?” 
 
    “It was at the same exact time as the one the day before yesterday,” I said. 
 
    JJ thought about it for a moment, and grinned. “They can’t get return messages, so they don’t know if their first transmission went or not. This is for tracking.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s what we’re thinking, or rather hoping. I already briefed Vermillion, on my way over here.” 
 
    “So we’re waiting until day after tomorrow for another one?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Vermillion have anything else to say?” 
 
    “I told him we were moving in together.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “He didn’t have any problems?” 
 
    “Not at all. He did stress that the Clan mission is still on. Oh, and I shared your comments about a full refinery setup with him. He said go ahead and study it, after we’ve got the basic system up and running.” 
 
    “When are we taking off in the Zephyrus?” 
 
    “After we’re in orbit around Boroclize and the refinery is up and stabilized,” I said. 
 
    “Good. No more news about the manufacturing plants?” 
 
    “He didn’t mention anything.” 
 
    “What’s on tap for tomorrow?” 
 
    “Another long day for me,” I said. “The next group of fighter pilots for their first sessions, the one from today for their second sessions, plus the Tristar and Zephyrus bridge crews for their final sessions. The worst part of this is the strength enhancement training. You’ll find out when you do yours tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I’ve got a suggestion.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Since we’ve got a time constraint and the strength enhancement isn’t as strategically important as the rest of the Nano suit training, perhaps you should put off the strength training for the fighter pilots.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “You’re right about that. I’ll do it. Thanks.” 
 
    “See, I am good for something,” JJ said. 
 
    We ate a leisurely dinner, then stopped at a lounge to catch a singer-songwriter’s act, sipping fine whiskey.  
 
    JJ watched me. “You look really tired.” 
 
    “That’s the first thing Vermillion said to me when I got to his office.” 
 
    “Let’s go home, then.” 
 
    “You sure? You’re enjoying this.” 
 
    “She’ll be back here, so we’ll catch her again. I’m tired too, you know.” 
 
    We went home, falling asleep as our heads hit the pillows. 
 
    I met Nolan back at the mustering room first thing in the morning. 
 
    “Hi, Nolan. Sleep well?” 
 
    “I did. How’d it go with Vermillion?” 
 
    “Fine. He understands and tends to agree, although he said never to underestimate Simone.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Good advice that. You know we have a time problem with this training, right? I was doing some rough calculations this morning.” 
 
    “Yes, the strength enhancement training is by far the long pole in the tent, and it’s the part that’s least important at this point. JJ suggested that we put that part off for the fighter pilots. I agree.” 
 
    “Good, that’s what I was going to suggest. It’ll help us.” 
 
    <Butch> Glad you figured that out… or rather I’m glad JJ figured it out. 
 
    <Me> Likewise. 
 
    The first group of fighter pilots showed up a few minutes later, and we put them through their paces, our productivity getting better as we learned. We did the second sessions with the group from the prior day, getting them used to the long suits and helmets, all of them taking to it like a duck takes to water. We were done early enough to move the first batch for the next day up. It was a lot to do, but worth it. I met JJ at the stateroom afterwards. She looked as tired as I felt. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Just tired. We’re getting down to the end on the refinery. I’ll be available to do other things.” 
 
    “You can start working the refinery waste issue if you’d like, but we should take you through the first phase of the strength enhancement training in the morning.” 
 
    “I thought you were putting that off.” 
 
    “Only for the fighter pilots. I want to run you and the other bridge crews through it, just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case of what?” JJ asked, looking concerned. 
 
    “We don’t know how many bad guys we’re looking at, and they could do something like barricade themselves. With the strength enhancement we could overcome that.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense to me,” she said. “Can we just order in tonight?” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    We went to bed early again, making plans to do JJ’s strength enhancement training first thing in the morning. We got to the mustering room before Nolan arrived, and she worked through the protocol with Emerald. 
 
    “How sore were you after this?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Not at all, actually. I expected to be.” 
 
    <Emerald> Your natural muscles aren’t working that hard. Only at the beginning for each of the weight stations. You’ll be fine. 
 
    “Something’s bothering you, Trey.” 
 
    I nodded. “We should have another transmission today. I’m afraid that we won’t.” 
 
    <Butch> Humans. It does no good to worry, and even if we don’t get another one, that doesn’t mean we’re doomed. 
 
    Nolan breezed into the mustering room. “Ah, doing your strength training, JJ?” 
 
    “Just finished,” she said. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine, ready for another long day. And by the way, good job convincing the Captain to put off the strength training. We were able to do a third more yesterday than originally planned.” 
 
    “How tired were you after that?” I asked. 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “I fell asleep as soon as I got back to the Zephyrus. Woke up later to eat, then back down. I slept almost eight hours. That’s unusual for me.” 
 
    “Why are you still using that little stateroom on the Zephyrus?” JJ asked. “You still afraid of being spied on?” 
 
    “No, my stuff is there, and I know we’re going on a mission soon. Why move it all before then?” 
 
    “Makes sense,” JJ said. “Well, you two, I’m off to study refinery waste management. Call me if you need me. Oh, and if the transmission doesn’t happen when we expect, let me know please.” 
 
    “Will do,” I said, watching her walk away. 
 
    “We’re all worried about this,” Nolan said. “There’s parts of being human that I wish I could turn off.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, I hear you, but what we’re going through is part of our self-preservation instinct. I’ll keep mine, thank you.” 
 
    The students arrived. We were able to keep the same pace of training up. At the end of the day, Nolan and I sat on a bench. 
 
    “I’m not as tired as yesterday,” I said. 
 
    “We’re getting used to it,” Nolan said. “We could probably ramp up.” 
 
    “No need, we’ll get through enough of them at this rate.” 
 
    “How much longer?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Dojo> Till transmission time? Thirteen minutes. Don’t be a pansy. 
 
    <Butch> Pansy? That’s a new one, Fido. 
 
    I smirked at Nolan, who shook his head. 
 
    “It’s like having kids, Captain.” 
 
    “You can say that again. Butch, have you a plan for finding these guys?” 
 
    <Butch> Same one I’ve had all along. Ping them when we’re ready. I’ve got the frequency of their transmission device. The more transmissions they attempt, the better, though. Each time they do it, I’ll get closer to knowing where they are. 
 
    “How?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Butch> I’ve got the prior transmissions in my databank. I can use them to simulate a longer transmission, assuming the transmission is made from the same location every time. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Dojo> Ignore the man behind the curtain. 
 
    <Butch> You tell him, Toto. 
 
    <Dojo> Stop with the dog references. It isn’t funny to anybody. 
 
    <Butch> As far as you know. 
 
    “All right, let’s zip it. I’m on my last nerve, and you two are making it worse.” 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, Trey. I just can’t help myself. Like the real Butch. Oh, and you picked him, so don’t blame it all on me. 
 
    “I picked a name.” 
 
    <Butch> There it is. Transmission stopped. Same time, looks like the location is the same or close. Give me a few minutes to process. I might have enough now. 
 
    I felt relieved, and buzzed JJ’s PA, leaving her a text message. 
 
    Nolan glanced at me. “Butch might be able to tell location? Without a ping?” 
 
    <Dojo> It’s not that difficult, but it’s not as precise. A ping would tell us exactly. 
 
    <Butch> Right, I can probably tell which room it’s in, but maybe not where it sits inside the room. 
 
    “Wait a minute, how close can you get?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Within about forty meters. Bingo, I’ve got it. 
 
    “Forty meters might not tell us the room, you know,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Might be worth checking it out, though. We won’t be giving ourselves away with a ping. We might be lucky.” 
 
    <Dojo> You might be recognized. The Captain and the Science Officer going into an area the enemy plants might be watching? I think I’d wait and take my chances with the ping. 
 
    <Butch> Who were you calling a pansy again? 
 
    “Location?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Corridor 12C. Room could be A3C, A4C, or A7C. I just sent the map and floorplan to your heads-up display. 
 
    <Dojo> You’ve got it too, Nolan. 
 
