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    Rabid Prisoners 
 
   T he Zephyrus and Tristar were in jumps, heading back towards Amberis after the rescue operation on Devonia Axxiom. I was in sick bay at Chairman Vermillion’s bedside. JJ had just entered, telling us that Earth was under attack. 
 
    “You talked to Drake?” I asked. 
 
    JJ nodded. “He wants to chat with you as soon as you’re free.” 
 
    “Nothing much I can do here. I’ll go back now. Call me right away if there’s any problem with the Chairman, Doctor Hazelton.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she said. 
 
    JJ and I raced to my stateroom, closing and locking the door behind us. I sat in the chair and tapped the pad under the arm. The frame displayed. A smooth robotic face showed, of flesh-colored plastic. 
 
    “Is that what you look like?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> Yes. Figured you might as well know. 
 
    “Who’s attacking Earth?” 
 
    <Drake> The Overlords are in orbit, but they’re having big problems. They’ll flee any second. 
 
    “What are we hitting them with?” 
 
    <Drake> Terrestrial railguns we’ve activated all around the globe. We took their lead. 
 
    “Took their lead how?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> We’re firing depleted uranium rounds at them. Oh, three just jumped away, one of them damaged in a bad spot. This is strange. They aren’t attacking. 
 
    “We should tell Nolan to track them,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Dojo is already on that. The damaged ship came apart in the jump. 
 
    “Simone wasn’t deposed as we all thought, then?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> I can’t tell you if that’s true or not. 
 
    “It’s classified?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> No. Sorry, but I don’t know. 
 
    “We’re in trouble,” JJ said. 
 
    <Drake> It doesn’t matter much either way at this point. If the Central Authority was in on the kidnapping of our Chairman, we are now truly an outlaw entity, taking on the biggest power in this third of the Universe. If they weren’t in on it, the principles at the summit are either in custody or dead, because none of them mentioned that Chairman Vermillion had stopped attending the meetings. 
 
    “Dammit,” I said, my mind reeling through the possibilities. “Should we go help Earth?” 
 
    <Drake> The rest of the Overlord ships have left orbit. Dojo’s on them, but he’ll lose them soon, since we can only track them in a jump. 
 
    “How much damage did they do on Earth?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> None, from the reports I’ve gotten. They didn’t even try to hit our two remaining facilities, so I don’t think they know about them. 
 
    <Butch> I left the scan program running on the New Jersey. It’s likely we’ve recorded where they jumped from. They didn’t have enough time to do a long impulse cruise, either. We’ll know what vicinity they were, even if we don’t know the exact planet. 
 
    “Can you view that from here?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Not during the jump, no. We shouldn’t be attacking those Razor ships with the Tristar and Zephyrus anyway. Not without the New Jersey close by. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s right. If we’re going to fight with that intensity, we need to be close enough for the New Jersey’s tractor beam to pull us in.” 
 
    <Butch> Yep. 
 
    “So what now?” JJ asked. “Do we go back to the New Jersey and wait?” 
 
    <Drake> Don’t get ahead of yourselves. First things first. The Chairman ought to be lucid again within the hour. We need to find out what happened. He might know who the bad actors on Devonia Axxiom were. We’ll chat after that. 
 
    “Simone was fought to a defeat on Devonia Axxiom,” I said. “This isn’t making sense to me.” 
 
    <Butch> He’s gone already. 
 
    I chuckled. “Whenever he says something like we’ll chat I need to understand he’s done.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go to the bridge,” JJ said. “They’re worried, and they don’t know that the attack on Earth didn’t work.” 
 
    I nodded, and we left the stateroom, on the bridge in minutes. 
 
    “There you are,” Izzy said. “Are we going to Earth?” 
 
    “Drake was watching. I just got off a call with him on the holographic communicator. The terrestrial rail guns did their job. Destroyed one Razor and chased the rest away. Where’s Nolan?” 
 
    “Sick bay, checking on the Chairman. He said one of the principles should be there all the time.” 
 
    “He’s right,” JJ said. 
 
    “We’ll go in a minute. Anything else happening?” 
 
    “Smooth sailing,” Tim said. “I’m relieved. I figured we’d be taking on Razor ships with this freighter. Not the best idea, even with its new capabilities.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I said. “See you in a little while.” 
 
    JJ and I left the bridge, getting to sick bay in a few minutes. 
 
    “Sometimes the lack of distance on this little ship is nice,” JJ said. “No need to line up for the tin can, for instance.” 
 
    I nodded as we entered the room. Nolan was sitting on a chair next to the bed, Vermillion still asleep. 
 
    “Good, Captain, you came back. Dojo told me what happened on Earth.” 
 
    “Is he still tracking them?” I asked, pulling up chairs for JJ and me. 
 
    “He is, but as soon as they drop out of the jump we’ll lose them.” 
 
    “Butch has scans running on the New Jersey. Hopefully we got a good recording of their trip to Earth. They didn’t have enough time for a long impulse cruise before they jumped.” 
 
    “Assuming the attack on Earth was a reaction to our rescue operation and the detonation of the Samson Corporation Office,” Nolan said. “I wish we wouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “Me too,” JJ said. 
 
    Vermillion stirred, eyes fluttering open. A smile washed over his face as he saw us. “It worked.” 
 
    “The operation?” Nolan asked. “Yes, it did.” 
 
    “No, those coma Nanos,” Vermillion said softly. “I was skeptical.” 
 
    “How’d they knock you out?” I asked. “Do you remember?” 
 
    He sat up, using his PA to raise the top half of the bed so he could sit upright. “Must have been something they put in my food. The last thing I remember is eating lunch. It’s possible I wasn’t the only target. We were eating off a buffet.” 
 
    “So others might have been knocked out too,” Nolan said. 
 
    Vermillion nodded, looking stronger by the second. “Very possible. I take it those flight tubes and the Nano suits worked well?” 
 
    “Who told you we used the flight suits?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s the only way you could’ve pulled off the operation. Landing the Zephyrus and the Tristar on the surface of Devonia Axxiom wouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, you’re right about that. The flight suits were hard enough. We had to fight our way in and fight our way out.” 
 
    “Did we lose anybody, Captain?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Nope. Nobody even got injured.” 
 
    “Good. Anything happen afterwards?” 
 
    I glanced at Nolan and JJ. “Earth got attacked.” 
 
    Vermillion’s brow furrowed. “Who?” 
 
    “Simone’s Razor ships,” I said. “Earth used the terrestrial rail guns you mentioned a while back. Damaged one bad enough that it failed during the jump. The rest got away.” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “Your AI was running that scan on the New Jersey. Please tell me it’s still running.” 
 
    “It is, but we can’t access it until we get back. It’s running on my token.” 
 
    “Dojo is still tracking them, of course,” Nolan said, “but now they’ve got time for a longer impulse cruise, and we’ll lose them.” 
 
    “I feel pretty good,” Vermillion said. “How long till I can get out of here, Doctor?” 
 
    Doctor Hazelton got up and approached, looking at the machines hooked up to him. “Give yourself a couple more hours. You’re still a fall risk.” 
 
    “I could wheel the holographic communicator in here, you know.” 
 
    Vermillion thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “I want to speak freely with Drake. I’ll wait. We’ll be in this jump for a while anyway, won’t we?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Are you hungry, Mr. Chairman?” Doctor Hazelton asked. “I can get some food brought in.” 
 
    “Sure, I could eat. Good way to kill time, too.” 
 
    She nodded, getting up to leave the room. 
 
    “You should get back to the bridge,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “The crew is nervous.” 
 
    “I’ll go back up with you,” Nolan said, “if that’s okay. Somebody should still stay here, though. A principle with a Nano suit on.” 
 
    “I’ll stick around,” JJ said. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Vermillion said. 
 
    I shook my head. “We’ve got prisoners in the brig, and we don’t know anything about them. I’m going by there on the way to the bridge.” 
 
    “Do that,” JJ said. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on things here. I’ve got military experience now.” 
 
    “That you do. See you soon. Take it easy, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Thanks for the rescue.” 
 
    I nodded, getting up to leave, Nolan following me. 
 
    “He looks okay,” Nolan said. 
 
    “So far. Want to stop by the brig with me?” 
 
    “Sure, might as well,” Nolan said. It was down the hall about forty meters. 
 
    “Hello, Captain Clarke,” said the man guarding the door. “Haven’t heard much out of them. You here to check?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Follow me,” he said, going through the door, then holding it as we walked through, closing and locking it behind us. We walked down the short corridor towards a door with a window, looking inside. There were four cells, each of them holding a prisoner. 
 
    “Let’s go in,” I said. The guard nodded, using his PA to unlock the door. We pushed it open.  
 
    The man on the left end cell sat up and eyed me. He had military-style short black hair and a clean-shaven face. 
 
    “You’re him.” 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    “The traitor Captain Trey Clarke. Soon to be the late Captain Trey Clarke.” 
 
    I chuckled. “And who might you be?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to him, Renner,” said the man in the cell next to him. “I’ve heard things.” 
 
    “Good job using my name, you moron.” 
 
    “Renner, huh? Who are you with, Renner?” 
 
    The man in the far-right cell snickered. “Go ahead and tell him. He’ll get scared.” 
 
    I walked over to his cell. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Frakes,” he said. “Hope I get to twist your neck and snap it like a twig.” 
 
    Nolan laughed. “Wonder where Simone came up with these losers?” 
 
    All four of the men got on their feet in an instant, trying their bars. 
 
    “I think you struck a nerve,” I said. “I know working for a stupid maniac like Simone is a drag, but give it a rest.” 
 
    The men’s eyes changed as the words left my lips. They were snarling at us like wild animals, drool coming from the corners of their mouths. 
 
    “There’s something un-natural about this,” Nolan said. “It’s like they have rabies.” 
 
    “Small wonder,” I said. “Simone is kind of a dog. A real bitch.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Renner shouted, trying to break through the bars with all of his might, the others joining in. 
 
    “Oh, cram it, Junior,” I said, releasing Variant Two Nanos, the men dropping to the floor unconscious. 
 
    “Whoa,” the guard said. 
 
    “Well, that’ll hold them for fifteen minutes or so,” I said. “Let’s stick around. I want to know if they’re still switched on when they wake up.” 
 
    “Simone has cooked up some kind of mind-control,” Nolan said. “That’s pretty obvious.” 
 
    The guard shook his head. “They were calm until you guys talked about Simone like that. Weird.” 
 
    “Know of any mind-control protocols that would do this, Nolan?” 
 
    “Not that I can remember. Their adrenalin ramped up fast. They’re probably stronger than normal when they’re up like that.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of this,” the guard said. 
 
    I looked at him. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Haney, sir. Ensign Josh Haney.” 
 
    “Where did you hear of this, Haney?” I asked. 
 
    “My cousin was on Devonia Axxiom when the Overlords tried to take the capitol. Word was that they fought like maniacs. They were way outnumbered, so the Central Authority forces defeated them, but it was a tougher battle than anybody expected. Oh, and some of them just vapor locked. Went crazy like that for a while but then crashed and slept.” 
 
    “Well, if you run that hyped up for long you’ll run out of gas,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll have Dojo research this,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Dojo> On it, but while we’re in the jump I’m stuck with the puny data banks on this ship. 
 
    <Nolan> You can get started, at least. 
 
    <Me> Yeah, it’s worth it. Butch, are these cells strong enough to hold them? 
 
    <Butch> Yes, that’s not a problem. They’re stronger than they’d be normally, but it’s nothing compared to our strength enhancement. 
 
    We leaned against the wall, waiting for the prisoners to wake up again. It took just over fourteen minutes for the first one to stir. It was Frakes, who was larger than the others. He was sitting up as the others were stirring. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked, a bewildered look on his face. 
 
    “You guys got out of control, so we stunned you,” I said. “Sorry.” 
 
    Frakes smiled. “Oh, I remember now. You touched off the programming. Good thing you had us locked up.” 
 
    Nolan snickered. “Yeah, good thing for you.” 
 
    I shot Nolan a shut-up glance, and looked back at Frakes, who was focused on Renner now. 
 
    “Oh, he’s the boss, huh?” I asked, looking at Frakes but nodding towards Renner. 
 
    “Don’t tell this guy anything, and feel around for darts,” Renner said, standing up to look at his legs. 
 
    “You won’t find anything,” I said. 
 
    “Well it can’t be gas, because I don’t see any masks.” 
 
    The smallest of the four, who was silent up to now, came to the front of his cell and looked at me intensely. “They’ve got some kind of suits on, Renner, and they’ve got capabilities beyond armor. Remember when they broke through the door? We reinforced it beyond what anybody human could break through, even with a battering ram.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting smart,” I said. 
 
    His stare turned icy. “That wasn’t a compliment, rebel.” 
 
    Nolan laughed. “Rebel? If they only knew.” 
 
    “They probably got that capability from the Clan,” Frakes said. “We’ll settle them too.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We’re not allied with the Clan. You’re buying Simone’s propaganda. Don’t be that stupid.” 
 
    “Watch what you say about her,” Renner warned, moving towards the front of his cell, menace in his eyes. 
 
    “We’ll take it under advisement. C’mon, Nolan. We’ve wasted enough time with these cretins.” 
 
    “Scared?” Frakes asked. “You better be.” 
 
    I turned around, starting at him. “You guys had better sit quietly and behave, because if you don’t, we’ll stun you again when we’re out of this jump. Guess what happens then?” 
 
    Frakes stared back at me, trying to look strong, but his expression betrayed him. 
 
    “I think he gets it, Captain. Ready when you are.” 
 
    We walked out the door, Haney locking it after us. “Sir, we should get rid of them at the first opportunity.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “I agree, Captain. They might be able to turn that adrenalin rush on themselves. Not that we can’t beat them, but they might hurt somebody or do damage to the ship.” 
 
     “That’ll be up to the Chairman. Let’s get back to the bridge. Haney, if you need to leave your post, even for a moment, leave somebody here in your place, with a full suit on. Oh, and have somebody else here when it’s feeding time, too.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Haney said. 
 
    We walked away. 
 
    <Me> Butch, I want the brig kept under surveillance constantly. Don’t care which one of you is doing it, but I want those men watched every second. 
 
    <Butch> Not a problem, Trey. Consider it done. 
 
    “Telling Butch to surveil them?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Yep. I don’t like having them on board either, but we might be able to get some info from them. After Vermillion is out of sick bay, I want Dr. Hazelton to do a detailed scan. I want to know how they’re being controlled.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “So we can develop countermeasures. Too bad we can’t hail the crew on their ship. We could get on the speaker system and say bad things about Simone. They might go crazy and attack each other.” 
 
    “That’s another thing,” I said. “We need a detailed account of Simone’s coup attempt on Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    We entered the bridge. JJ and Vermillion were there, chatting with Tim and Izzy. 
 
    “Up so soon?” I asked. 
 
    “Once the coma Nanos wear off, they’re gone in a hurry,” JJ said. “How’d it go in the brig?” 
 
    “Oh, that was interesting,” Nolan cracked. 
 
    “Defiant, were they?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “If you insult Simone, they turn into rabid beasts,” I said. “Wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it. I want to find out how that works. It’s like flipping a switch, and it happened to all four of them.” 
 
    Vermillion got up to pace. “That matches reports I heard about Simone’s forces during the attack on Devonia Axxiom. Her troops have been programmed somehow.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t keep those men around too long,” Nolan said. “They’re dangerous.” 
 
    “We need to chat with Drake about this,” Vermillion said. “JJ and I have been waiting for you. Let’s go to your stateroom and get him on the line.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” I led the way, JJ and the Chairman following me back to the stateroom. We got inside, and I locked the door behind us, then got into the chair and fired up the holographic communicator. The Chairman and JJ sat at the table next to me. 
 
    “A little tighter than your stateroom on the New Jersey,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “It’s cozy,” JJ said. 
 
    I tapped the pad under the chair’s arm, the holographic frame coming up, Drake’s robotic face showing up after a few seconds. 
 
    <Drake> Ah, Mr. Chairman, so good to see you up and around. How do you feel? None the worse for wear, I hope. 
 
    “I’m good,” Vermillion said. “That was quite an experience. Thanks for sending the team after me.” 
 
    <Drake> I’m just glad everything worked so well. Did you make contact with our people at the Samson Corp facility? 
 
    “I thought so, via the communicator you sent with me. That’s gone, by the way.” 
 
    “No worries, it was in the facility when we blew it up.” 
 