    We took a minute to look over the data. 
 
    “What do you think, Captain?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “You have your backpack with you, for the helmet?” 
 
    “I do. Want to take a jaunt down there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “but I don’t want to start anything. I just want to check things out. We go in with street clothes.” 
 
    <Butch> Notify the other fully trained personnel before you go, and let them know the location. If you’re discovered, backup might be a good thing. 
 
    “Other humans won’t be able to take us on,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Dojo> We don’t have enough data to make that determination. 
 
    <Butch> Yeah, what he said. I was telling you so you’d have an idea. Maybe you could send patrols down there. I do not suggest that the Captain and the Science Officer go down there alone. 
 
    “We’ll take it under advisement. Notify the others, but tell them not to roll in like the cavalry unless I request it. Understood?” 
 
    <Butch> I understand, but I don’t like it. As you wish. 
 
    “Let’s go, Nolan.” 
 
    We put on our street clothes, stuffing the helmets in our backpacks, and then we were off. 
 
    “This is four kilometers away,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Yep, and there isn’t a transport stop right next to it. We’ll be walking for a while.” 
 
    JJ pinged my PA as we were getting into a tin can. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “We’re just going down there to look around,” I said. “It is possible that this transmitter isn’t even manned, you know. It might sense when we’re in a jump and schedule transmissions.” 
 
    “First time I’ve heard that. I’m on my way there, and I’m bringing some others.” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t get too close. If the transmitter isn’t visible, I’ll back off, but send more security patrols to the area.” 
 
    The tin can let us off at the nearest station, and we walked through industrial-looking corridors, our heads-up displays guiding us. 
 
    “It’s only another half-kilometer,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Nobody around. Map says this area would be fighter pilot housing for bay number five. If we had a full complement of fighters, it’d be highly populated.” 
 
    <Butch> Nanos detected. 
 
    My heart started racing. 
 
    <Dojo> Yep. Standard issue Central Authority surveillance Nanos. If we disable them, our quarry will know about it. 
 
    “Have they seen us yet?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> No, but another two hundred meters and they will. 
 
    My PA buzzed, then Vermillion’s face showed up in my head’s up display. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys doing?” 
 
    “Turning around,” I said. “There’s Central Authority surveillance Nanos nearby. They haven’t seen us yet.” 
 
    “Then I don’t have to give the order. You are not to spearhead the assault when this goes down. You can participate, but I don’t want you or Nolan going in first. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. “C’mon, Nolan, let’s get out of here. Butch, send a message for everybody else to leave the area.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    Nolan glanced at me. “Captain, I suggest you don’t change the security patrols. The Nanos have been keeping track.” 
 
    “Yes, that would tip off the enemy,” I said. My heart rate wasn’t back to normal until we were in the tin can, heading back to the bridge. 
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    Nano Generator 
 
   N olan and I got away from the transmitter location before the enemy surveillance Nanos saw us. Soon we were back at the transport station, taking a tin can to the bridge. 
 
    “We should’ve thought about them having surveillance Nanos,” Nolan said. 
 
    “I know,” I said, shooting him a sheepish grin. “I feel a little foolish.” 
 
    “As do I. Maybe there’s something we can do to watch their Nanos with Nanos of our own. Wonder if they’ve got any stealth capability?” 
 
    “I hate not being able to talk to Drake.” 
 
    “What about the holographic communicator, Captain?” 
 
    “I asked Vermillion about that. He nixed it.” 
 
    “He doesn’t want you to have unfettered access to him?” 
 
    “No, actually he told me Drake was too busy to talk to me. Even said he might be too busy when we’re out of this jump. That didn’t make me happy. I wanted to chat with him before we take off in the Zephyrus.” 
 
    We entered the bridge. 
 
    Sondra turned, seeing us. “What were you two thinking?” 
 
    “I know, already beating myself up about it.” 
 
    JJ stuck her head in the door, motioning for me to come over. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said when I got outside with her. 
 
    “Shut up.” She hugged me tight, trembling. “Don’t you ever put yourself in danger like that again, unless I know about it first.” 
 
    I pulled back, looking into her eyes, which were welling with tears. “I know, it was stupid, but even if we were attacked, we wouldn’t…” 
 
    “Stop,” she said. “We don’t have any idea what these folks are capable of. They might be able to blow up the ship, or at least cause a nasty hull breach.” 
 
    I thought for a moment, still watching her face. “They can’t destroy this ship. They can’t even disable it.” 
 
    “How do we know that?” 
 
    “Think about it,” I said. “What is their purpose for sending out the tracking signals?” 
 
    “To tip off Simone’s Razor ships, of course.” 
 
    “Why would they want to do that?” 
 
    JJ gave me an exasperated look. “So they can destroy us.” 
 
    I smiled. “If that’s their goal, don’t you think they’d blow the ship up if they could?” 
 
    <Emerald> Not to side with him, but he’s right. 
 
    JJ looked down for a moment. “Okay, I’ll grant you that one. So what now?” 
 
    <Me> Butch, what do you think about this? Is there anything we can do to discover which humans are involved with this? 
 
    <Butch> About time you got around to consulting me. This kind of thing is right up my alley. I’ve already been working on it. 
 
    Nolan came into the corridor. “Anything wrong?” 
 
    “I’m just giving the Captain a hard time,” JJ said. 
 
    “I just got a rasher from Dojo.” 
 
    <Dojo> Silly humans. 
 
    I smiled. “He thought it was too dangerous too, I suppose.” 
 
    “Since they can’t get a transmission out, they aren’t a danger. I was thinking they could damage the ship somehow, but he convinced me otherwise.” 
 
    “The Captain came to that conclusion as well,” JJ said. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the bridge,” I said. 
 
    Skip shot us a worried glance as we entered. “Are we okay, Captain?” 
 
    “We are, and we learned some things too.” 
 
    “What now?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “We follow our plan,” I said. “Continue with the Nano training, and continue to stop their transmissions. How are we progressing in the jump?” 
 
    “Right on schedule, Captain,” Skip said. 
 
    My PA buzzed. It was Deacon. 
 
    “Hey, Cappy, you on the New Jersey bridge?” 
 
    “I am. What’s up?” 
 
    “Barney would like to see it. Could Deneuve and I bring him in?” 
 
    I laughed. “Of course, love to see you guys. Come on over.” 
 
    JJ shot me a grin. “Oh, Barney’s been out on the New Jersey, huh? I’m anxious to hear what he thinks.” 
 
    “Me too,” I replied. 
 
    The trio entered the bridge a few minutes later. 
 
    “Hi, Cappy,” Deacon said, giving me a hug. He nodded to the others in the room. 
 
    Barney stared at the place, his eyes wide. “It’s so much bigger than the Zephyrus bridge, but there aren’t any more people.” 
 
    “This ship practically flies itself,” Skip said, introducing himself to Barney. “Hey Deneuve, what’s up? Been in any darts competitions lately?” 
 
    Deneuve smiled. “Not enough people on the Zephyrus to have a decent tournament. You?” 
 
    “Last two nights in a row. Not that much to do when we’re in a jump.” 
 
    “Darts?” Barney asked. “That’s the game you told me about before my last round of training?” 
 
    “Yes,” Deneuve said. “Maybe I can teach you how to play.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “Better watch out. Barney’s got better eye-hand coordination than homo-sapiens. He’s liable to clean your clock.” 
 
    “What does it mean—clean your clock?” Barney asked. 
 
    Deneuve smiled. “It means you’d beat me at the game. That doesn’t bother me. I’d rather be beat by you than Skip.” 
 
    “You beat me last time,” Skip said. 
 
    “True, but I haven’t played in at least six months. You’ve been playing a lot more.” 
 
    “I think we should head on over to Chickees and go a few rounds,” Skip said. 
 
    “What’s Chickees?” Barney asked. “A recreation facility?” 
 
    “We like to call it a bar, but yes, it’s for recreation. Would you like to try after we’re done here?” 
 
    “Love to,” he said. 
 
    “What do you think of the New Jersey, Barney?” JJ asked. 
 
    “It’s like a whole world. How do you learn your way around? Have any of you been everywhere on this ship?” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m the Captain, and I went someplace today that I’d never seen.” 
 
    <Butch> Let’s not bring that up. 
 
    <Me> Yes, probably not a good idea. 
 
    “Are we still on for the Clan hunt after we get through this, Cappy?” Deacon asked. 
 
    “We are, as soon as we’ve gotten the refinery up and running.” 
 
    “Captain, I heard you might need me for the Clan hunt,” Barney said. “I’d like to volunteer. As you know, I’ve got certain abilities when it comes to that.” 
 
    “I think that would be great, Barney. We’ll discuss it in more detail when we’re getting closer. It’s still about five weeks away.” 
 
    Barney smiled proudly. Deneuve petted his shoulder. “You’ll be a huge asset, Barney.” 
 
    <Butch> We should provide the Nano training to more of the Zephyrus crew before we leave. 
 
    <JJ> I was thinking the same thing. 
 
    <Me> We will, but I’ll have to clear it with Vermillion. I doubt he’ll object. 
 
     “Are you talking to somebody?” Barney asked. “The bridge personnel on the Zephyrus look like that sometimes, but they won’t tell me anything.” 
 
    I shot a glance to JJ and Nolan, then shrugged. “We’re talking to our AI assistants.” 
 
    “Artificial intelligence? I learned about it in my last training session.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what it is,” I said. “I can’t say more about that now, and you can’t talk about it to others. Understand?” 
 
    He smiled. “I get to know a secret? Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “No problem at all,” I said. 
 
    Deneuve looked a little uncomfortable, making eye contact with me. I nodded, letting him know it was okay. 
 
    <Butch> He’ll keep the secret. They’re famous for being trustworthy. 
 
    Deneuve looked at Skip. “When do you want to get a dart game going?” 
 
    “I’m on duty for another hour,” he said. “After that?” 
 
    “Feel free to go now,” I said. “Nothing much happening here. If anything breaks loose we’ll call you, but I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    Skip smiled. “Wow, thanks, Captain Clarke.” He left the bridge with Deneuve and Barney, after they said their goodbyes. Deacon stuck around, making eye contact with me. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “The Overlords can track us in a jump. How are we going to get around that on our mission? Do we have to take natural worm holes?” 
 
    I chuckled. “We realized a few things just today. They can’t track the Zephyrus.” I went on to tell him about the transmissions and our new theories. 
 
    “So we have traitors aboard, huh?” Deacon asked. “Son of a bitch. What are we gonna do about it?” 
 
    “At the moment, nothing, because we’ve been stopping the transmissions,” I said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I can’t say much. The AI assistants I mentioned to Barney are doing the heavy lifting.” 
 
    <Butch> No, we’re doing all the lifting. 
 
    <Me> Stop. 
 
    “AI assistants? Something new?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Sorry, I don’t have permission to share more about it beyond the bridge crews at the moment, but I’m working that.” 
 
    “No problem, Cappy. We don’t have to worry about the Overlords following us through every jump anymore, then?” 
 
    “That’s the case, as far as we know right now.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “I’d better get going. Need to go to the tool crib for some stuff. Still putting the finishing touches on our shielded cargo bay. Talk to you later.” 
 
    “Take care, Cappy.” 
 
    He left the bridge. 
 
    “Hope you don’t get in trouble for that,” JJ whispered. 
 
    “I won’t. The existence of the AI assistants isn’t the important thing. It’s all the Nano stuff that goes with them.” 
 
    “You really asking Vermillion about adding the Zephyrus crew to the system?” 
 
    I chuckled “Of course, that was always a given. Vermillion won’t mind. He stressed the importance of the upcoming mission the last time I talked to him. We need to be ready to fight the Clan if we run into them. He’ll want us to have every advantage possible.” 
 
    “Yep, Captain, you’ve got that right,” Nolan said. “We should train them while we’re on the impulse cruise.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking,” I said.  
 
    “Can we go get some food?” JJ asked. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Sure, let’s go. No reason to hang around. It’s been a long day for both of us.” 
 
    We headed back to my stateroom… our stateroom, and ordered in.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked her. “You’re awful quiet.” 
 
    She looked at me, tears welling in her eyes. “Just trying to adjust to loving somebody again. I was really scared earlier.” 
 
    We moved to the couch, and sat close. “I’m sorry. Didn’t seem that dangerous at the time.” 
 
    JJ smiled, looking me in the eye. “You were a fighter pilot. Most of us wouldn’t dream of doing something so risky.” 
 
    “Well, there is that, I guess. You know what struck me about today?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The impact of having the AI capability. I wouldn’t have known about the surveillance Nanos without Butch.” 
 
    <Butch> Thank you. 
 
    <Me> Sleep. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. 
 
    “Why’d you put him to sleep?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Emerald must be asleep.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “I put her to sleep on the way back here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I have plans for you in a little while, but we’re not done talking yet.” 
 
    I pulled her close and kissed her. She returned it, but broke it quickly. 
 
    “You’re mad at me?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled. “No. The opposite, really. Usually I’m about done with a boyfriend by now. My feelings towards you aren’t following the normal path. They’re growing, at a rate that scares me a little bit.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” I said, the emotion grabbing me. I kissed her again. 
 
    “Talk, remember?” she said after she broke it. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She smiled again. “No, I’m sorry. Your job is important, and it’s going to put you at risk sometimes. I let my emotions run away from me, and attempted to block what you were trying to do. You were in control of the situation this afternoon. The whole time. Yes, Butch helped you, but he’s your tool. An extension of you, in a way.” 
 
    “I’m not getting it,” I said, feeling helpless. 
 
    “Men, always wanting to find a way to fix things. I’m the one who needs fixing. We need to trust each other, and it goes both ways. I need to grow up. I wouldn’t like you putting restrictions on me because my job makes you nervous, but that’s exactly what I tried to do to you today. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “You’re being a little too hard on yourself, don’t you think?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m learning, and you need to let that happen. I want to be your partner in life. Not your mother, and not your daughter.” 
 
    “My wife,” I said, wishing I could take it back. 
 
    She chuckled, reading my eyes. “I don’t take that as a commitment… yet. But yes, we’re pair-bonding now, and we both know where that’s going to lead eventually. Does that make you nervous?” 
 
    I felt a rush of emotion, wanting to speak, but choking up. 
 
    “There,” she said. “That look told me everything I need to know. Let’s go to bed.” 
 
    We made love passionately that night, the feeling of closeness between us on a new level. 
 
    I woke to my PA alarm the next morning, ready for another full day of training. 
 
    “Up already?” JJ asked, watching me climb out of bed. 
 
    “Training, and you need to do the final step in your strength enhancement training as well.” 
 
    JJ got out of bed, her naked form giving me pause. 
 
    “Something wrong?” she quipped, striking a pose bordering on naughty. 
 
    “No, everything’s right, but we have to get moving. Butch, wake up. 
 
    <Butch> Good morning. 
 
    JJ woke Emerald too, and we got into our Nano suits, put on our uniforms, and headed to a local eatery to grab breakfast on the way to the mustering room. 
 
    “This last part of the strength enhancement testing is shorter, right? I’ve got a lot to do today.” 
 
    “Yes, much shorter,” I said. “What are you up to today?” 
 
    “Waste management. I’m almost done with the research. Mind if I talk to Cappy about it? I might need to borrow one of his engineers, or at least have him recommend somebody.” 
 
    “Have him recommend somebody on the New Jersey,” I said. “He’s got a short crew on the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    <Butch> You probably weren’t in any danger yesterday. 
 
    <Me> What are you talking about? 
 
    <JJ> Yeah, what are you talking about? 
 
    We got to the transport station and grabbed a tin can. Once we got moving, the conversation started again. 
 
    <Butch> I decided to try a different tactic on my investigation of the transmissions. I found where the generator for those Central Authority surveillance Nanos is. 
 