    “Oh, you blew it?” Vermillion asked. “I was wondering. Did our operatives survive?” 
 
    <Drake> We don’t know what happened to them, but obviously they were compromised, since the enemy was using the communications system. Somebody had to show them how to use it, and provide the security tokens. 
 
    JJ’s brow furrowed. “Hope they weren’t still there when it blew.” 
 
    <Drake> Not to be insensitive, but dead is dead, JJ. Doesn’t matter when it happened. I’m glad we restricted the data for that facility. If we hadn’t done that, Simone would know a lot. 
 
    “Simone can alter the behavior of her forces,” I said, describing the behavior of the four captives in the brig. 
 
    <Drake> That matches accounts our agents passed to us after the failed coup attempt. 
 
    “Do we still have agents on Devonia Axxiom?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> A few. We need to find out what happened to the other summit participants. Nobody can raise any of them. 
 
    “Not even the Prime Minister?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> I can no longer reach his aides using the back channel, but he’s apparently  been out and around Devonia Axxiom, blaming the explosion on the Samson Corporation. 
 
    <Butch> Captain, I’m sorry to bother you. Something is going on downstairs. 
 
    “What? Those prisoners didn’t break out, did they?” 
 
    JJ shot me a worried glance. 
 
    <Butch> It’s Barney. He’s saying there are Clan members on the ship. 
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    Adrenal Implants 
 
   V ermillion looked over at me. “Those prisoners have Clan robotics. Did you check their eyes, by any chance?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Those eye bits are hard to see. I tried to see them after we killed the Clan fighters on Valla Cappos. Their eyes looked normal to me.” 
 
    <Drake> You guys had better get down there. I’ll just leave you with this. It’s long been a theory that the robotic parts installed in Clan members do more than they appear to do. Talk to you soon. 
 
    “Simone is working with the Clan,” JJ said. “The worst of all possible outcomes.” 
 
    <Butch> He’s gone. 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, I saw him leave this time.” 
 
    JJ looked at the empty holographic frame as I shut it down. “I missed it.” 
 
    “Let’s go talk to Barney,” Vermillion said. We got up and left the stateroom, heading for Engineering. 
 
    Deacon met us as we entered. “Heard you were coming. Barney’s pretty upset.” 
 
    “He’s safe,” and we’re pretty sure we know what he’s hearing. Where is he?” 
 
    “In the barracks with Deneuve.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, leading the others there. Deneuve was at the door waiting for us. 
 
    “Thanks for coming down, Captain.” 
 
    “Hello, Captain,” Barney said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” I said. “This is helpful.” 
 
    Barney’s eyes got wide as he saw Vermillion. “It’s an honor to see you, sir.” 
 
    “Great to see you, Barney,” Vermillion replied. “I’m hearing very good things about you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Barney said, glancing at Deneuve with a smile on his face. 
 
    “We think we know who you’re hearing,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yes, we’d like to take you there and make sure,” I said. “Don’t worry, they’re locked up, and they can’t hurt any of us.” 
 
    Barney shot a nervous glance at Deneuve, then nodded to us. 
 
    “Okay if I go along, Captain?” Deneuve asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, leading them out of the barracks. We got to the bridge in less than a minute, Haney still guarding the door. 
 
    “Something going on, Captain?” he asked. “Oh, hi, Barney.” 
 
    “Hello, Josh.” 
 
    “Open the door,” I said. 
 
    Haney dictated into his PA, and the door clicked. I pulled it open. The men were sleeping, but Frakes stirred when the door opened.  
 
    “There it is,” Barney said. “He’s with the Clan.” 
 
    The other three men woke up, and Barney’s eyes got wide. 
 
    “So are they, Captain. We should kill them before they hurt us.” 
 
    “Yeah, better listen to your pet ape,” Frakes said. “Why don’t you leave? The girl can stay, though. She’d scream quite nicely.” 
 
    JJ laughed. 
 
    I grinned at her, then looked back at the prisoners. “You guys have Clan eye enhancements. Did you know that?” 
 
    “We have eye enhancements, yes,” Renner said, “but they didn’t come from the Clan.” 
 
    “Yes they did, I’d know that sound anywhere,” Barney said. “They’re lucky I don’t have my bow.” 
 
    “Simone’s treachery won’t help her situation,” Vermillion said. 
 
    All four men got to their feet, grabbing the bars of their cells. Barney growled. 
 
    “Easy, Barney, they can’t do anything, and you could take them apart anyway,” Deneuve said. 
 
    “Would you like me to?” Barney’s expression was two clicks past scary. JJ and Vermillion shot me a glance. Barney noticed. “They’ve killed people in my family, and now they’re threatening my new family.” 
 
    “Oh, got a breeding program starting?” Frakes said, drool seeping out the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re gonna let Barney at Simone,” I cracked. That was enough. The four men went wild, trying to break their way out of their cells. I dictated Varian Two Nanos and the prisoners crumpled onto the ground. 
 
    “That’s the Nano technology, isn’t it?” Barney asked. 
 
    “It is,” I said. “Seen enough, Mr. Chairman?” 
 
    He was silent for a moment, thinking. “It’s possible that Simone reverse-engineered the technology. She might not be allied with the Clan.” 
 
    “We need to study the Clan, to find out if their implants have this feature,” JJ said. “We’ve always suspected there was at least some level of mind-control going on, and their ground troops have a reputation for going crazy during battles, almost as if they were being driven by outside impulses. It’s all conjecture, though. I’ve heard intel folks deny that’s a proven fact.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of the controversy,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “The Clan members who attacked us on Valla Cappos didn’t seem to be out of control to me,” I said. “They operated like modern commandos.” 
 
    “They are savage if they hold an advantage,” Barney said. “They kill for fun. You can see it in their eyes.” 
 
    “The stun lasts for about fifteen minutes, correct?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “It varies due to size,” I said. “That big moron on the far side came out of it a couple minutes before the others.” 
 
    “Frakes,” Haney said. “I’ve been watching the video feed. Renner seems to be the leader, but he’s obviously scared of Frakes. So are the other two.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Vermillion said. “They’ve been checked for transmitters, correct?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Haney said. “We did that before we loaded them on the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “Good,” Vermillion said. “I don’t want to keep these folks very long, but I would like them to be scanned thoroughly. We might even want to remove the parts from one for inspection.” 
 
    “That’s what I had in mind.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, call Doctor Hazelton over here, and have her bring her scanning equipment. We’re going to take a good look at these guys. 
 
    <Butch> You only have 11.3 minutes until the big one wakes up. 
 
    <Me> We’ll wait till they wake up and stun them again. 
 
    “Asking Butch to send the doc?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Yes sir. We’ll stun them again before she goes in.” 
 
    “She’s trained,” JJ said, “and she’s wearing a full suit. Even if they woke up, she’d make short work of them.” 
 
    “They’re a danger to Barney,” Deneuve said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Barney replied. “They can’t beat me one on one, and I just saw you stun them in a split second. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How much stronger is Barney than a human?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Nearly twice as strong,” Deneuve said. “That creep on the end is pretty big, though, and he’s scary when he’s turned on.” 
 
    Barney smiled. “You haven’t seen me mad yet. Not really.” 
 
    Doctor Hazelton walked up, carrying a pan which held medical equipment. “Phew, those men smell bad.” 
 
    JJ laughed. “I thought it was just me.” 
 
    Doctor Hazelton snickered. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “When they wake up, we’ll stimulate them so you can see how they react,” I said. “Then we’ll stun them, which will give you just under fifteen minutes to scan one.” 
 
    “Then I’ll lay out my equipment and have it ready to go. A med-scan takes about eight minutes.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. We waited until Frakes stirred, sitting up and flashing the bewildered look at us again, as if he didn’t remember where he was. He was back to normal just as the others were stirring. 
 
    “Oh, good, another woman to play with,” he said, eyeing Doctor Hazelton. “She’ll break nicely.” 
 
    Doctor Hazelton laughed. “Oh, he’s a barrel of laughs, isn’t he? Maybe we should let him try to hurt me. I’d even enjoy it.” 
 
    “Wait till they’re all awake before you turn them back on,” JJ said softly. 
 
    “Aw, shucks,” she said. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “You’re having way too much fun with our guests.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Chairman,” Doctor Hazelton said. 
 
    Frakes’s eyes got wide. “That’s Chairman Vermillion?” 
 
    I shot him a deadpan look, then turned to Doctor Hazelton. “Do you have procedures available to remove their implants?” 
 
    “I can call them up,” she said, “but from what I’ve heard, there’s no way to get the eye implants out without damaging their eyes beyond repair.” 
 
    “They won’t be needing their sight much longer anyway,” I said. 
 
    “We have laws,” Renner said, standing up. “The Clovis Convention of 2210.” 
 
    I laughed. “Does that cover stunning innocent people to death with their own PAs, I wonder? How about attacking legal business facilities with railguns?” 
 
    All the men were fully awake, so I glanced at Doctor Hazelton. “Ready for the show?” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Hey, Frakes, Simone is a puss-inflamed carbuncle on the ass of humanity.” 
 
    Frakes got up at his bars, the drool seeping again. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “He doesn’t understand what you just said, Captain. Better be a little more direct.” 
 
    “We’re gonna tear Simone limb from limb for what she did to Earth.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” shouted Frakes, hitting the bars full force, the others joining him, hissing and snarling, drool running down their chins. 
 
    “That’s a good look,” Doctor Hazelton said. “Want me to stun them?” 
 
    “Be my guest,” I said. We watched as she dictated the command, the Nanos showing on our displays, the prisoners crumpling to the floor. 
 
    “The clock is running,” I said. “Haney, unlock the cell, please.” 
 
    “Which one?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s do Renner first,” I said. 
 
    The door clicked, and Doctor Hazelton went inside with her equipment, pulling the cell door shut. “Lock it, just in case.” 
 
    Haney nodded, and the door clicked again. She got to work, all of us watching, the timer running in my display. 
 
    “Do they really have something with the Clovis Convention comment?” JJ asked. 
 
    Vermillion looked over at her. “No, these aren’t enemy combatants in a war. They’re criminals. The Overlords have no country, so they aren’t classified as foreign soldiers.” 
 
    “This guy has the eye implants, and there is a match with what we have on file regarding the Clan devices,” Doctor Hazelton said. “They’ve also got two other devices.” 
 
    “Other devices?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Yep, one on each adrenal gland. That makes sense, given their behavior.” 
 
    “Do they also match what the Clan is using?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep, there’s a definite match. I don’t know if this is proof that Simone is allied with the Clan, but that’s who supplied the devices. They’ve even got serial numbers.” 
 
    Vermillion got a worried look on his face. “That means they aren’t knock-offs. Simone had to deal with somebody in the Clan to get access to this hardware.” 
 
    The Doctor turned towards me. “Oh, dear, these devices have communications capability. Both send and receive.” 
 
    “Butch?” 
 
    <Butch> On speaker. We are aware of their frequencies, and as I said earlier, no transmissions have been sent since they’ve been in custody. 
 
    “Can you stop them if they do transmit?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, we can stop any type of transmission, but if we just kick these guys out the airlock someplace, it’ll go off like a beacon when we get far enough away. I suggest we remove the devices and smash them in a press, like you did when you found the other Overlords transmitters. 
 
    “Five minutes,” I said. “We need to wrap this up, or we need to be ready to stun them again.” 
 
    “I’ll check another one to make sure he’s the same,” Doctor Hazelton said, Haney unlocking her cell door and opening the next one. She rushed in and did a quick scan, not bothering to close the cell door this time, then grabbed her equipment and left the cell, Haney closing and locking it. 
 
    “Same?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s go back to your stateroom, Captain,” Vermillion said. “Maybe we can get Drake back on the line.” 
 
    I nodded, then looked over at Barney. “Thank you for the info. You might have saved us, my friend.” 
 
    Barney smiled proudly, Deneuve petting his shoulder. 
 
    We left the brig, Haney locking it up tight as we walked away. 
 
    <Me> Butch, can we use the Variant Three Nanos to disable the transmit capability of those Clan devices? 
 
    <Butch> Excellent question, Trey. I’ll check it out and get back to you. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. 
 
    JJ glanced at me, nodding in approval. Vermillion was next to her, asking what we were saying, so she whispered it to him.  
 
    We got to the stateroom, and I fired up the holographic communicator. 
 
    “Shall we put the AIs on speaker, sir?” I asked. 
 
    “Please,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you. 
 
    <Emerald> Yes, thank you. You gonna tell them? 
 
    <Butch> I’m getting to it. Yes, Trey, it looks like we can use the Variant Three Nanos to destroy devices within a living body. We’d need the power level turned up to maximum. 
 
    “What do those do again?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “They disable robotics and other mechanisms,” I said. “Normally they just temporarily disable the devices.” 
 
    “Why aren’t the Variant Three always set to destroy?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> We might want to use whatever we’ve disabled. 
 
    “Oh. That makes sense, I guess.” 
 
    <Butch> There are some nuances to the system that we haven’t had time to touch on yet. Adjusting power levels on Variant Three Nanos is one of these. We can also shape the protection of Variant Five shield Nanos, and even use them to create virtual weapons. 
 
    “What, like a plasma gun?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> Cutting weapons and tools like hammers or punches. The most impressive capability we haven’t trained for yet is the jumping capability. 
 
    “You brought that up before. We’ll get to it, I’m sure. 
 
    <Butch> From a tactical standpoint, it’s not as important as the speed enhancement, so we did that first. 
 
    “What tactics could we use jumping for?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Remember when those jet copters were trying to attack us on the roof during the rescue mission? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    <Butch> Imagine an enemy had grabbed JJ and gotten her onto one of those copters. You could jump onto it, break your way in, grab her, and jump off. 
 
    Vermillion shook his head. “Drake’s full of surprises. I need to read the latest, I guess. Speaking of Drake, let’s see if he’s still available.” 
 
    I nodded, tapping the pad under the arm of the holographic communicator, sending the page. Drake answered it right away, his robotic face showing up. 
 
    <Drake> What did you find? 
 
    Vermillion sighed. “Clan eye and adrenal gland robotics with serial numbers.” 
 
    <Drake> So Simone is either with the Clan, or she bought the technology from the Clan. I take it the adrenal gland units are what’s turning on the rabies simulation. 
 
    “That’s what we think,” I said. “We’ve got a lot of un-answered questions.” 
 
    “You left out the transmit and receive capabilities,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> I was afraid they’d have that capability after you mentioned the Clan serial numbers. It’s just another transmission, though, probably easier to catch than the transmissions from single-purpose devices you’ve been stopping. 
 
    <Butch> That is correct, sir. 
 
    “We’re trying to figure out how to disable them in the most humane way possible,” JJ said. “Captain Clarke and Butch were talking about using Variant Three Nanos on the way over here. Do you think that would work?” 
 
    <Drake> If you want to destroy them, you’d have to turn the gain all the way up. Bear in mind that you will be blinding the prisoners as soon as you do that. They’ve got re-wired visual cortexes. 
 
    “I figured that would be the case. Glad we figured this out, because if we just kill these guys and shove them out the airlock, the transmitters would still be in place, and could send messages once we’re far enough away from the bodies.” 
 
    “It would just be a beacon, though, right?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Yes, but that would be bad enough,” Vermillion said. “It’d let them know our position.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. “Actually, the danger would depend on where we dumped the bodies. We wouldn’t want to do it by Amberis, Boroclize, or near one of our manufacturing plants. We could drop them in the vicinity of Devonia Axxiom, or someplace else that won’t help Simone.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “Now that would be funny. Especially if we could put booby traps into the bodies.” 
 
    <Drake> Amusing, but don’t do that, because the people killed will probably be working stiffs from that world who don’t deserve what they’d get. 
 
    I nodded. “Agreed, we don’t want to set up booby traps unless we’re sure they hurt the right people. We do have a problem, though. These folks are dangerous. We need to dispose of them, and it’s unlikely they’ll tell us anything useful beyond what we’ve already learned.” 
 
    <Butch> Kill them, put them on ice, and when we go back to Boroclize to pick up the rest of the ore from the mover, we shove them into the mine. 
 
    I laughed. “Butch, you’re sick.” 
 
    <Butch> What? These aren’t our friends. They’d kill everybody here and destroy the ship if they could. 
 
    <Drake> Everybody has to answer for everything they do. I don’t want to see us stooping to Simone’s level. Not ever. 
 