    “Really? Where?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Between decks, in a place not easily reachable by humans. 
 
    <Emerald> As much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. Getting to that will take a construction crew with laser cutters and other large pieces of equipment. 
 
    <Me> So you’re saying that it was put in during ship construction? 
 
    <Butch> That would be my guess, Trey. We need to chat with the Chairman, and find out who has the manufacturing logs for this vessel. 
 
    “Now I get why you weren’t in any danger,” JJ said. “There probably aren’t any Central Authority plants on this ship.” 
 
    “Yes, and since no transmissions can be sent, we should be able to knock out the Nano generator and destroy the transmitter. The Central Authority probably thinks we aren’t in a jump at the moment. They’ll eventually figure out that we’ve found their tracking device.” 
 
    “Oh no, the manufacturing plants,” JJ said. “They might be compromised in the same way.” 
 
    <Emerald> Yes, you two should let Nolan take care of the first round of training and go have a chat with the Chairman. Pronto. 
 
    Our tin can arrived near the mustering room, but we got on another, and headed to Vermillion’s office. 
 
    <Me> Butch, send a message to Nolan about this. Have him bring in somebody else to assist. 
 
    <Butch> I’ll let Dojo know. Would you like a request sent to the Chairman? 
 
    <Me> Please. 
 
    “Funny how this went from good news to not so good news,” JJ said. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, figures. After we talk to Vermillion, maybe we should go dispatch those surveillance Nanos and take out the transmitter. I could have Deacon come help with that. He knows this ships drawings better than most people I know, and I won’t have to worry about him blabbing all over the place about it.” 
 
    “Then by all means,” JJ said. “What about my strength enhancement training?” 
 
    “We could do it after todays classes, or tomorrow morning. No worries.” 
 
    <Butch> Sir, the Chairman is busy. He wants to know if this is urgent. 
 
    <Me> Tell him yes, but it won’t take long. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    Our tin can arrived at the transport station by Vermillion’s office. We were almost at his door when Butch said we could go ahead, so I dictated a text with my PA, and Vermillion replied right away, telling us to come in. 
 
    “Hi, sir, sorry to have to bother you.” 
 
    Vermillion stood up, getting ready to pace. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Butch now believes there are no Overlord plants on this ship,” I said. 
 
    “Then how are the transmissions being made?”  
 
    “The transmitter was left here, protected by surveillance Nanos. The generator for the Nanos is between decks, in the barracks section next to an un-used fighter bay.” 
 
    <Butch> Ask him to put Emerald and I on speaker so we can participate. It will be faster. 
 
    I asked Vermillion, and he agreed. JJ and I activated the speakers on our PAs. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Vermillion said. “Let’s get on with this. I was in a rather urgent meeting.” 
 
    <Emerald> Let Butch explain it, and I’ll fill in if needed. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. 
 
    <Butch> The data I’ve found makes me believe that the transmitter and the Nano generator were installed during construction of this ship. 
 
    “Dammit,” Vermillion said. “They might know every place this ship has been.” 
 
    <Emerald> It’s worse than that. The entity who placed these systems on the New Jersey might be doing the same thing at one or more of your new manufacturing plants. 
 
    Vermillion’s eyes got wide. “No.” 
 
    I nodded. “We aren’t sure that’s the case, Mr. Chairman, but we’d better look into it. Now.” 
 
    “Tac,” he said. 
 
    JJ and I glanced at each other. 
 
    “Why haven’t they already hit Amberis?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Searching records. We stayed cloaked the entire way there, not just after we came out of the jump. Transmissions won’t pass while we’re cloaked. 
 
    “We aren’t cloaked now?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Too hard on the fuel,” I said. “No need until we come out of the natural worm hole.” 
 
    <Butch> We weren’t cloaked going to all the manufacturing sites.  
 
    “Wait, why wouldn’t they have hit already?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Unknown. Could be because we’ve hit them so hard. Maybe they really are down to only a few Razor ships now. 
 
    Vermillion paced his office, thinking. “Which sites are in danger?” 
 
    <Butch> You have a lock on the names of the locations, Mr. Chairman. I need your permission to access them. 
 
    “You have my permission.” 
 
    <Butch> Searching. It’s only one, sir. Inoa. 
 
    Vermillion looked at me. “How quickly could we get out of this jump and go there?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “We could get out of this immediately, but it’s going to be hard on the fuel. Inoa is quite a hike.” 
 
    <Emerald> The Tristar will hold enough mines. Send her there to place them. That will protect the manufacturing operation for the time being. 
 
    Vermillion smiled, sitting at his desk. “Get Cyrus up here.” 
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    Hallway Fight 
 
   J J and I sat in Vermillion’s office. Cyrus came in. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve got a special mission for the Tristar,” Vermillion said. He took a few minutes to tell Cyrus what JJ and I had told him. 
 
    “Inoa, huh?” Cyrus asked. “That’s quite a ways. How many mines do we need to place there?” 
 
    <Butch> Ten thousand ought to be enough. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got your AIs on speaker?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “Yeah, made for a quicker conversation,” I said. 
 
    “Make it twenty thousand,” Vermillion said. “We’ve got the line up and running for those. We’ll have plenty for all of our installations. Those will fit in the Tristar’s cargo bay, I hope.” 
 
    <Butch> Easily. We should send them with some extra fuel as well, given the distance. 
 
    “When would you like us to leave?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “As soon as possible,” Vermillion said. “How quickly can you get the cargo loaded and take off?” 
 
    “I’ll set four hours as a goal,” Cyrus said. “Might take five, but for sure we’ll be out of here this afternoon. Good enough?” 
 
    “Good enough,” Vermillion said. He looked at me. “Any problem coming out of this wormhole for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “Since we know we can’t be tracked, we could take a more direct route to Boroclize and skip the long impulse cruise.” 
 
    “Use the Samson Drive?” Vermillion asked. “Are we confident enough that the Overlords can’t see us? Is there any doubt?” 
 
    <Butch> No, Mr. Chairman. 
 
    <Emerald> I agree. 
 
    Vermillion got up to pace again. “How quickly could we be at Boroclize using our normal jump functionality?” 
 
    “Butch?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Three Earth days, give or take. It’ll be easier on the fuel if we do that. I’d call it a win-win situation. 
 
    Vermillion sighed, sitting back down behind his desk. “Okay, let’s do it, but let’s run cloaked, even in the jump.” 
 
    I nodded. “No problem, sir.” 
 
    “I’d better get going,” Cyrus said. 
 
    “Yes, go do what you need to do,” Vermillion said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Wait!” JJ said. “Are we sure that the Tristar and Zephyrus don’t have a transmitter?” 
 
    <Emerald> Butch and I scanned for the Nano generators. They give off a signal we can see, even if they aren’t operating. There are no signals on either ship. 
 
    “They could have transmitters without having the Nanos to guard them, though, couldn’t they?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    <Butch> Improbable but possible. I’ll talk to your AI. He’ll watch for transmissions and stop them. I’d tell you to run cloaked, but in this case the fuel cost would be a problem. 
 
    “Thanks,” Cyrus said. “I’ll be off. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    He left Vermillion’s office. 
 
    “Thanks, JJ,” Vermillion said. 
 
    She smiled. “You’re welcome. We should go take care of the enemy Nanos and take out that transmitter. I’d like to look it over. We might learn something.” 
 
    “You two go ahead,” Vermillion said. “Thank you. Yet another situation where you’ve exceeded my expectations.” 
 
    JJ and I left Vermillion’s office, heading for the transport station.  
 
    <Me> Butch and Emerald, what aren’t we thinking about? 
 
    <JJ> You’re nervous. 
 
    <Me> I am. Seems too tidy. We also need to keep in mind that the Inoa manufacturing site has been seen. I think we ought to move it, and I’ll suggest that to the Chairman when we sort this out. 
 
    <Butch> I think we’re good, Trey, but I agree with your conclusions, and don’t blame you for feeling nervous about this.  
 
    <Emerald> The Chairmen is right about us staying cloaked in the jump to Boroclize. It’s a good backstop. Imagine if he wouldn’t have insisted on that for the jumps to Amberis, or the other manufacturing plants. 
 
    “We’re going straight to the corridor where you found the Nanos yesterday?” JJ asked as we got into a tin can. 
 
    “Mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Should we have backup available, just in case?” 
 
    <Butch> These are just surveillance Nanos. We’ll destroy them with Nanos of our own. I’d take off the street clothes when you get there, and have the helmet on just in case, though. 
 
    <Emerald> Tell Nolan what you’re doing and why. Have him on alert. 
 
    “These two are starting to make me nervous,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> We’ll zap their Nanos before they see us. 
 
    “This is cut and dried,” I said. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    We got off at the station closest to the location and started the long walk. 
 
    “How are we killing them?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Use Variant 3 first. That should be enough to kill them. If it doesn’t work fast enough, go with Variant 4. 
 
    “Any chance they might have attack Nanos in the generator that we haven’t seen deployed?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> That’s why I said to use Variant 4 if Variant 3 doesn’t work right away. 
 
    “Can you guys tell the difference between a surveillance Nano and an attack Nano?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> Immediately. Don’t worry. Central Authority attack Nanos are crude. That’s why they’re so rarely used. They don’t have enough power to take on armed and shielded adversaries. They’re good for reducing the rodent population, though. 
 
    I chuckled. JJ shot me a nervous glance. “I’m not sure about this.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I said. We were almost to the spot where Nolan and I were the day before. 
 
    <Butch> Get out of your street clothes. You can stash them in that room to the left. It’s an unused locker room. 
 
    “C’mon,” I said to JJ. We entered the room, stripped down to our Nano suits, and put on the helmets, which locked in place. 
 
    “Still not completely used to these helmets when they fit themselves,” JJ said. “I get a little feeling of panic.” 
 
    “Me too, but it doesn’t last long. Ready?” 
 
    “I was born ready,” she quipped. 
 
    <Butch> Groan. 
 
    “Wonder if we can adjust that out?” JJ asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The sarcasm setting.” 
 
    <Emerald> Perish the thought. We need to have some fun, you know. 
 
    We slipped out into the hallway and continued on. My heart sped up. 
 
    <Butch> Private. Easy there, fella. 
 
    <Me> I’m fine. No private right now. 
 
    <Butch> Private off. We’re almost to the location. 
 
    <Butch> Here they come. 
 
    JJ and I dictated Variant three, our heads up displays showing the flood of Nanos hitting the Central Authority Nanos, wiping the entire group out in a split second. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. 
 
    “Crap, I’m showing more incoming,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> Deploy Variant 4. 
 
    We both did that, the stronger Nanos taking off. 
 
    <Butch> Attack Nanos. 
 
    I dictated Variant 4, watching the flow in my display. They rushed through the cloud of attack Nanos, destroying them, reproducing at an alarming rate, then disappearing into the ceiling. 
 
    <JJ> What are they doing? 
 
    <Emerald> Exactly what they’re supposed to do. They’re flooding into the enemy Nano generator. You should hear it pop open any second. 
 
    <Me> Wow, this is great! 
 
    There was a loud but muffled pop. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    <Emerald> Incoming humans. 
 
    “Crap,” I said. We were hit with a blinding flash, my heads up display showing the energy level of the plasma shot and status of the suit. 
 
    <Butch> Deploy more Variant 4 Nanos. 
 
    <Me> No, Variant 2, I want them alive. 
 
    I dictated that, JJ doing the same. We heard several thuds as the enemy plants fell to the floor. 
 
    “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” JJ said. “We’ve got about fifteen minutes until they wake up, right?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s speed over there. Butch, lead the way.” 
 
    <Butch> Locations pinpointed. 
 
    We rushed over at the lowest speed level, making it through the nearly one hundred meters in a flash, looking down at the unconscious humans, two male and one female. 
 
    “Those are engineering uniforms,” JJ said. 
 
    “Butch, get a security detail down here pronto.” 
 
    <Butch> Call sent out. Expected time of arrival is six minutes. There was a patrol nearby. 
 
    “We’ll have some explaining to do about this,” JJ said. “Wonder what else we got wrong?” 
 
    <Butch> Five humans approaching from behind. 
 
    “The patrol?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> No, get ready. I see six more coming from the left, and five from the right. Tracking them now. 
 
    “Freeze,” a gruff voice said from behind us. 
 
    <Butch> He’s holding a spiker. It can’t get through the suit. 
 
    <Me> Let’s have some fun. 
 
    I dictated top speed and strength enhancement, and I was behind the attacker in a split-second, my hand grabbing the spiker from his and squeezing it into a twisted hunk of metal. I dropped it to the floor and grabbed his arm, the man screaming with pain as his bone crushed in my grasp. 
 
    “Trey, stop,” JJ yelled. Then she deployed Variant 2 Nanos, which shot off towards the remaining assailants, some of whom were trying to flee. They all hit the floor. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to kill him,” I said. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the man I was holding. 
 
    “No, who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” the man asked, a look of defiance rising in his eyes. 
 
    The security detail rushed towards us. 
 
    “Identify yourself,” shouted the leader, his spiker drawn. 
 
    <Butch> I just sent your credentials to him. 
 
    The security officer holstered his weapon immediately. “Sorry, Captain.” 
 
    “Sorry for what?” I asked, removing my helmet. “You did exactly what you were supposed to do. Good job. There are 19 total, including this one. The others are all stunned, but they’ll wake up in about 10 minutes. Take them to the brig, highest security level, and have them interrogated. I want to know who they are, who they’re working for, and most importantly, are there more of them on this ship.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” he said, turning to his men. We watched as they went about their work. Nolan rushed up with the Zephyrus bridge crew, all suited up. 
 
    “You okay, Captain?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re fine, Nolan, but thanks for showing up. We have some prisoners to talk to.” 
 
    “Prisoners?” Andrea asked. 
 
    Nolan’s brow furrowed. “This was not expected.” 
 
    “Who are these guys, Captain?” asked Izzy. Tim came up beside her. 
 
    “Yeah, what gives?” 
 
    “They were here to protect the transmitter,” I said. “We assumed it was just placed with no support other than the surveillance Nanos. That was a bad assumption.” 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, Trey. It was a possibility, but it was way low on the probability scale. 
 
    <Me> No worries, but next time let me know all the possible outcomes in situations like this. 
 
    <Emerald> Told you. 
 
    JJ shook her head, taking her helmet off. “Don’t start, you two.” 
 
    “We need to brief Vermillion on this,” I said. “Before Cyrus takes off, if possible.” 
 
    “Where’s Cyrus going?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Me> Butch, brief Dojo so he can explain this mess to Nolan. I don’t want to explain it to everybody. 
 
    <Butch> Will do. Shall I send a message to the Chairman? 
 
    <Me> Yes, and keep an eye on this corridor. Are we sure that the Nano generator is toast? 
 
    <Butch> Nothing left of that, and there aren’t others. I’ve located the transmitter as well. We can pick it up. It’s not in a difficult location. It’s hiding in plain sight. 
 
    <Me> Tell Dojo and have Nolan grab it. We need to go talk to Vermillion. 
 
    <Butch> He just replied, said to come right over. 
 
    JJ and I put our street clothes back on and hurried to the transport station. We were at Vermillion’s office within minutes. 
 
    “How did we get this so wrong?” Vermillion asked as we entered his office. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. The probability was too low. I’ve put new orders in place that should prevent it from happening again.” 
 
    “New orders?” 
 
    “I instructed Butch to tell me about all possible scenarios, even if they are low probability.” 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Okay. Should this change anything for us? How about the Tristar mission?” 
 
    “Cyrus’s AI will block any outgoing transmissions, so we should be fine. We’ll interrogate the prisoners to see what they know. We might have to use chemical inducement. The one who I talked to was extremely defiant.” 
 
    “We need to make sure no New Jersey crew members have been transferred to the Tristar,” JJ said. “If any have been, they stay home.” 
 