    JJ’s brow furrowed. “We blew up that Samson Corporation office on Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    <Drake> True, JJ, but we had to do that. There was some encrypted data there that we were cut off from. Simone’s people would’ve eventually broken it. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me about that,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> There wasn’t anything recent, and we would’ve survived had it been obtained by our enemies, but it was still worth making sure the problem was eliminated. I sent a warning to all surrounding buildings before we blew it up. The only people who weren’t warned were Simone’s operatives inside the facility. 
 
    “I’m still having a problem with all of this,” JJ said. “What was Simone trying to accomplish?” 
 
    <Drake> We don’t know enough to determine that yet. I’ve been banging my robotic head against the wall trying to find out what happened to the rest of the summit attendees. The only one anybody’s heard from is the Prime Minister. 
 
    “He’s probably responsible for the whole damn thing,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Well, that would be the simplest answer, and often those turn out to be correct. 
 
    <Butch> Has the Prime Minister been seen in the flesh? 
 
    <Drake> No, but the news reports from the Central Authority give the impression that he has. They’re reporting on venues he’s spoken at, but all we’ve got is written transcripts. Some on Devonia Axxiom are beginning to ask questions, and several reporters have disappeared as well. 
 
    I shook my head, anger flushing my face. “Shit, Simone’s running things. She pulled off the coup after all.” 
 
    “Don’t jump to that conclusion just yet,” Vermillion said. “Something’s not right about that failed attack on Earth that Simone’s Razor ships tried.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, I’ve got to agree with the Chairman on this one. I think Simone wants us to think she’s in control, but I doubt that’s the case. She’s wanted on Devonia Axxiom, and barely got away with her life after the coup attempt. 
 
    “Maybe the Clan is running things,” JJ said. “The best evidence we have of that is sitting in our brig right this second.” 
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    Variant Three Nanos 
 
   W e all sat looking at JJ, aghast at what she’d said. 
 
    <Drake> You could be right about that, JJ. Clan operatives might have gained control over certain high-ranking members of the Central Authority government. 
 
    “Like the Prime Minister, unless he was in on it,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Why would he be in on it?” I asked, my mind reeling with the possibilities. 
 
    <Drake> I can think of two possibilities. 
 
    “What would those be?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> First, they might have overwhelming forces already in place in our zone. Prime Minister Aeon might have been given an offer he can’t refuse. He’d probably be kept on as regional governor for his silence and cooperation. 
 
    “How could he hide that from the people?” I asked. 
 
    “The news media could simply lie,” Vermillion said, “and we’ve already heard of people being disappeared on Devonia Axxiom. We assumed they were Overlords operatives, but we don’t have proof of that. They might be people who know what’s going on and have threatened to talk.” 
 
    <Drake> Possibility number two is that Prime Minister Aeon made a secret alliance with the Clan and is willing to share power with certain guarantees. He’d have to keep the population under control. That would be easier if he could force people to wear PAs and stun them to death if they misbehave. 
 
    “Oh boy,” JJ said. 
 
    We sat silently for a moment, letting the thoughts sink in. 
 
    “Sorry, but we’re moving into conjecture too much,” I said. “We need evidence. The Clan being in control, regardless of how they might have gotten that control, still doesn’t explain the attempted attack on Earth by Simone’s Razors.” 
 
    “Maybe she thinks the Central Authority will double-cross us after we sign an agreement. That would allow the Clan to destroy us and take over without firing a shot.” 
 
    “Can we get messages to Simone or her people?” JJ asked. 
 
    Vermillion leaned back in his chair, thinking for a moment. “I had a few Overlords contacts. They quit responding to me after the battle in Earth’s orbit.” 
 
    <Drake> Let’s see if we can re-open dialog with these contacts. Meanwhile we need to search for Clan ships, and we’d better hope they don’t have a stealthy new wormhole projection drive. If they do, it’ll be game over. We’ll have no way to find them. 
 
    “Dammit,” I said. “If they have to rely on natural wormholes, they can’t beat the Central Authority. Searching for the Clan based on natural worm holes will be a waste of time. We’d be spinning our wheels while Prime Minister Aeon consolidates his power and puts the Central Authority Zone into a new dark age.” 
 
    <Butch> Let’s get back on the idea that the Clan has wormhole projection and can hide it. We could sneak into the Clan Zone and record their ship traffic. The data could be used to track them. 
 
    I laughed. “You know, that idea isn’t half bad.” 
 
    “The Clan Zone is far away,” Vermillion said. “What about fuel?” 
 
    “We can handle that problem,” JJ said. “We go to Boroclize, gather up the rest of the ore in that mover, and keep our refinery running. We might have enough ore already with us.” 
 
    “What if you have to fight?” Vermillion asked. “Won’t that burn through your fuel?” 
 
    “If we get into a fight in the Clan Zone, we won’t be coming back, more than likely,” I said. “Might be worth the risk. There is no ship more invisible than this one, remember. She’s fast, too, especially with Nolan’s module and the other upgrades.” 
 
    “The New Jersey is as invisible as this ship,” Vermillion said. 
 
    JJ shook her head. “Not really, because the New Jersey doesn’t have the backstop of the gold cladding, and size makes a big difference too.”  
 
    I nodded. “We’d have to bring on life-support supplies. Food, for instance, since we can’t grow our own on the Zephyrus.” 
 
    <Drake> You guys are convincing me, as crazy as it sounds. Let me spend the night thinking about it. I’ll talk to you later. 
 
    Drake’s face left the holographic frame. 
 
    <Butch> He’s gone. 
 
    Vermillion got up, pacing, not having enough room to do it comfortably in the little stateroom. I exchanged a glance with JJ. 
 
    “This idea scares me more than almost anything,” he said.  
 
    “Almost anything?” JJ asked. 
 
    He sat back down and took a deep breath. “Not doing it scares me more.” 
 
    “So, just to be clear,” I said, “We travel to the Clan Zone un-detected and gather data on their drive profiles and frequencies. Then we come back here and scan, to see if we can find large numbers of their battle ships in our zone.” 
 
    <Butch> Works for me. It was easy to gather the profile data on the Razor ships, and we can do the same thing here. When do we leave? 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “You’re a joy, Butch. Don’t forget the side trip to Boroclize to pick up the ore. That’s a must.” 
 
    “I think we should do that, but taking this freighter instead of a military ship might afford us certain advantages,” I said. “We’ll have to cross the Free Zone, and we can probably buy fuel there. We could travel freely because we won’t be breaking the laws or treaties. That wouldn’t work with the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Let’s get some food,” Vermillion said. “I need to walk a little, and clear my head.” 
 
    “Yeah, this little stateroom isn’t the best for pacing,” I quipped. 
 
    We left the stateroom together, going to the dining room, having a quick meal there. Then we went to the bridge. Nolan, Izzy, and Tim were still there. 
 
    “Well, find out anything that you can tell us?” Tim asked. Nolan looked over at him with a smirk. 
 
    Izzy nodded. “I’m wondering the same thing, actually. Are we still going on the Clan hunt?” 
 
    I laughed. Nolan eyed at me, not understanding. 
 
    “Sorry, Nolan. Yes, we’re still going on the Clan hunt, but it’ll be different than we had originally planned.” 
 
    “Different how?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “We’re going to the Clan Zone.” 
 
    “What?” Tim asked. “Why would we want to do that?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said. 
 
    “We’ve got plenty of time, Captain.” 
 
    “That we do,” I said, turning to Vermillion. “Mind?” 
 
    “No, go ahead. Tell them everything. It’s classified for now, though. This bridge crew only.” 
 
    I nodded, and told them the story. JJ, Butch, and Emerald helped out in spots. Vermillion spent most of the time moving from one chair to another and pacing. 
 
    “We’re in more trouble than I thought,” Izzy said. 
 
    “I’m not arguing that,” I said, “and it all might be for nothing. There’s a good chance that there isn’t an imminent Clan attack or a secret Clan coup. It might just be corruption at the highest levels of the Central Authority government, and Simone might still be a secret partner with Prime Minister Aeon.” 
 
    Nolan hadn’t said much, looking deep in thought. 
 
    “You okay, Nolan?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain, I’m just trying to work this out. We’ve got a very complex set of theories here, and trying to unravel it all will be time-consuming and dangerous. I agree that the Clan can’t do an invasion without their own wormhole projection technology, and if they have that, the only way we’ll catch them in our zone is to learn their drive frequencies and profiles.” 
 
    “If we run into a dead end, or decide that the danger isn’t the Clan, we’ve got a harder nut to crack,” Vermillion said. “We can’t win a military battle against the combined forces of the Central Authority and the Overlords, even if we have the extra three New Jersey-class ships. They’ll figure out how to fight us after a battle or two.” 
 
    <Butch> We have more advantages than you’re thinking, but it’s good to have the mindset Chairman Vermillion does. It creates the urgency we need. 
 
    “What advantages are you talking about, Butch?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> The Razor ships are riddled with weaknesses that won’t be easy to fix without a genius-level team, and their people of that level have defected. 
 
    <Emerald> How can you be sure of that? 
 
    <Butch> They had all this time to develop their capability and couldn’t even overcome railgun defenses on Earth. Let’s not forget the failed coup attempt either. Some of you think that might have been theater, not reality. I don’t think so. The Overlords paid a real price during that attempt. 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Simone may be brilliant in her own way, but whoever is designing her strategy is not very smart. They’ve made mistake after mistake, and they’re repeating mistakes as well.” 
 
    Vermillion was silent for a moment, thinking it through. “Okay, I see what you’re saying. The fact that Centurion Class ships can team up and beat her says a lot. Centurion Class ships could not pull that off against the New Jersey.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Hell, I don’t think Centurion ships could take out the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure about that,” Nolan said, “although I basically agree with where you’re going. We’ve got the A team. They’ve got the C team. The problem is the C team is much larger than the A team.” 
 
    <Butch> Problem in the brig, Captain. 
 
    I felt my heart rate spike. “They’re not out, are they?” 
 
    <Butch> No, Frakes killed the prisoner in the cell next to his. Strangled him to death. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, leaving the bridge, JJ, Nolan, and Vermillion following me. 
 
    <Me> Butch, contact Haney’s AI and make sure he’s okay. 
 
    <Butch> He’s fine, and his AI was monitoring the brig when it happened. We have full video of the event. 
 
    We made it to the bridge in a couple minutes, Haney nodding as we walked up. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “They were having a discussion, and then all hell broke loose,” he said. “Watch the video. I had my AI sent it to your AI. 
 
    <Butch> You have it, Trey, and I sent it to the others as well. 
 
    “I’ll pause a moment and watch,” I said, bringing the video display to my visual cortex. I watched silently, Frakes having a hushed conversation with the man next to him, then Frakes calling him a traitor, grabbing him by the throat as the rabid impulses hit him, squeezing the life out of the man as the other two prisoners yelled for him to stop. 
 
    “Wow,” Nolan said. 
 
    JJ looked at me. “That was frightening.” 
 
    “He hasn’t seen frightening yet,” I said. “In fact, after a moment, he won’t see anything. Ever again. Haney, unlock the door.” 
 
    Haney nodded, the door clicking. I pushed it open and went in. 
 
    “Oh, good, you can see a preview of your future, rebel,” Frakes said, drool still coming out the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Butch, tell me how to put Variant Three Nanos to max power and target only this creep.” 
 
    <Butch> Do you want me on speaker? 
 
    “Not necessary,” I said. 
 
    Frakes laughed. “Look, we got him so scared he’s talking to himself.” 
 
    <Butch> Dictate Variant Three Nano Max while looking at Frakes. 
 
    I did that, the Nanos streaming into Frakes, his hands going to his eyes immediately as he screamed in pain. Then he fell to the ground in hard shaking convulsions, increasing until he died on the floor. 
 
    <Butch> Oops. 
 
    I chuckled. “Wow, didn’t expect to kill him. I only wanted to take out his Clan hardware.” 
 
    “Put Butch on speaker and let us in on this conversation,” Vermillion said, “these folks aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    <Butch> Thank you sir. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Renner asked, his eyes full of fright. 
 
    I smiled. “He’s my imaginary friend, with some powers you don’t want to deal with, traitor.” 
 
    “It’s an AI, you moron,” the other man said. “Illegal as hell, you know.” 
 
    “Butch, why’d he shake himself to death?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> This is an educated guess. They’ve altered the adrenal glands, probably so the natural output control is disabled. The bionic Clan parts take that over. When the Variant Three Nanos destroyed those devices, there was no output control. He got an adrenalin overdose. 
 
    “Well, that does tend to make it difficult to defect from the Clan, or from Simone’s forces,” Nolan said. 
 
    “We’ll talk,” Renner said. 
 
    The other man went wild, grabbing Renner through the bars, yanking him by the neck, tearing open his throat at the Adam’s apple, blood spurting everywhere. I fired the Variant Three Nanos at him and his dead comrades, the sole survivor shaking himself to death like Frakes. 
 
    “Well, that’s that,” I said. “Butch, can you verify that the Clan parts are inactive?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, they’re damaged beyond repair, but it might be worthwhile to have Doctor Hazelton remove the parts from the bodies. They will make good evidence, for one thing. 
 
    “He’s right,” Vermillion said. “Let’s do that.” 
 
    <Butch> I just notified her. Ah, she already got back to me, asking if she can do it in sick bay where all her equipment is. 
 
    “Tell her yes,” I said. “Also ask Deacon to send over a few men in cleanup suits. They can carry this baggage over to sick bay. 
 
    “You’ve got a little blood on your left cheek, Trey,” JJ said, “and a little in your hair too.” 
 
    “I’ll go cleanse,” I said. 
 
    Deacon walked over, looking into the brig. “My, that end cell is a mess. I’ll have my men mop it up after we’ve taken the bodies to Doctor Hazelton.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve got blood on you, Cappy.” 
 
    “I know, I’m going for a cleanse now. I’ll let Haney tell you what happened.” 
 
    “We’ll go back to the bridge,” Vermillion said. “See you after you’re clean.” 
 
    Everybody left, JJ and I heading for our stateroom. 
 
    “Wonder what’s next?” JJ asked as we walked. 
 
    “Hopefully nothing for a while. At least we’ve got that problem eliminated.” 
 
    “You were going to kill them either way.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as we got to our door. “Would you really want them anywhere near the New Jersey? Or Amberis, for that matter?” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I shed no tears for those cretins. At least they drove the violence themselves. That’s easier.” 
 
    I stripped my clothes off and took off the Nano suit. “I almost lost it when Butch said oops.” 
 
    “You’re bad.” 
 
    I grinned at her, then got into the cleansing unit. We were on our way back to the bridge after ten minutes. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Vermillion said as we walked on the bridge. “Feel better?” 
 
    “Yeah. Anything happen while we were gone?” 
 
    “You were only gone about ten minutes,” Nolan said. 
 
    I laughed. “That’s long enough for almost anything to happen these days.” 
 
    Izzy shook her head. “Sad but true. At least we’re rid of those guys.” 
 
    “We have proof that Simone’s people had Clan hardware in them,” Tim said. “We ought to broadcast that all over the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    “We might,” Vermillion said, “but we need to be careful how we do it, and I’m not sure it will help us more than it hurts us.” 
 
    “You want to discuss it with Drake, I’ll bet,” JJ said. 
 
    “How’d you guess,” Vermillion said. “How long till we’re back at Amberis?” 
 
    “Four hours,” Nolan said. 
 
    “It can wait until then.” 
 
    We were all tired, the conversation dying down. Vermillion went to the stateroom he was using. 
 
    “Glad he’s back to normal,” JJ whispered to me. 
 
    I nodded. “Got anything to do?” 
 
    “Not really. Thought I’d review some more documentation about the Clan.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m doing,” I said. 
 
    “We all should be doing that,” Nolan said. 
 
    The rest of the jump was quiet, and we were pulled back onto the New Jersey by the tractor beam as soon as we arrived. JJ and I were on our way towards the Zephyrus ramp when Doctor Hazelton caught us. 
 
    “I’ve got the parts, Captain.” She handed me a small box.  
 
    I pushed the button on the side, the top opening, tiny bits of metal sitting in the bottom. “Wow, smaller than I thought. Could you see the damage from the Nanos?” 
 
    “Yes, but not with the naked eye. Those Nanos go in and cause short-circuits. You can see the burn marks from the shorts in the electron microscope. Very impressive technology.” 
 
    “We were told in the training that Variant Three Nanos cause short circuits,” JJ said. “Wonder what turning up the power does to completely destroy them?” 
 
    <Drake> On the low setting, we use a small number of Nanos, and they shut down as soon as the device quits working. At the max setting, we flood the device with Nanos, and they attack all at once, damaging every electronic connection they can find and supplying their own power if the device isn’t running anymore to find the rest. 
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” Doctor Hazelton asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    <Drake> Hello, Doctor Hazelton. I’m quite impressed with the work you’ve done on the Neanderthal. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Coming from you that’s quite a compliment.” 
 
    <Drake> Don’t be silly. Job well done. Captain, after you get settled, go to Chairman Vermillion’s office and we’ll have a chat. 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “We won’t be long.” 
 
    <Butch> He was gone after he quit talking. 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s his way, I guess. See you later, Doctor. Thanks for bringing these to me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Captain. See you soon.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 4 } 
 
    Attack or Not? 
 
   J J and I walked into Vermillion’s conference room. Nolan, Andrea, Sondra, and Cyrus were already there. 
 
    “Captain Clarke, welcome home,” Andrea said. 
 
    I smiled, handing the box of Clan parts to the Chairman. “Doctor Hazelton gave these to me when we were leaving the Zephyrus.” 
 
    Vermillion opened the box and peered inside. “Interesting. Smaller than I expected.” 
 
    JJ snickered. “That’s what we thought too.” 
 
    <Drake> Move that to a video camera so I can take a closer look. 
 
    Vermillion carried it to the work station at the end of the room, holding the open box in front of the camera lens. “See it clearly?” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, thank you. Very interesting. We probably can’t show them as evidence without having a lot to answer for. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing when Doctor Hazelton mentioned what she could see under a microscope,” I said. “There’s evidence of the Variant Three Nanos on the hardware.” 
 
    <Drake> Realistically I don’t think making this public would make much difference anyway. Many people knew what Hitler was doing to the Jews in Germany. There was evidence all over the place. It took outside force to stop it. 
 
    “You’re not comparing the people of the Central Authority to people in Nazi Germany, I hope,” Sondra said. 
 
    <Drake> I’m not saying the people of the Central Authority are evil. I’m just saying that the leadership will continue on the path they have chosen until they are forced to stop. I don’t think every citizen of Germany was a monster either, for the same reason. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it,” Vermillion said. “We’ve got a lot to do in the next several days. We’ll have to coordinate well.” 
 
    “Tac said they’re ready for us to pick up fuel and drop off the additional storage containers any time,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Drake> Good, that’s job one. 
 
    “Any more problems with the war down there?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Tac is hearing that Frankoris and Katharis are on the verge of a truce,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “What drove that?” 
 
    “Katharis knows they can’t beat the Gerkan on the high seas, and the Gerkan were bought off, which made Frankoris willing to sign a deal. It’s good news.” 
 
    “I’ll bet your uncle is relieved,” JJ said. 
 
    “He is,” Nolan said. 
 
    “What else have we learned since we’ve been in the jump?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> The Prime Minister was shown on video giving a speech on Devonia Axxiom. He’s not dead, but he’s not answering questions about the summit. 
 
    “How about the other summit attendees?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> Still nothing on them, and the Central Authority is crafting a cover story. 
 
    “I’ll just bet they are,” Cyrus said. “What BS are they trying to spread? 
 
    <Drake> They’re blaming the kidnappings on a radical off-shoot of the Overlords. They’re not acknowledging that we rescued our chairman, either.  
 
    Cyrus shook his head. “With all the cameras on Devonia Axxiom, there’s got to be video of the action on the roof of their building.” 
 
    <Drake> Devonia Axxiom is not the free society it once was, I’m afraid. They’re still blaming the big explosion on the Samson Corporation, of course. They haven’t mentioned that it was one of our facilities. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “That would be a little embarrassing.” 
 
    “What about the HPDR and the Senate?” Sondra asked. “Aren’t they a little suspicious?” 
 
    <Drake> I can’t believe they aren’t, but they’re no more free than the citizens at this point. People are still disappearing, although the citizens are pushing back. I think that’s mainly due to the obvious coverup of the Magellan III disaster. 
 
    “Let’s focus,” I said. “First we use the Zephyrus to make the fuel and container transfers. Is there anything else we’re doing before the Zephyrus takes off for the Clan Zone?” 
 
    “Clan Zone?” Sondra asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Oops, I guess they don’t know yet,” I said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s part of the reason for this meeting,” Vermillion said. He took a moment to tell Cyrus, Sondra, and Andrea about our plans. 
 
    “You guys are taking a huge risk, and with our Captain too,” Sondra said. “Sure there’s no other way?” 
 
    “If anybody has a better idea, now’s the time to suggest it,” I said. 
 
    “What happened to the natural wormhole idea?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “There’s no way the Clan could attack us if they don’t have wormhole projection technology at their disposal,” Nolan said. 
 
    “They do have that,” Sondra said. “We sold it to them.” 
 
    <Drake> We can track our drives. They won’t help them, even if the self-destruct doesn’t work anymore. 
 
    “What can you do in the Clan Zone that you can’t do here?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “We can go to one of their space docks cloaked and wait for one of their battle cruisers to take off,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Exactly. We just have to be around when they leave. That’s how I captured the profile of the Razor ships. 
 
    “What if they see you?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “Then we jump away,” JJ said. “We have both the cloaking device and Nolan’s module. They won’t be able to follow us.” 
 
    “We hope,” Andrea said. 
 
    “We’ve also got the gold plating,” Nolan said. “That affords some additional protection.” 
 
    “How long will it take to jump to the Clan Zone?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “Just over a month,” Nolan said, “give or take a few days.” 
 
    “Is that just to the border, or to the place we need to be?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “C1111-A,” Nolan said. “Their capitol planet, and the home of one of their largest Clan Starfleet space docks.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, they use alpha-numeric coding for their planets, just like their ships,” Sondra said. “So boring.” 
 
    “They don’t put much stock in the niceties of life,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Drake> They are purpose driven, but don’t forget that their culture has a rich tradition. I like their music, and other aspects of their art. 
 
    “They pick their artists by genetic data at birth and force them into what they are best at given that data,” Nolan said. “When you’re doing that, I don’t call it art. It’s more like slavery.” 
 
    <Drake> They use genetics to channel their people into all pursuits. We don’t like it, but they’ve made it work over the years. Their concept of life is different than ours. Don’t forget how much we learned from them about human longevity. They helped us get to the three-hundred-year average that we have today. 
 
    “That’s true,” Vermillion said. “That’s why they moved to the bionic eyes originally. They couldn’t solve the aging of eye tissue. People were going blind half-way through their lives.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we have the same problem?” Sondra asked. 
 
    <Drake> We were late to the party with longevity. We have other ways to solve that problem. 
 
    “Mynox Seven,” Nolan said. “I have to use it. Works wonders.” 
 
    “How old are you, Nolan?” JJ asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “I just turned two hundred and five last month.” 
 
    “But why are they still using the bionic eyes now?” Sondra asked. “Surely they have access to the same medical technology we have, or better.” 
 
    <Drake> It became a tradition, and they do see better than we do with those implants. Much better. 
 
    “Not as good as Barney, though,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, Neanderthals see better up to about age sixty. Then they start to lose their ability, just like humans used to. Most of them die by age ninety or so, you know. 
 
    “Unless we intervene with our medical technology,” Nolan said. “I’ve heard of them living close to two hundred with the right care.” 
 
    “We’re getting too far off the subject,” I said. “Let’s refocus. We can jump to C1111A in around a month–so that means we’ll be gone for a good solid two months, assuming nothing goes wrong.” 
 
    “Correct,” Nolan said. 
 
    “And how long will our fuel last, assuming we stop by Boroclize and pick up the rest of the ore from that mover?” 
 
    “I’ve got to do some more detailed calculations on that,” JJ said. “I’ve got Emerald working on it now.” 
 
    <Emerald> I’m already done with that. 
 
    <Butch> Now look who’s being a show-off. 
 
    <Emerald> Quiet, Junior. We have more than enough fuel, even if we only finish refining the ore we have on board now, assuming we don’t get into any big fights. 
 
    “Assume we might get into some big fights,” I said. 
 
    <Emerald> If you think that might happen, we should go get that ore. You might want to bounce the chance we have of getting into fights with the Clan in their zone against survivability estimates. 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “So you’re saying the time and fuel it takes to go to Boroclize might not be worthwhile if analysis shows we’ll be destroyed in a fight.” 
 
    <Emerald> I’m including the risk that someone discovers us if we go back to Boroclize. There is risk there. 
 
    “All right, Emerald and Butch, work together to give us a good analysis on this,” I said. “Then we’ll discuss it further.” 
 
    <Emerald> I could go faster without Butch 
 
    <Butch> Getting to the wrong answer more quickly doesn’t help us. 
 
    I shook my head as JJ snickered. “Humor me. I want both of you working at it, and I want both of you looking at it from your own points of view. I want all bases covered. When you’re done, I want this entire team to go over the data as well. We have the luxury of time for this task, and I’m going to take it.” 
 
    <Drake> I agree with that. 
 
    “Me too,” Vermillion said. “What else?” 
 
    “What happens while we’re gone?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I’ll be taking the Tristar to Zenthonia,” Vermillion said, “to push the next New Jersey-class ship through production. I’ll also visit the other plants, but Zenthonia is where the most urgent action is.” 
 
    “Hey, what about the flight suits?” Nolan asked. “Are we taking them with us on the Zephyrus?” 
 
    “Take the ones that are on that ship, yes,” Vermillion said. “I want the Tristar to keep the ones they have as well.” 
 
    <Drake> We’ll need a Zephyrus class ship to re-supply the Pacific Research Center. Since the Zephyrus will be gone, we’ll need to use the Monitor or one of the other ships that comes off the line before the delivery is needed. 
 
    “Shoot, I didn’t think about that,” I said. “We need to get somebody up to speed on the modifications Deacon made to haul fuel.” 
 
    “That will be Deacon’s priority until the Zephyrus has to leave,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> We anticipated that and are already adjusting the next set of ships. Perhaps the Monitor isn’t the right choice. We’ll retrofit her eventually, but it doesn’t have to be right away. 
 
    “I think we should do it anyway,” Vermillion said. “Captain Clarke, do you have something more important for Deacon to do before the trip?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said, “and I agree with you. Anything can happen on the production floor, and the Pacific Research Center is important.” 
 
    <Drake> Fine, I can live with that. 
 
    “What else?” I asked. 
 
    “What about the mess we have with the Central Authority?” Andrea asked. “Are we just going to hide and hope they don’t find us?” 
 
    “That’s what my time will be spent on before I take off for Zenthonia,” Vermillion said. “Not that I think there’s anything we can do right away.” 
 
    <Drake> Plan strategy, but I’d rather have us hide out until we get past this Clan mission. We discussed a couple of options earlier. Pursue those, but take no action until we’ve talked. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Vermillion said, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    <Drake> Thanks. Sorry to put my foot down, but we can’t fight two battles at the same time. We’re in a weakened state with Captain Clarke and his crew gone. Our focus has to be spacecraft production and keeping out of trouble. We’ll talk about it later. 
 
    <Butch> He’s gone. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “Okay. You’ve all had a long day. Let’s break for dinner and we’ll chat more tomorrow.” 
 
    The group dispersed, JJ and I staying behind. Vermillion stayed, the doors locking when everybody else was gone. 
 
    “I want you to know that your concerns about the Clan Zone mission are of the upmost importance to me,” Vermillion said. “Are you sure you’re willing to take this on?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, I know it’s dangerous, sir, but we don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “And I agree,” JJ said. “We have to know one way or another. I’m more worried about what happens between us and the Central Authority when we get back.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Vermillion said. “I hope Simone isn’t allied with the Clan. I’m having a hard time believing it, to be honest.” 
 
    “The Overlords attack on Earth doesn’t make sense to me,” I said, eyeing Vermillion and JJ. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Vermillion said. “You’ve got something on your mind.” 
 
    <Butch> You might be right. 
 
    “Probably stupid,” I said. “Do we have good video of the attack on Earth?” 
 
    <Butch> We do. 
 
    “Analyze it,” I said. “I want to see any evidence you find of hostile action taken by the Overlords, beyond just being in orbit.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “You don’t think they were there to attack Earth, do you?” 
 
    “I’m not ready to say that yet,” I said, “but they could’ve done a lot of damage to Earth before those railguns chased them away. They could’ve moved around and continued to hit us, too. It’s not that hard to hit railgun installations on a planet. Simone’s ships can move. Terrestrial railguns can’t.” 
 
    “You think they were at Earth to protect us from the Central Authority,” JJ said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Let’s let the analysis speak for itself,” I said. 
 
    Vermillion sat silently, thinking it through. “Why did those prisoners go crazy when Simone was insulted?” 
 
    “I’ve got a better question. Why were Simone’s people guarding the Chairman, after being part of a recent failed coup attempt?” 
 
    “Shit,” JJ said. “Those Clan bits could’ve been altered. The whole thing might have been theater.” 
 
    <Butch> I’ve completed my analysis of the Overlords attack. I don’t believe it was an attack.  
 
    <Emerald> Tell him the other part. 
 
    “What other part?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> There was a large fleet of Centurion-class ships headed for Earth. They turned around when the Razor ships got into Earth orbit. 
 
    “I’ve got to talk to Simone,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Butch, send this data to Drake with an urgent indicator, please,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    “Butch, what did you see in the long-range scan that we left running? Any idea where the Overlords ships started their jump from?” 
 
    <Butch> We haven’t been back to your stateroom yet, Trey. We came straight to this conference room from the Zephyrus, remember? You must insert the token manually for me to access that scan data. 
 
    <Drake> Very interesting. Very interesting indeed. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, sir. 
 
    “Good, you’re back,” I said. “What do you think?” 
 
    <Drake> This is the value of people who think outside the box. Mr. Chairman, I’d concentrate on trying to contact Simone. If this is true, it’s likely that your contacts are willing to talk with you again. 
 
    “I’ll get right on that,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “I should go to my stateroom and activate my token so Butch can access the scan data on those Overlords ships,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Do that. Thank you for bringing this to my attention. This will take some analysis. Talk to you soon. 
 
    <Butch> Gone again. 
 
    “Ready to go?” I asked JJ. 
 
    “Yes,” she said.  
 
    We left the conference room, heading for the transit station, grabbing a tin can back to our stateroom. 
 
    JJ plopped on the couch. “I’ve missed this room. The Zephyrus is cozy, but this is much more livable.” 
 
    “It is,” I said, going into the cabinet and opening my safe. I pulled out the token and put it into my system, activating it. 
 
    <Me> There you go, Butch. Have at it. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. 
 
    “Any way you cut this, we’re heading into some risky times,” JJ said. “How do we know we can trust Simone? She tried to stun people to death on Earth, let’s not forget.” 
 
    “We think she was behind that. It might not be the case. She denied it when we spoke, remember? I just assumed she was lying.” 
 
    JJ sighed. “Okay, that’s true, but it could also be that her old modus operandi wasn’t working, and now she’s trying something different. She might have been behind the stun attacks and she might also want to make peace now. 
 
    My PA buzzed. It was Izzy. 
 
    “Hi, Izzy, what’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Deacon made contact with Tac, and wants to go down to the surface with the additional containers. They’ve got more fuel for us to shuttle up here as well. Do you mind if we go down there?” 
 
    “No problem, but I want Andrea on the ship. I’m too busy at the moment. I’ll contact her. Oh, and I want Deacon working something else, so I’m not sure he’ll be involved with this. I’ll notify Nolan and have him go along.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Izzy said. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, please contact Andrea and Nolan. I want them going to Amberis in the Zephyrus. 
 
    <Butch> Sent. 
 
    <Me> Anything on the scan? 
 
    <Butch> Patience. There’s a lot of data to crunch through. 
 
    <Me> Okay, keep going then. Thanks. 
 
    <Butch> You’re welcome, Trey. 
 
    “Now we wait,” I said. “Hungry? We could go grab a bite.” 
 
    “Either way. Not that hungry yet.” 
 
    “I can wait too,” I said. “You look worried.” 
 
    “You’re not worried? We might learn just enough to make us believe that Simone is on our side. If we get close enough to talk, she might kill us all.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I had exchanges with her before, remember? She was very angry at me.” 
 