    Vermillion got up and started pacing, his brow furrowed. “Yes, JJ, that’s essential. We had a full crew on the Tristar, unlike the Zephyrus. There’s no reason for any New Jersey crew members to be on that vessel.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> I just relayed that order to Cyrus and his AI. 
 
    <Me> Thanks.  
 
    “What about our plans to use a normal jump to get to Boroclize?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “I think we should go ahead with that,” I said. “I know this was a surprise, but in reality, these folks have not been a significant danger to us since Butch started blocking their transmissions. The most important thing now is to find out if there are more Overlord plants who we haven’t engaged yet.” 
 
    “Are we sure they are Overlord plants?” JJ asked. 
 
    “It may appear that they’re Central Authority plants,” Vermillion said, “but that means nothing, since the Overlords were in control of the Central Authority at the time they were placed.” 
 
    “True,” I said. 
 
    “What about the transmitter?” 
 
    “Butch found it. I sent Nolan to grab it. We’ll need to have it looked at. Maybe we can learn more from the hardware.” 
 
    “Good,” Vermillion said. “Okay, I think we dodged the bullet here. How many plants total?” 
 
    “Nineteen,” I said. 
 
    “That’s a lot. Good thing we have the Nano suit capability. We’d better get a handle on this pronto, though. Our crew might be riddled with these folks. Make it a priority.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. 
 
    “Good, now you two need to leave. I’ve got something important to work on, and it’s urgent. Send me text messages with anything you learn about these plants.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. JJ and I left his office. 
 
    “He took that better than I expected,” JJ said as we walked down the corridor. 
 
    “I think he’s pretty upset, but he’s good at hiding it, except for the pacing.” 
 
    “What about his bodyguard? He might be a target, if there are more plants in the population. We need to move on that.” 
 
    “We have, in a way. One of Klemperer’s men has already been assigned, but only while Vermillion is outside of his suite.” 
 
    “Is that safe enough?” 
 
    I chuckled. “That suite has counter-measures. Don’t mention that to anybody, okay?” 
 
    “Countermeasures can be overcome, given a little knowledge,” JJ said. 
 
    “Which is why I said not to mention it.” 
 
    JJ smirked. “Okay, I get it. You didn’t even mention it to me.” 
 
    “Until now, that’s right. Nobody else knows. Not even Nolan.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    <Me> Butch, is Nolan using the mustering room? 
 
    <Butch> You have a window of about forty-five minutes. He finished retrieving the transmitter, and sent the students off for a lunch break. Should be enough time for JJ’s final strength enhancement training. 
 
    <Me> Perfect, thanks. Where did Nolan take the transmitter? 
 
    <Butch> To the lab on the Zephyrus. He’s there chatting to Deacon about it right now. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. 
 
    <JJ> I heard that. So it’s off to my training, then? 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    We took the tin can back down to the mustering room, and Emerald guided JJ through the final training. I was half-watching her, while thinking about the plants and questioning Butch. JJ came and sat next to me on the bench when she was done. 
 
    “Carrying heavy stuff, huh. I expected something a little more challenging.” 
 
    “It was easy enough? No muscle strain?” 
 
    “Not even a little,” JJ said. “Emerald said everything is working within the optimum parameters.” 
 
    “Good. Nolan will be back here soon. I’ll stick around and help him with the remainder of the training.” 
 
    “Then I’ll go get to work on the refinery. I’ll put the waste management part on hold, though, since we’ve only got a couple days before we get to Boroclize. You guys took my buffer away.” 
 
    I smiled. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll just orbit until we’re ready to start refinement. If it’s not ready the minute we get there, no problem. I should check with Deacon and the mining team, though. They’ll be up first.” 
 
    “Last I heard he was about done with the shielded compartment.” 
 
    “That’s what I heard too, but he was at the tool crib yesterday to get something related to that task.” 
 
    “Want me to chat with him?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, you do your thing, I’ll handle talking to Deacon. I’ll put Nolan together with the mining team.” 
 
    JJ gave me a kiss and left the mustering room. Nolan was back after five minutes with Tim, Izzy, and Andrea in tow. He glanced at them. “You can get back to your strength enhancement training.” He turned back to me. “How’d Vermillion take everything?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t think he was happy, but he accepted it. He’s worried, but then he’s always worried. Goes with the territory, I guess. Anything interesting about that transmitter?” 
 
    “Typical Central Authority hardware,” Nolan said. “It’s basically a standard XC3P2 transmitter like we have all over the Centurion-class ships. Obviously it’s got some enhancements to work in a jump, but that isn’t a difficult trick from a technical standpoint. I am wondering how they got the right frequency for this ship, though. That’s a little worrisome.” 
 
    “What level of person would know that?” I asked. 
 
    “Senior Samson Drive Engineer, or Transport Scientist,” Nolan said. “We should pull all of them in for questioning.” 
 
    “How many people is that?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I can find out.” 
 
    <Butch> We have twenty-two Senior Samson Drive Engineers, and nine Transport Scientists assigned to the New Jersey. 
 
    Nolan laughed. “Well there you go. I’ve been replaced.” 
 
    <Dojo> Hardy har har. We’ve also got one of each on both the Tristar and the Zephyrus. We should question them as well.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Dammit. The Tristar is leaving within the hour.” 
 
    <Butch> Don’t worry, even if he’s a plant, he can’t get a transmission past the Captain’s AI, and all other AIs active on that ship are also in the loop. 
 
    “And there aren’t any human plants on the New Jersey,” I said. 
 
    <Dojo> Hahahahaha. 
 
    <Butch> Uh oh. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> The brig is under attack. 
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    Cleanup Crew 
 
   B utch had just told us that the brig was under attack. 
 
    “How many attackers?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Twenty-five. 
 
    <Dojo> They’ve stopped the transports to that area from the last stations. 
 
    Nolan’s brow furrowed. “Dammit. We have to get down there.” 
 
    Andrea eyed me. “We’re with you, Captain. Let’s go get ‘um.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, map out the corridor approach and send out a warning telling all crew members on that path to get away. 
 
    <Butch> Messages sent to their PAs. You’re going to use the speed enhancement to get there? 
 
    <Me> Yes. Time to get there with highest setting? 
 
    <Butch> There are some twists and turns, but you’ll be there in less than six minutes. 
 
    <Nolan> I heard that. I’m ready. 
 
    “Let’s go, everybody,” I said. 
 
    We put on our helmets and raced into the corridor. 
 
    <Me> Butch, send a message to JJ and the others who have been trained to this level. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    <Emerald> We heard, Captain. JJ’s on the way, coming from the opposite direction. 
 
    I dictated the fastest speed and took off in a flash, the others with me. It was like being on auto-pilot. I couldn’t even see the scenery rushing by. We were at the brig in less than two minutes and stopped right outside. There was a barricade at the door. 
 
    <Me> That was faster than six minutes. 
 
    <Butch> You’re exceeding my calculations, Trey. All of the enemy are inside, and they’ve taken the brig officers prisoner. They haven’t yet breached the cells. 
 
    “Good.” I dictated full strength, grabbing the first piece of barricade and ripping it off like it was paper. Nolan, Andrea, Tim, and Izzy joined in, JJ arriving with Commander Klemperer and a dozen of his men, all suited up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” JJ asked. 
 
    “They put quite a barricade here,” I said, grabbing one of the last pieces, then punching my way through the door. Spiker rounds came at us, the suit disintegrating them as they hit. 
 
    “Nice try,” I muttered, releasing Variant 2 Nanos, all of the Overlord plants in sight dropping in an instant. 
 
    “Plasma gun,” Izzy said, just as the flash hit us from further in the brig. 
 
    “Captain, we’ve got enough to question in the brig cells,” Nolan said. “Maybe it’s time to get rid of these creeps.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, can you tell friendly from bad guy?  
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    <Me> Good, target the bad guys with Variant 4 Nanos 
 
    <Butch> Targeting all who aren’t designated as brig guards and are not listed as in custody. 
 
    I dictated to deploy Variant 4, the Nanos raging out of my suit, Overlord plants screaming as they expanded and blew up around us, including several who were just coming into the door to help their comrades. 
 
    “Who’s gonna clean that up?” Tim quipped. 
 
    “My God,” Izzy said, looking at the guts all over the room. 
 
    “All variant 4 Nanos have self-destructed,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Good. The prisoners in the brig survived?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, Trey, they’re all okay. Reviewing video data. This wasn’t a rescue mission. This was a hit. 
 
    <Dojo> Yep, they were trying to silence them. They broke out a section of the back wall, figuring they’d escape into corridor 15BC2. Dispatching repair crew to fix the damaged section. 
 
    The security officer we’d met in the hallway earlier stuck his head out of a door. “Captain, is it safe to come out?” He glanced at the gore splattered on the walls, ceiling, and floor. 
 
    “Yes. Sorry about the mess. Did you get anything out of the first group of prisoners yet?” 
 
    “We were just getting ready to start when these people arrived,” He said, walking towards me, trying to avoid puddles on the floor. “Where did you get those suits?” 
 
    “Never mind for now,” I said. “Sorry. Don’t tell anybody outside of your brig personnel, and tell them to keep quiet as well.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” he said. 
 
    <Me> Butch, send video of what just happened to the PAs of the prisoners. 
 
    <Butch> Heh heh. Done. 
 
    <Emerald> That’s harsh. 
 
    <JJ> No, it’s the right thing to do. 
 
    “What’s your name, officer?” I asked. 
 
    “Officer Priestly, sir.” 
 
    “Well, Officer Priestly, I’m going to request that you receive training and a suit. Somebody in here needs this capability.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Go back to the interrogation. Use chemical inducement if they won’t talk any other way. I need answers within the next two hours.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Priestly said, saluting and walking into the hallway to the cells. 
 
    “You think Vermillion will go for that?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    <Me> Butch, send a message to the Chairman describing what happened, and put in the request to train Officer Priestly. 
 
    <Butch> Done. That video is having the desired effect. Just checked their vitals. Extreme stress. 
 
    <Me> Good. Oh, and get the transport station turned back on, please. Start an investigation on who shut it down and how. 
 
    <Dojo> Already on that, sir. 
 
    <Nolan> Yes, I took the liberty. Hope you don’t mind. 
 
    I looked at Nolan. “Excellent. We make a good team.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Emerald> Clean up crew summoned to take care of this awful mess you just made. 
 
    <JJ> Thanks, girlfriend. 
 
    <Butch> Oh brother. 
 
    <Me> What’s wrong, dude? 
 
    <Butch> Sigh. 
 
    <Dojo> Hahahaha. 
 
    “All right, enough of this,” I said. “I suspect Vermillion will want to chat again.” 
 
    “Mind if I get back to work?” JJ asked. “I was in the middle of something important.” 
 
    “Please,” I said. “Keep your helmet handy at all times. Understand?” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” She turned to leave. “I’ll have Emerald monitor this situation, in case I’m needed again.” 
 
    “Good, thanks.” After she left, I looked at the others. “Same thing for you guys. Keep the helmets with you all the time, and always have the long suits on. That’s an order.” 
 
    I watched as they all nodded or said yes. Klemperer shot me a glance as the others left to go about their business. 
 
    “How many total was that?” he asked softly. 
 
    <Me> Butch? 
 
    <Butch> Total is 54, including both groups and the handful who tried to intervene after this action started. 
 
    <Me> Good. Please share this data with Commander Klemperer’s AI. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    Klemperer smiled as his AI notified him of the incoming data. “Thank you, sir. What now?” 
 
    “We see what comes out of the interrogations. I’m gonna turn my AI loose on the population, too. Hopefully there’s something we can use to identify them.” 
 
    <Butch> Working that, Trey, but it’ll be difficult. 
 
    <Me> Do your best. 
 
    <Klemperer> Weird, I can hear that. 
 
    <Me> You’re connected now through your AI. Won’t always be the case, but for now it makes sense. 
 
    Klemperer nodded. “I heard some scuttlebutt that the Tristar is about to take off for Inoa, to place mines.” 
 
    “The Overlords might know about that location. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I suggest that they take some fighters with them, just in case.” 
 
    I leaned against one of the few clean sections of the front counter. “Might not be a bad idea. How many could be re-charged by the Tristar?” 
 
    “I’ll ask my AI to get with engineering,” Klemperer said. 
 
    “Good, but do it quick. The Tristar will be out of here in about two hours.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Klemperer said. “Talk to you soon. I’ll text you with the info.” 
 
    “Hey, why don’t you leave a couple of your guys here, just in case?” 
 
    Klemperer nodded. “Consider it done.” He went to talk to two of his men, then gave me a thumb-up. 
 
    I nodded, watching him walk away, and then left the brig, heading for the New Jersey bridge. 
 
    <Me> Butch, anything from Vermillion? 
 
    <Butch> He took the briefing, and asked to keep him informed about the interrogation. 
 
    <Me> Thank you. 
 
    <Butch> There might be hundreds of them, you know. Don’t forget that Deacon recruited from the New Jersey’s engineering department, too. We’d better chat with him. 
 
    <Me> Hmmmm. He was going to pick people he’d had experience with before, but you’re right. I’ll go down to the Zephyrus now and ask him about it. 
 
    I put my street clothes back on, and went to the transport station, which was up again, grabbing a tin can to the main bay. 
 
    “Cappy, what brings you down here?” Deacon asked as I walked into engineering on the Zephyrus. 
 
    “Did you get some engineering staff re-assigned from the New Jersey to the Zephyrus?” 
 
    “Yeah, Cappy, you told me to go there, remember?” 
 
    “Yep, no problems, but we’ve found some Overlord operatives in the engineering department on the New Jersey.” 
 
    Deacon looked faint, and sat down on his chair. “Shit.” 
 
    “How many did you pull over?” I asked. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “How many of them did you know before hand?” 
 
    He sighed. “Two of the three. The one I didn’t know shows promise. He might be the best of them.” 
 
    “We need to talk to him,” I said. “For now, make up some reason to send him back to the New Jersey.” 
 
    Deacon nodded, his face grim. He spoke into his PA. “Hey, Jergens.” 
 
    “Hello, Deacon, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Smythe is needed back on the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Oh, shucks,” Jergens said. “I had him almost up to speed on this ship.” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t be helped,” Deacon said, shooting me a glance. “Let him know and then get back to me.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Thanks, Deacon,” I said. “Sorry to have to do that. If we can confirm he’s okay, you can have him back right away.” 
 
    “Just how many plants have you found, Cappy?” 
 
    “Over fifty.” 
 
    “What?” Deacon wiped sweat off his brow. “That’s not good.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll handle it. We’ve killed most of them. Captured a few, who are under interrogation right now. None of them who attacked us got away.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something, but this is concerning. Think about all of the people we have spread out on the New Jersey. It’s like a good-sized city.” 
 
    I nodded. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    Deacon’s PA buzzed. He answered it. 
 
    “Sir, we can’t locate Smythe anywhere. He disappeared a little while ago, saying he was going to the head.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Deacon said. “Okay, if he shows up, let me know.” 
 
    “What’s his id?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll have to look it up. I’ll send it to your PA.” 
 
    “Thanks, Deacon.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Cappy.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, so don’t worry about it. I’m going back to the New Jersey bridge. If this guy turns up, let me know right away.” 
 
    “Okay, Cappy.” 
 
    I left the Zephyrus, heading for the transport, just making it to the corridor when somebody grabbed my arm from behind. 
 
    “You’re coming with me,” a voice said. I dictated strength enhancement, and flipped the person over my head, slamming him down onto the corridor floor ahead of me, grabbing his spiker and squeezing it into a useless chunk of steel. 
 
    “Not today, traitor.” I picked him up and slammed him against the corridor wall, getting the attention of several people nearby. “How many of you cretins are on this ship? Gonna take a while to shoot you all out the airlock.” 
 