    JJ snickered. “How dare you.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I don’t think she was acting during that exchange. She was really pissed. I could see it in her eyes.” 
 
    “If she wants to make friends now, it’s because she needs us to fight the Prime Minister.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” I said. “The Prime Minister is in some trouble as well. His fleet is made up of old ships that can’t compete with Razors or New Jersey-class ships.” 
 
    “A group of Centurion-class ships destroyed a Razor, remember?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I know, but the entire engagement was not a win for the Central Authority. They lost more ships. A lot more.” 
 
    <Butch> I have a location. 
 
    I grinned at JJ, who heard it through the link with Emerald. 
 
    <Me> Does it get us close enough? Beyond the galaxy? 
 
    <Butch> We’ve got a solar system. There are two inhabitable planets there. One level fifteen and one level six. 
 
    <JJ> Six. Oh crap. 
 
    <Butch> It’s likely they aren’t on the level six world. 
 
    <Emerald> That’s not what JJ is worried about. 
 
    <Me> I know what she’s worried about. 
 
    <Butch> What? 
 
    <Me> If Simone’s ships are that close to a level six world with the sensors they would have, it’s likely they have cloaking ability that we didn’t know about. 
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    Propaganda? 
 
   J J and I sat in the stateroom, trying to process the data we’d just been given. 
 
    “What are the names of the planets?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> The level six is called Hodge. The level fifteen is called Naelize. 
 
    I dictated the request for a map of the area, and it appeared in my visual cortex. “I see where they are. Because of their orbits, they’re rarely close together. Might not be as big of a problem for Simone as we’re thinking.” 
 
    “I’m looking at the survey info now,” JJ said. “Hodge has a space program. They’ve already been to one of their three moons, and they’ve sent probes out as well. Sounds like they’re at the level of 1970s Earth, roughly.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should stop by there,” I said. “It’s in the same direction as Boroclize.” 
 
    JJ nodded. “If they’ve got cloaking capability on this level, why haven’t they used it up to now?” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t use it when they were in Earth orbit. Could be that they wanted to be seen then. Also could be that they’ve been working on their cloaking capability after they fled from the last battles, but aren’t ready to disclose they’ve got it.” 
 
    “Wonder how close Simone was to Prime Minister Aeon?” JJ asked. 
 
    “We’ve got so many unknowns.” 
 
    JJ nodded. “You look pretty antsy.” 
 
    “I need a walk. Want to go to the bridge?” 
 
    “Sure, let’s go.” 
 
    We left the stateroom, heading out into the main corridor. It was busy for early afternoon. 
 
    “Why so many people out, I wonder?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Everybody was on alert while we were gone. I told Andrea we could lower our security level. People are taking advantage of a little free time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how many people is that?” 
 
    “When you add all the people working battle stations, it’s a lot. Thirty thousand people, give or take. Might be something else going on, though. It’s not Taco Tuesday, is it?” 
 
    JJ chuckled. “It’s Thursday.” 
 
    “Ah. Meatloaf Thursday.” 
 
    JJ busted up, shaking her head. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t encourage the boy. 
 
    <JJ> I can’t help myself. Do you know what’s going on? 
 
    <Emerald> It’s like the Captain said, we’ve lowered the security level, so people who’ve been working overtime are off as of an hour ago. 
 
    <Me> Told you. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, score one for the patriarchy. 
 
    I laughed. “And with that, I’m out of the conversation.” 
 
    “Chicken,” JJ quipped. “Feels good to get out. My stress level is going down.” 
 
    “Mine too. Wonder if the Zephyrus went to the surface of Amberis yet?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, they left forty-five minutes ago, Trey. They’re in the big hangar next to the mine. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Do you believe that Simone will end up on our side?” 
 
    I glanced at JJ as we walked. “We don’t know enough yet. We can be fairly sure that she’s not on the side of the Central Authority anymore, given the coup attempt.” 
 
    “Unless that was more theater that she and Prime Minister Aeon cooked up.” 
 
    “Well, there is that, I suppose. I hate not having the data we need. Hopefully Vermillion can talk to his contacts.” 
 
    “Can we believe them?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll take some convincing.” 
 
    “Good, then it’s not just me,” JJ said. “Hey, ice cream. What do you think?” 
 
    We were approaching an ice cream stand, with a good-sized line. 
 
    “I’m game, but I won’t use my rank to line-jump.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have it any other way, honey,” JJ said, taking my arm and leading me to the end of the line. A couple people motioned us forward, but I shook my head no. 
 
    “Drake might have known her, you know,” I said quietly. 
 
    JJ turned towards me. “When he was flesh and blood?” 
 
    “Not so loud,” I whispered. “Maybe we ought to hold this conversation until we’re out of line.” 
 
    <JJ> This way, then. Alexander Carlson was still in the flesh while Simone was alive? 
 
    <Me> I don’t know for sure. 
 
    <Butch> He missed both Chairman Vermillion and Simone by about forty years, and that was from their birth. Amazing he was able to keep his consciousness alive from so far back. 
 
    <Emerald> He might have known her while he was in the current state. 
 
    <Me> You guys can’t see that? 
 
    <Butch> I tried. Blocked data. Somebody doesn’t want you to know. I can appeal to Drake. 
 
    <Me> He already knows you’ve been looking, so I’ll leave that to him. It’s not essential info. I was just curious. 
 
    <Butch> All data is essential if it helps you understand a situation. 
 
    <Me> We’re getting eyeballed too much. We need to stop this. People can tell we’re holding a conversation, and most of them can’t know about the AIs yet. 
 
    <JJ> Okay, sorry. 
 
    We were almost to the front of the line, the people behind the counter working quickly. 
 
    “Wonder if it’s real?” JJ asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The ice cream, silly. Does it come from our cattle?” 
 
    “We can ask when we get up there.” 
 
    The young person in front of us overheard, and turned to us with a smile. “This is the real thing, Captain, and you’re gonna love it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. The man turned back ahead, not wanting to bother us. 
 
    We finally got to the counter, ordering two ice cream cones, which we carried away, continuing to the bridge. 
 
    “Wow, this is good,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yep, reminds me of home.” 
 
    Eating the ice cream slowed down our conversation. We made it to the bridge shortly after we were finished. Sondra and Skip were there. 
 
    “Hi, Captain,” Sondra said. “Hi, JJ.” 
 
    We both nodded, taking observer’s seats. “Anything going on?” 
 
    “Not much. Nolan downloaded news, but then he had to go to the surface, so we haven’t watched it yet. I could pull it up if you’d like.” 
 
    “When does Nolan get back?” I asked. 
 
    “Should be any minute,” Skip said. 
 
    “Then we’ll wait.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Sondra said, sitting up straighter. “The Zephyrus just hailed me. They’re on the way up. Skip, get ready on that tractor beam.” 
 
    Skip nodded, moving his chair closer to his station. 
 
    “Short trip,” JJ said. 
 
    I glanced her way. “It was only pick up and delivery, and Nolan spent time with Tac recently, so I’m assuming he’ll be back with them.” 
 
    “Yes, he said there were some tests he wanted to run on the cloaking device,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Did he elaborate?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Nope. Here they come, Skip. You can grab them. I’ll let them know.” 
 
    Skip nodded, touching his screen, the tractor beam icon showing up in the upper right-hand corner in bright blue. 
 
    “Got them,” Skip said. “The main bay door is connected and in sync.” 
 
    “Put it on screen,” Sondra said. 
 
    The main bay showed up in the video, doors opening, the ship invisible until the leading edge appeared out of nothingness, growing as the ship moved in, completely visible as the ship set down on the floor, the big bay door already shut behind it. 
 
    “Welcome, Zephyrus,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Textbook,” Andrea’s voice said over the intercom. “Anything going on?” 
 
    “The Captain and JJ are here, waiting for Nolan to show the news,” Sondra said. “Nothing else I’ve been told about.” 
 
    “See you in a few minutes,” Andrea said. 
 
    “What else has to happen before we can take off?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Deacon needs to finish helping the Monitor on the shielded compartment mod,” I said. “Not much else that I’m aware of, other than the impact of the new theory we sprang on Vermillion and Drake.” 
 
    Nolan came onto the bridge. 
 
    “Wow, that was fast,” I said. 
 
    “Didn’t have any other stops,” Nolan said. “Andrea is supervising the off-loading of fuel. She’ll be along later. Want to look at the news?” 
 
    “You haven’t seen it yet?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, the download didn’t complete until it was too late to watch it,” Nolan said. “Shall I?” 
 
    “Please,” I said. 
 
    Nolan went to his station, used mind dictation, and the first document displayed. “This is the official Central Authority news.” 
 
      
 
    The Magellan III salvage mission leads the news today. We’ve lost contact with the Centurion-class task force we sent to Valla Cappos just days ago. They successfully completed their jump into orbit, but haven’t been heard from since. The Central Authority Space Command is discussing the situation now and may send a larger taskforce to the area if communications are not restored. This new wrinkle comes at a bad time, as demonstrations grow and trust of the Central Authority HPDR and Senate are at an all-time low. 
 
      
 
    “Ya think?” Skip quipped. 
 
      
 
    The summit between Prime Minister Aeon, leaders of the HDPR and Senate, and Chairman Vermillion of the Samson Corporation came to an abrupt end a few days ago with no resolution. The Prime Minister is meeting with his team to decide on the next move. Meanwhile, investigation of the massive explosion that happened as the summit was ending has revealed that it was un-related to the break-up of the summit, contrary to what we reported in the last release. Please accept our apology for publishing an incorrect account of the tragedy.  
 
      
 
    “That’s all they’re reporting today?” I asked. 
 
    “I smell panic,” Nolan said. “Shall I put up the next one?” 
 
    “Please,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Howdy, everybody, it’s your old pal Hamilton Zenos. 
 
    I’m still in hiding, and with good reason, after the shenanigans we’ve seen over the last week. 
 
    The coverup continues on the Magellan III disaster, and now we’re hearing that the salvage ship might need salvage as well. Hmmm. What’s really happening on Valla Cappos, I wonder? The relatives are demonstrating at the capital. Hope they’re careful, because in the present climate they’re liable to get disappeared. 
 
    Speaking of being disappeared, that seems to be ramping up on Devonia Axxiom, with people not involved with the Overlords among the missing. Where are you sending them, Mr. Prime Minister? And what happened to the summit? We saw what the propaganda… er News Outlet said, that it was ended early without a good resolution for either side. Then there’s the viral video of the roof battle, and a person who looks a lot like Chairman Vermillion being loaded into some strange new contraption which disappeared in an instant. Did it fly away? Did it go into another dimension? Who knows? And then there are the crashed jet copters which nobody will admit to in the “official press”, even though they killed people on the ground below the high-rise building where the battle happened. 
 
    To make matters worse, there was a massive explosion in a nearby building that seemed to be related. The initial comments from the Central Authority News Service was that it was a bomb placed by the Samson Corporation or somebody who supports them. Now they’re retracting that statement and saying the explosion was not related to the Samson Corporation. Which is it, you morons?  
 
    I hope Chairman Vermillion really was the person loaded into that small craft, and I hope he’s gotten away clean. We’ll never find out the truth from the subversives running the Aeon Press. Yes, that’s what I said. The Aeon Press. People of the Central Authority, you need to quit worrying about the Samson Corporation or the Clan, and start worrying about your own government, because they are dangerous. 
 
    Finally, we’ve gotten word that the HPDR and the Senate have quietly passed the unpopular law forcing people to wear a PA and use it for all data transactions, be they monetary or otherwise. Dictator Aeon has signed this bill, and citizens of Devonia Axxiom who don’t comply within the next forty-eight hours will be subject to arrest. Demonstrations are already starting on that world but are being met with harsh police responses. On worlds with more freedom such as Earth, leadership is saying they will not enforce the new law. Stick to your guns, but be ready. This is going to get worse before it gets better. That’s pretty obvious. 
 
    We are at a tipping point in the Central Authority. One little nudge and we’ll be in a true totalitarian society. What’s the only thing holding that back? Might be the Samson Corporation. Might even be Simone, who appeared to protect Earth from an attack right after the roof battle we discussed earlier. Who can we trust? Who’s siding with who? Who is really running things? 
 
    Time will tell. Until then, be very careful, and keep your PAs off your arms. 
 
    Ta ta for now. 
 
      
 
    Hamilton Zenos. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there you have it,” Sondra said. “Geez.” 
 
    “Butch, make sure the Chairman gets that file.” 
 
    Nolan glanced at me. “Don’t worry, Captain, Dojo already sent it to him.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Had any of you heard that the PA law got passed?” 
 
    “Not I,” Sondra said. 
 
    Nolan and Skip shook their heads no.  
 
    Andrea came onto the bridge, noting our expressions. “What went wrong now?” 
 
    “We were just reading the news,” I said. “The important article is still on the screen.” 
 
    “Hamilton Zenos again, huh?” Andrea asked. “I used to think he was a crackpot, but lately he’s been correct about everything.” 
 
    “So it would appear,” Nolan said. “The Central Authority is lying to us. They have to know people are seeing through it.” 
 
    “They don’t care,” Skip said. “They’ll do whatever nasty garbage they think they can get away with, and having everybody ready to stun if they make waves will help.” 
 
    “Nolan, is Earth’s system set up so they can’t stun them?” 
 
    “It is, Captain, and it would take a lot of on-the-ground effort to fix that,” Nolan said, “but if they’re going after Earth, they’ll hold something over their heads to force Earth’s leadership to undo the protections themselves. They know they can’t send armed forces down there in great enough numbers to survive. Earthlings, as crude as they can be, will never allow it. You’ll see a bloodbath of epic proportions.” 
 
    “The Central Authority could starve Earth out,” JJ said. “Not with food, of course, but with other goods that they need. Boron for their reactors, for instance.” 
 
    “If the Central Authority tries something like that, we’ll make it difficult on them,” I said. “We can.” 
 
    “Like jumping to Devonia Axxiom and blowing things up?” Andrea asked. “I hope not, because it won’t work. Not with the small number of ships we have, and who knows which side Simone will be on.” 
 
    I smiled, my mind working through a couple ideas. 
 
    <Butch> Private. Slow down, boy. 
 
    <Me> I’m just thinking. 
 
    <Butch> Kidnapping the Prime Minister is a suicide mission. 
 
    JJ looked over at me, knowing I was in the private conversation. I nodded to her, flashing a don’t worry about it now look. She returned the nod. 
 
    <Butch> Sir, the Chairman and Drake want to chat, in the Chairman’s office. You, JJ, and Nolan. I sent the invite to them too. 
 
    JJ, Nolan, and I exchanged glances and got up. 
 
    “We’ve got a meeting. Andrea, you’ve got the ship.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    We left the bridge. 
 
    “Wonder what’s up?” Nolan asked. 
 
    I chuckled. “There’s so many irons in the fire now that it could be anything.” 
 
    “Could just be the Hamilton Zenos article,” JJ said. “How’s he getting that info?” 
 
    “There’s a strong resistance network,” Nolan said. “I’d like to know how many Central Authority citizens have seen video of the rooftop battle. That’s got to freak some folks out.” 
 
    “People who don’t want to believe it won’t,” I said. “It’s been easy to fake video for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Fake videos can be exposed if you know what you’re doing,” Nolan said. “Of course the problem is that deep-pocket governments can turn that on it’s head, and make video appear to be fake when it’s not, so you really never know unless there’s proof you have an original cut.” 
 
    We rounded the corner and walked into Vermillion’s office. He was there, motioning us into his small conference room. 
 
    We took seats around the table as Vermillion closed the door behind us. He took the seat at the head. 
 
    “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, thank you. 
 
    “Did you see the news reports?” Nolan asked. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Hamilton Zenos gets too many things correct. I’m wondering where he’s getting the info.” 
 
    <Drake> It’s the resistance, not your team, so don’t worry old friend. 
 
    “I wasn’t suggesting anything,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> You are suspicious and that’s wise, but in this case, I know it is not coming from our ranks. The resistance is more powerful than anybody thinks. I’ve been watching them develop. We’ll end up joining with them eventually, but there needs to be an incident that proves the Samson Corporation isn’t complicit with the Central Authority. We’re a ways away from such an event. 
 
    “I’ve got all kinds of questions,” I said. “Valla Cappos, for instance. What the hell is going on there? I don’t believe that Clan members are hiding out and killing anybody who might run into them. They’d simply leave the area before they’d engage in that kind of game.” 
 