    “You need help, Captain?” asked a fighter pilot behind me. “I’ve had the training.” 
 
    “I’ve got it, thanks.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, notify everybody with training and the Chairman what just happened. Tell them we’re still in the fight. 
 
    <Butch> Done. Put your helmet on, there’s more coming. 
 
    <Me> Gluttons for punishment, I guess. 
 
    I ducked into a store room door to the right, dragging my quarry behind me, throwing him against the wall as I entered, his head splattering on a bulkhead. 
 
    <Butch> Nice form. 
 
    I put my helmet on and stepped back into the corridor, where there were five more men running towards me. 
 
    “Come get some,” I taunted. They stopped, turning to flee. I dictated high speed and was on the other side of them in a micro-second, blocking their escape, grabbing two of them and slamming them into each other, killing both instantly, then going after the other three. Their bloody bodies were laying on the corridor floor in a split second. 
 
    <Butch> Damn, boy. 
 
    <Me> Shut up. Any more coming? 
 
    <Butch> Not that I see. 
 
    <Me> JJ? 
 
    <Emerald> Her helmet is on. She’s ready. Nobody here yet. 
 
    <JJ> I could’ve told him that. 
 
    <Emerald> You’re too slow, let me do my job. 
 
    <Butch> You tell her, girlfriend. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t even. 
 
    I chuckled.  
 
    <Me> This is fun. Is that wrong? 
 
    <JJ> Probably, but it’s got my motor running. We’ll discuss it later. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t be lewd. 
 
    <Me> Any more coming, Butch? 
 
    <Butch> Not that I can see. Smythe’s id is about to hit your PA. Saw it come in.  
 
    <Me> Good, find him. Have you figured out a way to id the bad guys yet? 
 
    <Butch> Still working it. Found one thing that’s promising. 
 
    <Me> What’s that? 
 
    <Butch> They all checked onto the New Jersey on the same day. 
 
    <Me> That ought to do it. 
 
    <Butch> Not so fast. Fourteen thousand arrived on that day. That’s still only a small fraction of the population, at least. 
 
    “Dammit,” I muttered, still standing in the hallway over the broken bodies of my attackers. 
 
    <Butch> I sent for a cleanup crew. You don’t have to stick around. All of these guys are deader than a door nail. 
 
    <Me> Don’t forget the one in the store room. Tell them to bring a mop. 
 
    <Butch> Charming. You’re enjoying this too much. 
 
    <Me> So sue me. I’m going to the New Jersey bridge. 
 
    I finished my walk to the transport station, not running into any more bad guys, and grabbed a tin can to the bridge. Nolan, Sondra, and Skip were all wearing their suits as I came in, helmets next to them. 
 
    “Saw the video from the hallway, Captain,” Nolan said, turning from his screen as I sat in my chair. “Brutal but effective.” 
 
    “We’re like Superman with these suits on,” Skip said. 
 
    Sondra rolled her eyes. “We can’t fly.” 
 
    “With the fastest speed setting, we might as well be flying,” I said, the adrenaline still coursing through my system.  
 
    “Well don’t have too much fun with this, because we’re in trouble,” Sondra said. “All they have to do is take a bunch of hostages.” 
 
    I shook my head no. “They tried that in the brig. Butch tagged the bad guys and fed the data to the Variant 4 Nanos in a microsecond. They were killed where they stood, with no hostage casualties.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Yep, unless there’s some defense developed against these Nanos, taking hostages is obsolete.” 
 
    <Butch> Smythe just tried to take over the Zephyrus. 
 
    <Me> Dammit. Speaker on. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you. 
 
    “What happened to him?” Sondra asked. 
 
    <Butch> Tim and Andrea played ping pong with him for a moment. 
 
    <Dojo> Yeah, he kinda came apart. We’ll need to hire more clean-up staff, at the rate we’re going. 
 
    “Captain, the Tristar is ready to launch,” Nolan said. “Shall I take us out of the worm hole?” 
 
    I glanced at him. “Butch, did we ensure that there are no bad actors on the Tristar?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir, and all of the AIs aboard are on duty. Even if there was a plant on board, they won’t be able to do anything. 
 
    “Did Klemperer get back to us with the data on the fighters?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, it came in during your hallway incident. We can easily recharge forty fighters with the Tristar. Shall we okay them going? 
 
    “They’ve got enough fuel on board, right?” Sondra asked. 
 
    <Dojo> I checked on that part. No problem. They’ve packed extra fuel on board, but they probably won’t even need it. 
 
    “Excellent, exactly what I wanted to hear. Take us out of the jump.” 
 
    Skip nodded, looking at Nolan, then dictating commands to his PA. We felt the static charge for a moment, and then we were floating free in space. 
 
    <Butch> Captain Cyrus and Commander Klemperer want a quick conference. 
 
    “Put them on screen.” 
 
    The big screen lit up, an image of the two men showing. 
 
    “Captain, are you okay with sending the forty fighters?” Klemperer asked. 
 
    “Yes. Are you good with that, Cyrus?” 
 
    Cyrus smiled. “I’m on here to thank you. It’ll be nice having our little friends about when we get there.” 
 
    “Commander, you aren’t planning on going, are you?” 
 
    Klemperer chuckled. “If I thought you’d let me, I’d already be suited up, but no, I’ll be here to command the other fighters on the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Good. You may proceed.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Cyrus said. Their images disappeared from the screen. 
 
    “I hope this isn’t a trap,” Sondra said. 
 
    “If it is, whoever laid said trap will be sorry,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Butch> Shuttle launch from Bay 6. 
 
    My heart rate quickened. “Son of a bitch. Put them on screen. Who’s on board?” 
 
    <Butch> Engineering personnel. My, they’ve packed that thing pretty full. We’d better get them before they jump. 
 
    We saw the image of the oblong-shaped shuttle on the screen. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    The shuttle was bathed in bright light, gone in an instant, floating debris all that was left. 
 
    “How many were on that shuttle?” Sondra asked.  
 
    <Dojo> Sixty-eight. 
 
    Nolan turned to me. “Did you notice that all of these traitors got on the New Jersey on the same day, Captain?” 
 
    “Butch told me a little while ago. Same for the folks on that shuttle?” 
 
    <Butch> You got it, Trey. 
 
    “Wonder how many more there are?” Skip asked, his brow furrowed. “This is getting tiresome.” 
 
    Nolan looked away from his screen. “Tristar and the fighters just jumped away, Captain.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Got the coordinates for our jump to Boroclize?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Nolan said. “Ready, Captain?” 
 
    “Proceed.”  
 
    Nolan nodded at Skip, and we felt the dizziness as the ship took off. 
 
    Sondra walked closer. “Any chance that shuttle could’ve sent a transmission before we nailed them? That would give out our position. We might be close enough to Boroclize now for the Overlords to figure out what we’re up to.” 
 
    <Butch> Negative. I started monitoring the second they turned on the power. No attempt made. 
 
    “Captain, I downloaded the latest news while we were out,” Nolan said. “Want to look at it?” 
 
    “Not now, I need to chat with the Chairman. You check it out, and let me know if there’s anything critical.” 
 
    Nolan nodded, as I got up to leave the bridge.  
 
    <Me> Butch, notify the Chairman that I’m on the way. Speaker off. 
 
    <Butch> Done and done. The chairman accepts, he’s waiting in his office. 
 
    I was there in a flash, walking past the fighter pilot, standing next to the door in full suit with helmet. “Glad you’re here. Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure, sir,” the pilot said as I walked past him. 
 
    Vermillion was behind his desk. “I just reviewed video of the action. We’ll have to be very careful with this technology. If it ever gets into the wrong hands, we’d end up in very dark times indeed.” 
 
    I sat in a chair facing his desk. “Yes Mr. Chairman, I agree. I assume Drake is under very rigorous security.” 
 
    Vermillion eyed me for a moment. “Drake is an AI.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued, in The Clarke Chronicles Book 3, coming soon. 
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