    <Drake> Never under-estimate the power of miscalculation. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “I’m not even sure the Magellan III was destroyed. We had conversation about that early during the summit. Nobody has any evidence. No debris in orbit. No distress transmissions. No reactor emission profile.” 
 
    “You think they’ve fled,” Nolan said. 
 
    “No comment,” Vermillion said. “Adding one more bit of conjecture on top of what we already have isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “Unless it’s the truth,” I said. “Right now the Central Authority is lying about a lot of stuff. The Summit, the kidnapping and rescue, the rooftop battle, and the explosion at our offices on Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, and that’s not all. They had battleships jumping towards Earth until Simone’s ships parked in Earth orbit. 
 
    “What’s the meeting about?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> Straight to the point. I like it. 
 
    Vermillion smirked. “I sent messages to my Overlords contacts, and got a return message. 
 
    “Just one?” JJ asked. 
 
    “It was an Overlords response, probably from Simone herself,” Vermillion said. 
 
    JJ chuckled. “Are we gonna have to drag every bit of this out of you?” 
 
    <Drake> The suspense is killing them. 
 
    “Okay, sorry. They’d like to have a conference with us.” 
 
    “Not in person, I hope,” JJ said. 
 
    “Video. We both agreed to bounce the stream around so neither of us gives up our position.” 
 
    “When?” I asked. 
 
    “Five minutes.” 
 
    “Now?” Nolan asked. “Wow.” 
 
    “We need to be very careful in this meeting,” Vermillion said. “We can’t provide too much info, and we have to remain on the same page. This meeting is step one, and if it goes well, it will lead to more detailed talks. Neither of us trust each other, with good reason.” 
 
    “What about the bad stuff?” JJ asked. “The stun attacks, for instance?” 
 
    <Drake> Simone provided evidence that she was not responsible for that attack, or the subsequent attempt. 
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    Rebel Summit 
 
   N olan, JJ, the Chairman, and I sat in the conference room, Drake connected as well. We waited for the scheduled video call with the Overlords. 
 
    <Butch> They’re coming on now. 
 
    The screen at the end of the room flashed to life, with a standby message. 
 
    “Bouncing around this much messes a little with the video quality,” JJ said. 
 
    “It’ll stabilize,” Nolan said. 
 
    Simone’s face appeared, a man with black hair and a goatee next to her. Simone raised her eyebrows when she saw us. 
 
    “Hello, Simone,” Vermillion said. “Long time no see. You’re looking well.” 
 
    “As are you, Mr. Chairman,” she said. “Captain Clarke. I hope we can get off on a better foot.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” she asked. 
 
    “For protecting Earth. That goes a long way with me.” 
 
    A slim smile cracked onto her face, making her look even more beautiful, her features like porcelain, her hair brilliant. “I was wondering if you would figure that out.” 
 
    “Well, whatever reason you had for doing that, Simone, we are grateful.” 
 
    She nodded. “This is Kaleb, my second.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” Vermillion said. “You know JJ and Nolan, correct?” 
 
    “JJ,” she said warmly. “I was very fond of your father.” 
 
    “He was very fond of you too,” JJ said, “as was I.” 
 
    “And Nolan. Sorry for the misunderstanding.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “I would’ve had the same reaction.” 
 
    “We’ve hurt each other too much,” I said. “We had our reasons at the time. Now we’ve got a mutual problem to solve. I hope we can work together to solve it.” 
 
    “You thought we were working with the Central Authority behind the scenes,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “I thought you were helping the Prime Minister to make an alliance with the Clan.” 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “And the Prime Minister was using you to destroy the Samson Corporation. You figured this out more quickly than we did.” 
 
    “What happened to the other summit attendees?” Kaleb asked. “One of them was an ally of ours, and we’re very worried.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t know,” Vermillion said. “They drugged me. I wasn’t aware of who else was being held.” 
 
    “We didn’t see anybody else being held at the facility,” Nolan said. “We had enough time in there.” 
 
    “Did you tell Simone about the Clan hardware we found?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Not yet, no,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Clan hardware?” she asked, concern on her face. “Military hardware?” 
 
    “We took four prisoners during the rescue mission, so we could interrogate them,” I said. “Our Neanderthal heard Clan implants. It was easy to confirm.” 
 
    “Were they real?” Kaleb asked, his expression frightened. “There have been some knock-offs made.” 
 
    “They had Clan serial numbers,” Nolan said. “I believe they were the real thing.” 
 
    “So were the prisoners Clan people, or Central Authority people with Clan implants?” Simone asked. 
 
    I sighed. “We really don’t know. They were programmed to appear to be your people.” 
 
    “Programmed how?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “If your name was mentioned, they grew very agitated. If your name was used in a disparaging way, they attacked. It looked like rabies. Foaming at the mouth, uncontrolled behavior, and so on.” 
 
    Simone and Kaleb exchanged a worried glance. 
 
    “Most people in the Central Authority Zone believe the Clan uses those pieces for vision enhancement,” Kaleb said. “I spent time in the Clan Zone as a spy, posing as a manufacturing expert at one of their freighter plants. That hardware is being used to keep the population in line. It’s more than just the eyes, too.” 
 
    “We found that out,” I said. “We found one for each eye, and one for each adrenal gland.” 
 
    “We think the Prime Minister is in a panic, but we’re not exactly sure why,” Vermillion said. “Were you allied with him?” 
 
    Simone shook her head. “He was very alarmed when the Overlords began to win elections. I believe he decided to keep his enemy as close as possible. It was his idea to put the Overlords into the job of Security for the zone. Nobody was more surprised than I was.” 
 
    “If I were him, I’d be terrified right now,” Vermillion said. “He’s got outdated Centurion-class battleships. You’ve got cutting-edge Razor ships, and we’ve got the New Jersey-class ships.” 
 
    Simone chuckled. “We have a small handful of Razor-class ships. Most of our fleet was orbiting Earth, and we lost one after taking fire from a railgun.” 
 
    “Wait, are you saying that the Razors we’ve been fighting were not yours?” I asked, my heart pounding. 
 
    “That is correct, Captain Clarke. You’ve fought us, at the Mars Space Dock, and orbiting Earth a little later. That second engagement was regrettable for both of us.” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Vermillion said, his brow furrowed. “How many Razors does the Prime Minister have?” 
 
    “You’ve hurt him,” Simone said, “but he’s still got at least twenty that we know of, and more are coming off the assembly line at a rapid pace.” 
 
    “Where are they being built?” Nolan asked, “If you can answer, that is.” 
 
    “The Clan Zone,” Simone said. “I initially thought the Samson Corporation was facilitating that production. That’s why I ordered your arrest.” 
 
    “Clan collusion,” I said, my mind reeling. 
 
    “You’re starting to understand, Captain Clarke. We’ve been had. Both of us.” 
 
    “Why did you have Razor ships?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Initially it had to do with the Overlord’s new role as Central Authority Security,” Simone said, “and we did the initial testing on the ships. They have a lot of problems, as I’m sure you know, but their potential in large enough numbers is terrifying.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know the location of the plant?” I asked. 
 
    Simone shook her head. “It’s more than one, and no, the Clan won’t disclose the location of military vessel production to the Central Authority. They aren’t required to do that, according to the treaty, but that’s a joke, because selling each other battle ships is also prohibited, and they’re obviously selling battleships to Aeon.” 
 
    “Aeon might be a Clan plant,” Nolan said. 
 
    “No, he’s in this for himself,” Simone said, “and he’s using everybody around him. Few of them realize it.” 
 
    “You did, eventually,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m ashamed of this whole incident, Mr. Chairman. Should have known better, and for that I’m sorry.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, thinking. 
 
    <Butch> Private. Be careful. 
 
    <Me> Don’t worry. 
 
    “You’ve got something to say, Captain?” Simone asked. 
 
    “We ran into a Clan ship while we were hiding out, after shooting our way off Earth.” 
 
    Simone’s eyes got wide. “Clan ships, in our zone?” 
 
    Kaleb glanced at her, then back at me. “Where?” 
 
    I looked at Vermillion, and he nodded. 
 
    “Valla Cappos,” I said. 
 
    Simone’s face went white. “The Magellan III. The missing salvage ships.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “They fired on you?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “They did, but there were circumstances. They didn’t expect us to be there. Probably would’ve killed us if not for a few Neanderthals.” 
 
    “Neanderthals?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    Simone smiled. “I was wondering why you had one.” 
 
    “He was wounded in the fight, so we took him onto the Zephyrus and patched him up, expecting to return him there before we left. They fired on us, both on the ground, and in orbit as we were trying to escape.” 
 
    “So the Neanderthals saved you?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “They attacked the Clan patrol as they were engaging us,” Nolan said.  
 
    Kaleb shot a glance at Simone. “Aeon just put strict new restrictions on Neanderthals, after that phony incident the media cooked up.” 
 
    Vermillion looked like he wanted to get up and pace, but fought it. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mr. Chairman?” Simone asked, seeing his distress. “You still handle stress the same way.” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “I’ve missed you, Simone, and that’s the truth.” 
 
    “Likewise, Mr. Chairman. What were you going to say?” 
 
    “There’s only one reason for restricting Neanderthals in our zone. The Clan is either already here in large numbers, or there are plans for them to arrive soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, what he said,” Kaleb said. “It might already be too late.” 
 
    “What did you plan to do?” Simone asked. 
 
    “Originally we thought they could only use natural worm holes, and since Valla Cappos is near one, we planned to do a survey of others, looking for evidence,” I said. 
 
    “Originally?” Simone asked. 
 
    “We no longer believe they could take over the Central Authority Zone if they had to rely only on natural worm holes,” I said. “We now believe they have worm hole projection capabilities beyond what they’ve purchased from the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    Kaleb chuckled. “You’ve just gone from marginally doable to needle-in-a-haystack impossibility.” 
 
    “We came to that conclusion as well,” I said, glancing at Vermillion again, who nodded. “We’re planning to travel to the Clan Zone, to gather data on their drive profiles and frequencies.” 
 
    “So you can come back here and scan,” Simone said. “What you’re planning is extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “It is, but the liberty of the Central Authority Zone is at stake,” I said. 
 
    “You just came to this conclusion as well, didn’t you?” Simone asked. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “The prisoners had us wondering. We initially thought the Clan ship we encountered might have been a refugee ship.” 
 
    “The leader of the Magellan III mission thought they might arrive here for that reason,” Kaleb said. 
 
    “Yes, we saw video of her talking about that, and it made some sense to us,” Nolan said, “although sending an un-armed science vessel with so much human capital on board to a remote spot like Valla Cappos still has us scratching our heads. We’re not even sure the ship was actually destroyed.” 
 
    “Amazing how close some of our conclusions are,” Simone said. “Initial reports said they found a debris field. We later found out that was a fabrication.” 
 
    “How’d you find that out?” I asked. 
 
    “We sent a ship there. Not a Razor–they’re too dear to risk at this point. We sent a freighter. They couldn’t find any evidence of debris.” 
 
    “They weren’t fired on by the Clan ship?” I asked. 
 
    “I suspect the Clan moved on right after the engagement with your ship,” Kaleb said. 
 
    “Do you still have the prisoners?” Simone asked. 
 
    “We have their bodies on ice,” I said. 
 
    “You killed them?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Not exactly. Long story. Two of them murdered their fellows. The other two died when we tried to disable their implants.” 
 
    “Removing the implants kills them?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “Yes, although we didn’t expect it,” I said. “When we disabled the implants on their adrenal glands, they literally shook themselves to death.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” Vermillion said. “The implants had transmitters.” 
 
    “Oh no, you got them before they gave away your position, I hope?” Simone asked. 
 
    “We’re really good at stopping transmissions,” I said, “so nothing got out.” 
 
    <Butch> Private. We’ve missed something. 
 
    <Me> What? 
 
    <Butch> I’ve got a recording of their attempted transmissions. Studying it now. We might be able to scan for their devices. 
 
    “Are you okay, Captain Clarke?” Simone asked. 
 
    “I just thought of something, that’s all. We have recordings of their attempted transmissions.” 
 
    Kaleb grinned. “You might be able to use those to scan for activity.” 
 
    “Hold it,” Vermillion said. “We don’t know if we’d be finding Aeon’s people with Clan implants, or real Clan members.” 
 
    “If they’re inside a ship, we might have trouble seeing them,” Nolan said. 
 
    “It’s still worth looking into,” I said. 
 
    “So where are we going from here?” Kaleb asked, glancing at Simone and then back at us. 
 
    “The Chairman and I need to chat in private,” Simone said. “That said, this is a breakthrough that will probably save us all.” 
 
    “Here here,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll chat later then,” Vermillion said. “Early tomorrow, Simone?” 
 
    “That would be fine, Mr. Chairman. Thank you for having an open mind.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Vermillion said. The transmission ended. 
 
    I looked at Vermillion, seeing tears welling in his eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay, sir?” I asked. 
 
    “Simone and I were very close when we were young,” he said. “Very close indeed. I didn’t realize how much I missed her.” 
 
    <Drake> This is promising, but we can’t trust her yet. Keep that in mind. 
 
    “I expected you to make yourself known,” JJ said. 
 
    <Drake> I’m your ace in the hole. Do not mention me until I give permission. Remember how hopeful you were before the summit, Mr. Chairman. This is no less dangerous. 
 
    “I understand,” Vermillion said. “What did you take away from the meeting?” 
 
    <Drake> I’ll just say I’m cautiously optimistic for now. I think we need to go forward with our mission, and I also like the idea of scanning for the Clan implant transmissions. 
 
    “Is there a way to tell if the prisoners were Clan members or our own people with Clan implants?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> Nolan knows. Dojo is already looking into it. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “We’ve got the bodies. That means we’ve got DNA. Thanks to the heavy-handed efforts of the Central Authority to have everybody’s DNA on file, we’ll be able to look for a match. I can work that after this meeting if you’d like.” 
 
    <Drake> That’s an excellent idea. 
 
    “Do you think Simone was telling the truth about the Razor ships?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> Which part? Oh, never mind, Emerald tells all. I believe that the Central Authority owns the Razor ships, and I believe that Simone only has a subset of those ships, which Prime Minister Aeon probably considers stolen at this point. I always suspected that, though. The Overlords were part of the Central Authority Government, after all. 
 
    “What makes you distrustful about Simone?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> It’s always Captain Clarke. I’d laugh if I didn’t sound fake. 
 
    “I don’t follow,” I said. “Was that a stupid question?” 
 
    <Drake> The question was fine. It’s the inner conversation you and Butch are having about it that’s brilliant. 
 
    “You’re conversing with Butch again in private?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> His mind has learned how to interact with it’s AI on a non-verbal semi-conscious level. All of you have that capability, but it comes with time. He’s got a head start. 
 
    I chuckled. “You’re scaring me.” 
 
    <Butch> Lighten up. 
 
    “Okay, what about the question?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> Simone has been feeding information to Hamilton Zenos. I suspected as much, but I’m certain now. 
 
    “Why’d you suspect it?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> They both went into hiding at the same time. I think they’re together. 
 
    Vermillion got out of his chair to pace, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I know what’s wrong,” I said. “She’s been playing us off against Prime Minister Aeon, and harnessing public opinion at the same time.” 
 
    “Simone got the population to take off their PAs,” JJ said. “Shit. That was an action against the Prime Minister.” 
 
    <Drake> You’re catching on. 
 
    “Who did we fight in Earth orbit, then?” I asked. “It wasn’t Simone, was it?” 
 
    <Drake> I can’t answer that yet. 
 
    “Why?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> I’m missing data. It depends on timing. Was she still pretending to be in league with Prime Minister Aeon at that time? If we can find that out, other things will become clear. 
 
    “Now I feel stupid,” Vermillion said. “Should I go ahead with the meeting tomorrow?” 
 
    <Drake> Of course. You have the skills, Mr. Chairman, but you’ve always had a little too much self-doubt. You’re more than a match for Simone. You know how much you can reveal to her. Trust yourself and use your intuition. I’m pretty sure of one thing. She needs us as much as we need her. That’s why she sent her precious ships to Earth orbit. It was risky for her, but she knew it was an overture we couldn’t ignore. 
 
    “So you think we can trust her?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> Damn, I hate not being able to laugh anymore. No, I don’t think we can trust her completely in the ultimate sense, but we have a common enemy, and we can certainly work together from a tactical standpoint. It might just be enough, but we can’t underestimate the Prime Minister. He’s taken control of the government without firing a shot, and now he’s consolidating his power while making troublemakers disappear. If he’s really allied with the Clan, we’ll have a hard time surviving, even working together. That’s why I still want that Clan mission to go forward. We need to be able to track their ships. If we can’t figure that out, we’re lost. 
 
    “I thought we were going to record their drive profiles mainly to find out if the Clan forces are here,” JJ said. 
 
    <Drake> Butch has already run the DNA while we were talking. Want to tell them, my little friend? 
 
    <Butch> There is no DNA match in the Central Authority Zone to any of the prisoners. The Clan is already here, and they’re actively working with Prime Minister Aeon. 
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    Mission Jitters 
 
   J J and I left the conference room with Nolan, heading back to the bridge. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I should laugh or cry,” Nolan said. 
 
    JJ shook her head. “I’m very nervous about Simone, and I was so hopeful at first.” 
 
    “Don’t look at it that way,” I said. “We know much more than we did two hours ago, and that makes me feel better.” 
 
    “Do you think the Chairman is up to dealing with her, Trey?” JJ asked softly. “He’s got a lot of emotional baggage with her.” 
 
    “I think Drake is right, he’s more than a match for her. I’m hoping that we act as friends, and I think that’s what will happen if we end up in a war with the Clan.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “I agree, Captain. That’s not the part that worries me. It’s the peace afterwards. Remember what happened in Eastern Europe after your World War II?” 
 
    “Yes, that thought crept into my mind,” I said. 
 
    We entered the bridge. Sondra and Skip were still there. 
 
    “Where’s Andrea?” I asked. 
 
    “She just stepped out to get a bite to eat, Captain,” Sondra said. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    I nodded, not wanting to be dragged into conversation, then looked at JJ. “We should go chat with Deacon. He’s doing the only task that must be completed before the Clan mission.” 
 
    JJ nodded. We left, meeting Andrea as she was coming back to the bridge. 
 
    “Leaving already?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “We need to talk to Deacon. See you later.” 
 
    Andrea went onto the bridge as we walked towards the transit station. 
 
    “They know something’s up,” JJ whispered. 
 
    “Yes, but there’s nothing we can do about that now.” 
 
    “True. Knowing Deacon, he’s probably finished his instructions. He documented the design as he went. He’s got CAD files detailing the whole thing.” 
 
    We got to the transit station and took a tin can to the main bay, finding Deacon in Engineering on the Zephyrus. 
 
    “Hey, Cappy, coming to check on me?” 
 
    “How’d you guess?” 
 
    He chuckled. “There wasn’t much to do. I sent the CAD data and some instructions to the Captain of the Monitor. They’ll have no problems. When are we leaving?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” I said, “but I’m not sure of the exact time yet.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” he said. 
 
    “Good. Let’s stop by the bridge before we leave the Zephyrus, JJ.” 
 
    We left Engineering, walking the short distance to the bridge. Tim and Izzy were there with Deneuve and Barney. 
 
    “Be ready to leave in the morning,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, we got the go-ahead on the Clan hunt, huh?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “We did,” I said. 
 
    “I hope I can be of use,” Barney said. 
 
    “I’m sure you will be, Barney.” 
 
    Deneuve made eye contact with me. “Doctor Hazelton wants to talk to you, but she said it could wait until we’re on our way.” 
 
    “She thinks I can handle the AI interface,” Barney said, “but she wants to run a couple more tests, and she requires permission.” 
 
    “Ah, very good,” I said. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow after we’ve jumped away. Fair enough?” 
 
    Barney grinned. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Deneuve said. 
 
    “See you in the morning,” I said. “It won’t be at the crack of dawn, so get plenty of sleep. I’m thinking mid-morning.” 
 
    “Good,” Izzy said. 
 
    We left the Zephyrus, walking to the lift. 
 
    “Can we go eat?” JJ asked. “Maybe have a drink or two?” 
 
    “You read my mind, honey.” We took a tin can to our favorite watering hole, picking a table instead of the bar again. 
 
    “I know, you want our backs against the wall, right?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to spend the whole time talking about what happened, but I know we’ll do some of that, and I want to know who’s within earshot.” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, I’ll have a more important job for you to do when we get back to our stateroom.” 
 
    The barmaid arrived to take our orders and left promptly. 
 
    “That was very businesslike,” I said. 
 
    “Somebody might have told her we’re together.” 
 
    “Oh, really. Would that be somebody I know?” 
 
    “No comment. Do you think there was romance between the Chairman and Simone?” 
 
    I burst out laughing. “I knew you were gonna ask me that.” 
 
    “Don’t laugh at me. Answer the question.” 
 
    “Sorry. I have no idea, but it wouldn’t surprise me. Notice how much different they look? They’re about the same age, but she looks years younger.” 
 
    “That’s as it should be.” 
 
    I laughed again. “You’re a pistol tonight.” 
 
    She smiled at me. “Oh, good, here comes our drinks. Wait till I get a little tipsy.” 
 
    The barmaid set our drinks down, a White Russian for JJ and a beer for me. “Enjoy, you two.” She shot JJ a sly smile and walked away. 
 
    “Dammit, she quit undressing me with her eyes. I’m sad.” 
 
    JJ elbowed me in the side. 
 
    “Ha ha, that didn’t hurt because of the suit.” 
 
    “Maybe I ought to dictate strength enhancement.” 
 
    “Two can play that game, you know.” 
 
    JJ took a sip of her drink. “Excellent. I’m surprised Butch hasn’t gotten back with you about his scan.” 
 
    “He’s probably found nothing,” I said. “It’s their hardware, and they can control what it does. I wasn’t expecting them to give anything away.” 
 
    <Butch> How’d you guess? 
 
    <Emerald> Leave them alone. They need some down time. They’ll probably copulate later. 
 
    <JJ> Emerald! 
 
    <Butch> Hahahahahaha. 
 
    <Me> Butch, sl… 
 
    <Butch> I know, sleep. Thank you, Trey. 
 
    <Emerald> I’m going too. Figures Junior would get us into trouble again. 
 
    <JJ> You’re the one who made the comment about copulation. Not that you weren’t right. 
 
    JJ’s foot rubbed my leg under the table, causing both of us to snicker. 
 
    <Emerald> Grow up. Talk to you when you wake me. Thanks, JJ. 
 
    “Don’t tell them I said this, but I think they’re delightful,” I said. “I’d really miss them if they weren’t around.” 
 
    “Same here. What was Drake talking about earlier? Subconscious non-verbal communications or something like that?” 
 
    “You would ask me that. It’s hard to explain. When we’re in that mode, I’m using his data crunching power without consciously asking him things. He knows what I want and just does it, if he can, or he shows me why my line of thinking is faulty, but not verbally.” 
 
    “But what’s it like?” 
 
    I took a big sip of my beer. “It’s like waking up on the morning of a day when you’ve got an important and difficult task to do. You know what I mean? You go over things, trying to get details fresh in your mind, trying to work out strategy for dealing with problems that you expect.” 
 
    “But it’s like twilight sleep when it’s happening,” JJ said. “Yes, I know exactly what you mean, and it is happening to me now too. It’s like you’re throwing your mind open and your AI comes in to help.” 
 
    “That’s it. You probably are starting that, and I’ll bet Nolan is too. It started for me a few days ago, but I didn’t know what it was.” 
 
    JJ laughed. “We’re hybrid humans now, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Don’t think I’d go quite that far.” 
 
    We both sipped our drinks, watching as people came into the bar after their shifts were over, some nodding as they saw us. 
 
    “Are we going to be okay?” JJ asked, setting down her glass. 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. Probably. I think our reality will change so much in the next few years that we’ll barely recognize it. I hope it’s in a good way.” 
 
    “You think we might lose the battle and go into hiding.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, JJ. We’re not in as bad a spot as I thought we were before the meeting. If Prime Minister Aeon had sufficient forces to take us out, he’d have done it already. Some things make more sense to me now.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    I drained the rest of my beer, setting the glass down and nodding at the barmaid, who scurried off to get me another. 
 
    “Don’t you make eyes at her,” JJ said, “or I’ll have to talk with her again.” 
 
    “You really talked to her? I thought you were kidding.” 
 
    JJ giggled. “I was kidding, mostly. I ran into her at the coffee stand down by the transit station. We struck up a conversation, and I told her we were together.” 
 
    “Sneaky.” 
 
    “We girls do what we must. Finish what you were saying. What makes more sense to you now?” 
 
    “Those battles we had with the Razor ships, when they were following us through the wormholes. Those attacks were badly thought out. In fact, I’d say they were downright stupid. From what I’ve read about Simone, and from the few times I’ve spoken with her, I didn’t believe she’d make those kinds of mistakes.” 
 
    JJ was quiet for a moment, then looked at me. “You actually said that at the time. I remember.” 
 
    “That’s good and bad,” I said. “It’s good to have a strong ally, but if she turns against us, we might not survive it.” 
 
    “What about the Prime Minister?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “Is he stupid?” JJ asked. 
 
    “That’s a complicated question. I think he’s wise as a ruler trying to amass power, but he’s not a good military leader, and he hasn’t got good people under him, from what we’ve seen so far. We shouldn’t have been able to rescue the Chairman so easily.” 
 
    “You call that easy?” 
 
    “Nobody died. Hell, nobody even got wounded.” 
 
    “That’s the technology, isn’t it?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Partly, I suppose. Maybe even mostly. A good military mind could’ve made a rescue next to impossible, even for a team equipped like we were.” 
 
    “Okay, I see your point. They could’ve stuck him in a much-more fortified building, for example. The place they were holding him looked like an office building.” 
 
    “They weren’t thinking we’d have good enough intel to find the location, but they had time to react. When we were inside getting the Chairman, they could have brought several hundred armed fighters around that roof. There were taller buildings with windows on all sides. They could’ve slaughtered us.” 
 
    JJ thought about it for a moment. “I think you’re right that our adversaries aren’t as sharp as we are, but their biggest problem is that they’ve underestimated us, and that won’t keep happening. They’ll be harder to beat next time.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” 
 
    “Hey, you okay?” JJ asked, looking into my eyes. “You look like the whole world is on your shoulders.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine, just getting a little tired. We should finish these drinks, grab some food, and head for home.” 
 
    “I’m game.” 
 
    We drank up, stopped by a burger stand, and headed back to the stateroom, eating and then relaxing, making love before we drifted off to sleep, the morning coming way too quickly. 
 
    <Butch> Trey, sorry to bother you. The Chairman and Drake are asking that you not take off on the mission until after Vermillion’s meeting this morning. They’ll get with you when it’s over. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. That’s what I was planning. I told the Zephyrus crew we’d be leaving mid-morning. 
 
    “I heard that,” JJ said, rolling towards me. “Sleep well?” 
 
    “I did. You?” 
 
    “Perfect. I need to cleanse. Want to join me?” 
 
    We got up, heading into the booth, letting the machine work its magic. Then we got dressed and headed out, stopping for breakfast at one of the eateries, then going to the bridge. 
 
    “Ah, good morning you two,” Nolan said, turning from his station. 
 
    “The others aren’t up here yet, huh?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s still early. I’m surprised you’re up here already.” 
 
    “What are you doing today, Nolan?” JJ asked. 
 
    “A little last-minute study of Clan ships, weapons, and tactics. It’s amazing that the peace has held for so long. The Clan has a warrior culture.” 
 
    “So do we, if you go back far enough,” I said. 
 
    “True, but we shed it as our technology increased. That almost caused our demise, of course.” 
 
    JJ looked at him, questioning. 
 
    “There was a nasty war going on about the time that Earth became space-travel aware,” I said. “The Central Authority was losing, remember?” 
 
    “How old do you think I am?” JJ quipped. 
 
    Nolan laughed. “I’m not touching that one. Be cautious, Captain, you’re heading into dangerous territory.” 
 
    We chuckled, Skip and Sondra coming in. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Oh, we were just joking around,” I said. “We’ll be leaving sometime this morning, more than likely.” 
 
    “I wish you’d reconsider,” Skip said. “Going to the Clan Zone sounds like a suicide run to me.” 
 
    “We aren’t planning to fight anybody there,” Nolan said. 
 
    “You might not be, but the locals might have different ideas,” Sondra said. 
 
    “I agree with that,” Andrea said as she walked in. “Don’t worry, I won’t try to talk you out of it. We need those drive profiles and frequencies.” 
 
    “Deacon got his work done?” Skip asked. 
 
    “He had most of it done already,” I said. “He had to provide his drawings and instructions for the factories, so they could install the cargo bay shielding during manufacture. He just adapted what he already created for the upgrade of the Monitor.” 
 
    “Who’s going to be Captain of that ship?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I said. “Any of you interested in the job?” 
 
    “I might be,” Sondra said, “if you can find a replacement for my job here.” 
 
    “Good, we’ll keep you in mind, but no guarantees. The job you’re in is critical.” 
 
    “I understand,” Sondra said.  
 
    “Why would you want that job?” JJ asked. “Just out of curiosity. The job you have here is better in most ways.” 
 
    “I know why,” Andrea said. “She knows that Captain experience is required before getting a New Jersey-class ship, and we have several on the production line.” 
 
    Sondra smiled. “You found me out. I’d expect you to get the first one.” 
 
    “Maybe I wouldn’t like that,” Andrea said. “You notice how much I fight it when Trey is here.” 
 
    Skip laughed. “Point taken there. Maybe Cyrus would be interested, though.” 
 
    “Anything you want to move from this ship to the Zephyrus?” I asked JJ. 
 
    “Clothes. Should we do that now?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Might as well. We’ve got time.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. I nodded, getting up. 
 
    “Don’t leave without saying goodbye,” Andrea said. 
 
    “I’ll say goodbye, but it might not be in person.” 
 
    We left the bridge, walking to the transit station. 
 
    “They don’t want us to go on this mission,” JJ said. 
 
    “Andrea does. She understands. And by the way, she’s at the top of my list for Captain of the next battleship. She’s handled this one very well.” 
 
    We got to our stateroom quickly, the morning rush hour not started yet. Both of our clothes fit into a single vacuum bag. 
 
    “You don’t want to take anything else?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I’ve got duplicates of a lot of stuff on the Zephyrus, so I’m good. I was on that ship for six months, remember?” 
 
    “That was before I knew you,” she said. “I just worshiped you from afar.” 
 
    “Oh, brother. Lay it on thick, why don’t you?” JJ responded with a giggle. 
 
    I carried the bag as we went to grab a tin can, riding it down to the main bay. The Zephyrus was already in position to launch. 
 
    “Did the Chairman get done already?” 
 
    <Me> Butch, wake up. 
 
    <Butch> Good morning. Already been out and around, I see. I expected you to stay in bed a little longer. 
 
    <Me> Too antsy. 
 
    <Emerald> The Chairman is still in the meeting, you know. Why are you loading up already? 
 
    <JJ> We had time to move our stuff down here, so why not? 
 
    <Emerald> What if the trip gets canceled? 
 
    <JJ> We’ll move it back… or not. 
 
    <Emerald> Humans. 
 
    I dictated to open the Zephyrus ramp, and we climbed aboard, dropping the vacuum bag in the stateroom and then going to the bridge. Tim and Izzy were already there. 
 
    “We must be leaving pretty soon,” Izzy said. 
 
    “Still waiting on word from the Chairman,” I said. “Thought we might as well load up. Thanks for getting us into launch position.” 
 
    Nolan walked in a few minutes later. “Ah, Captain, didn’t expect to see you here this early. Did our departure get moved up?” 
 
    “Loading. Killing time. You’re here early too.” 
 
    “I wanted to set up a news download to run before we jump away,” Nolan said. 
 
    “It’s just going to be more BS,” Tim said. 
 
    JJ and I shot each other a glance. 
 
    <Me> This will be a pain. More secrets. 
 
    <JJ> We might get clearance when we get briefed on the meeting. 
 
    <Butch> Chairman Vermillion is asking for a quick meeting with you, JJ, and Nolan. 
 
    <Me> On the New Jersey? 
 
    <Butch> Yes. 
 
    I turned towards Tim and Izzy. “I just got called to the Chairman’s office with JJ and Nolan. We’ll be back soon. If there’s prep work to do before departure, now’s the time.” 
 
    “Finally,” Tim said. 
 
    “Do you really want to go on this mission?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “Aren’t you a little bored sitting in a bay on this behemoth?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, you’ll get plenty of entertainment on this trip, I’d imagine.” 
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    Departure 
 
   W e left the Zephyrus, heading for Vermillion’s office on the New Jersey. 
 
    “I hope those talks went okay,” Nolan said. “This has me nervous. I stewed about it last night.” 
 
    “I slept like a baby,” I said, “but that surprises me a little.” 
 
    We got to the transport station and took a tin can to Vermillion’s office. He ushered us into the conference room we’d used the day before. 
 
    “Have a seat. Coffee?” 
 
    “Love some,” JJ said. 
 
    I nodded. “You look a little worried.” 
 
    Vermillion smiled as his orderly brought in the coffee machine. “I am worried, but not about the meeting. It was quite productive and very pleasant.” 
 
    We got cups of coffee and sat at the table, Vermillion taking his usual spot at the head. 
 
    “You’re worried about us going,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sending my best people to the Clan Zone. That’s not a choice I like, but it’s the only one we have right now.” 
 
    <Drake> You said a mouthful there. 
 
    “Hello, sir,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Drake> All well rested, and eager to be off. Good. 
 
    I chuckled. “You just scanned us?” 
 
    <Drake> Of course, looking for stress. 
 
    “What happened in the meeting?” JJ asked. 
 
    “We spent most of the time laying down ground rules for our relationship,” Vermillion said. “We won’t do much while you’re gone. When you’re back, we’ll work together on several things, depending on what you find out there, and what the scans of our zone reveal if you get the profiles and frequencies.” 
 
    “What kinds of things?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “We’ll help them tune the Razor ships they have left, for one thing.” 
 
    We were silent for a moment. 
 
    <Drake> I know what you’re all thinking. It’s a must that we do that. It’ll allow Simone’s forces to destroy Central Authority vessels. 
 
    “Will it allow her to destroy this vessel?” I asked. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “Told you.” 
 
    <Drake> The tuning will allow us to duke it out if we’re ever in a fight. As JJ said a while back, that means that victory will depend on the quality of the Captain and crew, and by the luck of the draw. 
 
    “So the Razor ships aren’t more powerful than this one, even if tuned?” 
 
    <Drake> We’ve been building battleships for nearly four hundred years, JJ. We’re good at it. The Razor ships are based on Clan technology, so they’re not quite as robust. We intend to improve them enough to help us beat Central Authority and Clan battleships. The New Jersey will always have at least a slight advantage. We won’t advertise that fact. 
 
    “Simone knows that,” Vermillion said. “We discussed it. She will have a numerical advantage for a little while.” 
 
    “How many ships does she have?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Seven,” Vermillion said, “with no manufacturing plants making more, so she doesn’t have an advantage over us in the long run. We need to adjust our mindset, though. We’ll be fighting alongside the Overlords. They will be our allies. We’ll have to learn to trust them.” 
 
    <Drake> Trust but verify, though. We go into this with our eyes open, as will they. 
 
    “Do they know about the AIs, and the Nano suits, and Drake?” I asked. 
 
    “They know about the AIs, yes, and they have a similar system as well.” 
 
    “Knew that,” Nolan said. “Remember how small the Razor crews were?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I was gonna bring that up yesterday, but thought better of it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t,” Vermillion said. “We talked through a lot of things, only some of which we can discuss right now.” 
 
    “I figured,” JJ said. “What about the Nano capability?” 
 
    <Drake> That they don’t have. The Chairman mentioned it, because of the video showing the rooftop battle. We may share parts of it eventually. Depends on how things go. 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “What else?” 
 
    “Hamilton Zenos is with Simone’s forces, under her protection. The Prime Minister tried to kill him twice, and now he’s holding some of Zenos’s relatives. Two cousins.” 
 
    “What a jerk,” I said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “They know about Boroclize.” 
 
    I eyed Vermillion. “You mean they knew we’ve been there?” 
 
    “No, although I admitted that to her. They’ve been afraid of the Clan coming in here, given the problems in the Clan Zone. They’ve mapped out all the ultra-high-quality sources of Boron. There are others, of course, some of which are near natural wormholes, as we found out.” 
 
    “What about their fuel supplies?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “They’ve got a similar setup to the one we have on Amberis. We agreed not to reveal to each other where those sources are, at least for now.” 
 
    <Drake> Private. None of you are to tell the Chairman about the Hodge System. If he doesn’t know, he can’t be shown to be lying during their scans. 
 
    <Me> Understand. No problem. Glad I didn’t get a chance to tell him. 
 
     “Everything okay?” Vermillion asked, looking me in the eyes. 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Be very careful when you go back to Boroclize. If Clan ships are here, they might be exploiting the site already. 
 
    I chuckled. “Or it might have killed them.” 
 
    “If it killed the first people who stopped there, they might have military craft nearby,” Nolan said. “That’s the concern, right?” 
 
    <Drake> Exactly. My analysis says you have a good probability of success in the mission even if you don’t bring on the additional ore, so make it a quick pass to begin with. 
 
    “Should we just skip it?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> If the probability was just a tad higher, I’d recommend against going there. Your fallback would be procurement in the Free Zone, but I’m afraid there are a lot of agents in that territory now. Clan and Central Authority agents. 
 
    “We’ll be running cloaked more than normal,” Nolan said. “That makes the trip worth it.” 
 
    “What about the other sources of high-quality Boron?” JJ asked. “There might be one on the way.” 
 
    “If we were taking the New Jersey, I’d go in that direction,” Vermillion said, “but we won’t have people with mining experience on the Zephyrus. Taking mined ore out of a mover is one thing. Actual mining is something else.” 
 
    <Drake> Add to that the fact that there’s a decent chance the Clan would already be working the site, with battleships nearby. I know the Zephyrus is one tough freighter, but it’s still a freighter. 
 
    “Anything else we need to know?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything, but we’ll be in contact,” Vermillion said. “Oh, that reminds me. I’ve got another holographic communicator for you. Put it on the bridge. It’ll make things quicker and easier.” 
 
    “Where is it?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Down in engineering. I’ll have it brought to the Zephyrus as soon as you guys leave here.” 
 
    “Well, then I guess this is it,” I said. 
 
    “It is,” Vermillion said, rising. “Be careful. Keep your wits about you. Don’t take unnecessary chances.” 
 
    <Drake> Use your brains, but don’t hesitate to call upon us, and leave the bridge communicator on, so I can pop in if needed. 
 
    “Oh, one other thing,” I said. “How much can we tell the bridge crew of the Zephyrus? That’ll be important if we have a communicator on the bridge.” 
 
    <Drake> Tell them everything. Same with Deacon and his people. Agreed, Mr. Chairman? 
 
    “Normally I’d balk, but in this case it’s a must. Thanks for bringing that up.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes and left the bridge, heading for the transport station, grabbing a tin can to the main bay. The communicator was being pushed up the ramp when we got there. Cyrus was standing outside the Zephyrus with Andrea. 
 
    “You guys be careful,” Cyrus said. “I still don’t like this.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Andrea said, “but I know it’s a must.” 
 
    I nodded, shaking hands with Cyrus and giving Andrea a hug, the others doing the same. Then we walked up the Zephyrus ramp. It closed behind us. 
 
    <Butch> It’s good that we’re going to Boroclize. 
 
    <Me> I figured you were going to say that. 
 
    <JJ> Why? 
 
    <Butch> There is a good possibility there will be a Clan battleship nearby. We’ll have a chance to pick up their drive profile and frequency there. That would preclude the mission to the Clan Zone. 
 
    <JJ> Or it might get us killed. 
 
    <Emerald> I agree with Junior on this one. 
 
    <Me> Be nice. I was thinking the same thing. Almost brought it up. I’m sure Drake was thinking about it. 
 
    We walked onto the bridge. Izzy smiled at me as I sat in the Captain’s chair. “That’s right where I like you. Sondra’s standing by to open the bay doors. Ready?” 
 
    “Take us out,” I said. “Tim and Nolan, the coordinates for Boroclize, please.” 
 
    They nodded from their stations. The alarm for the bay sounded, remaining people leaving quickly. We moved towards the door as the bay door cracked open, closing as soon as we slipped out. 
 
    “Cloaked in the jump, correct?” Tim asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. We felt the dizziness and were off. 
 
     After we were stable in the jump, I had Butch call Deacon to the bridge. “Izzy and Tim, we’ve got to chat when Deacon gets here.” 
 
    Izzy shot me a glance. “Are we in trouble?” 
 
    Nolan snickered. 
 
    “I don’t like it when he laughs like that,” Tim said. 
 
    “We’re in better shape than we were,” I said. “The situation is different, though, and we’ll need to speak freely, so I cleared this with the Chairman.” 
 
    Deacon arrived on the bridge. “What’s up, Cappy?” 
 
    “Time to fess up about a few things. You can share this with your crew.” 
 
    I went through the story in a few minutes, both Nolan and JJ reminding me of things I left out. 
 
    “Wow,” Izzy said. “We’re allied with Simone? That’s a change.” 
 
    “It is,” Tim said, “but they’re right. I’m more confident now than I was before. We’ve got a fighting chance. We’re no longer alone.” 
 
    “Don’t like the fact that the Central Authority is turning out Razor ships, though,” Deacon said. “Wish we could accidently destroy their plants while we’re in the Clan Zone.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “That would start some shit.” 
 
    “Cussing, Nolan?” JJ asked, grinning. “I’m shocked.” 
 
    “How about the AIs?” Nolan asked. “Can we have them on speaker while we’re on the bridge?” 
 
    “Everybody on this ship is trained and has an AI except for Barney, so I see no reason to restrict their comments. Unless they bicker too much, of course.” 
 
    <Butch> I’ll be fine as long as Emerald doesn’t call me Junior. 
 
    <Emerald> It’s a term of endearment, as far as you know. 
 
    JJ burst out laughing. 
 
    <Butch> See what I mean? 
 
    <Dojo> I think it’s great. If Emerald is messing with Butch all the time, I won’t get called Fido. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t count on that. 
 
    “And this is what will get you guys silenced,” I said. 
 
    Deacon shook his head. “Maybe I ought to get Curley involved, but not now. I’ll go tell the rest of the crew about this.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    We settled into the jump, silent for a while. JJ got my attention after a few minutes. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we try out the new communicator?” she asked, nodding to it, sitting next to the other observer’s chairs. 
 
    “We should.” I sat in the communicator and fired it up, paging the Chairman. His face appeared in the frame after a moment. 
 
    “Nothing wrong I hope?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “No sir, but we needed to try this new communicator out, just to make sure it’s working correctly. Looks great on this end.” 
 
    “Looks fine here too,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Great. I won’t keep you.” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “Talk to you soon, Trey.” 
 
    I shut down the communicator. 
 
    “It’s rare that he calls you Trey,” JJ said. 
 
    “He does it sometimes, when we’re alone. Especially when we’re having some of his top-shelf whiskey.” 
 
    Tim snickered. “Now we’re talking.” 
 
    “Hey, did we remember to offload the bodies of those prisoners?” JJ asked. 
 
    Nolan turned toward her. “Yes, they were taken to the New Jersey before we left. Good thing, too. We needed every inch of cold storage for food.” 
 
    “They were in the food locker?” Izzy asked, looking sick. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they were well contained,” Nolan said. “Speaking of that, we never caught any transmissions, did we?” 
 
    <Butch> There weren’t any attempts, but I uploaded the profile and frequency to the Central AI, and you’ve all got access. Thought it might come in handy. 
 
    “Reading my mind again,” I quipped. 
 
    <Butch> Always. 
 
    “How about the news?” Nolan asked. “The download was done as planned, before we jumped away.” 
 
    “Might as well take a look,” I said. 
 
    Nolan dictated for a moment, the main screen showing the first document. 
 
    “Ah yes, the propaganda,” Tim said, reading the Central Authority news report. 
 
      
 
    The main story today is a good one. The salvage ship that was feared lost near Valla Cappos has been located by the second group of salvage ships and several Centurion-class battleships. There was a communications malfunction, which is now repaired. Central Authority Security has decided to leave the second set of ships in place, and the investigation is ongoing. Certain irresponsible news outlets have been publishing false stories about the Magellan III disaster, some claiming there was no debris field and the ship is still operating. Here is proof of the debris field. 
 
      
 
    A picture was inserted below the text, showing pieces of spacecraft in orbit. 
 
      
 
    “Horsepucky,” Tim said, bringing a chuckle from Nolan. 
 
    “Very colorful, Tim.” 
 
    “Nobody believes still pictures anymore,” Izzy said, “and many don’t even believe video.” 
 
      
 
    Prime Minister Aeon spoke to a packed HDPR and Senate Joint Session today. The main subject was the new PA law, which requires all citizens to wear the devices and use them for all financial transactions. A large crowd demonstrated outside, Devonia Axxiom security forces taking them on with teargas, arresting hundreds. Prime Minister Aeon made the case that the new law will sharply reduce crime on all worlds, and urged local planetary governments to enforce the law. He also mentioned there would be consequences for those worlds who refuse to comply, but he did not specify what the consequences could be. The chamber was somewhat unruly during the speech, the opposition shouting support for Overlords elected officials who nobody has seen or heard from since the roundup. At one point Prime Minister Aeon threatened to bring the Security Forces inside the chamber to bring order. Things settled down after that. 
 
    Finally, there has been no word on the status of Chairman Vermillion and several other attendees of the summit held day before yesterday. Devonia Axxiom is denying conspiracy theories that they were kidnapped by the Central Authority security forces. When we have more information, we will report it immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, this has gone from horsepucky to pure bullshit,” Tim said. 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “These creeps have a lot of nerve. Can’t wait to expose them.” 
 
    “Hopefully we live through that,” Izzy said. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Okay, ready for the next one?” 
 
    I nodded, and he put it up. 
 
      
 
    Howdy, all. It’s your old pal Hamilton Zenos again, still coming from places unknown. I’m laughing my ass off right now. How anybody can digest the garbage flowing out of the Central Authority’s propaganda mill today is beyond me. That debris field picture was hilarious. They can’t even pull off a good fake. Here’s the original picture. Note the ship in the background? 
 
      
 
    The picture displayed under the first block of text. Tim saw it and burst out laughing. “That’s the Caprice Excelsior. This was taken three years ago, after that real science vessel disaster. The Caprice Excelsior was doing rescue and salvage work.” 
 
    “Whoa, he’s right,” JJ said, glancing at me with a smile on her face. 
 
    “Aeon’s supporters will just say that’s a manipulation of the image,” Nolan said, “which would be easy to do, but why be so careless?” 
 
      
 
    I’m still not convinced that the Magellan III has been destroyed. It sure would be nice to know where they are. Did they do something Aeon doesn’t like? Are the “salvage ships” which are really Centurion class battleships being left there to continue the hunt for the innocents on that science vessel? We might never know, sadly, at the rate this administration lies. 
 
    I’ve been looking into the number of worlds who have rejected the new PA law. By my calculation, it’s about ninety percent. That’s what I said. Ninety percent. I’d like to know what kind of consequences our little tin-horn dictator Aeon thinks he’ll be able to pull off. Samson Corporation, maybe you should just blow up the capitol buildings on Devonia Axxiom and be done with it. These folks aren’t fit to serve. Aeon is a crook, and the honest public servants in the HDPR and Senate are cowards. At least they were speaking out in the Joint Session until Aeon threatened to bring in his jack-booted thugs to make them shut up. They should’ve rushed the podium and torn Aeon limb from limb. Do I sound pissed? Good. Come get me if you can, Prime Minister. See what happens. 
 
    Here’s the most important story of the day. You’ve all heard the rumors that we have Clan operatives in our zone, and are in danger of invasion. We’ve heard a rumor that Clan operatives were found at the scene of that rooftop battle, where the video appeared to show Chairman Vermillion being loaded into some kind of transport device. The Central Authority still denies any such exchange happened, and of course they ridicule any suggestion that Aeon is working with the Clan. Pucker up, Prime Minister. Your time is coming. You will be exposed. Count on it. 
 
    That’s enough for today. 
 
    Ta ta. 
 
      
 
    Hamilton Zenos 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” JJ said. “Notice how much more aggressive this report was? Tear him limb from limb?” 
 
    My heartrate was up, my face flushing. Have we made a big mistake? 
 
    <Butch> Private. That was meant to incite. Don’t worry. You can still trust our new ally. This report will be effective. 
 
    <Me> I hope so. 
 
    <JJ> I heard that. I’m worried too. 
 
    “Are you all right, Captain?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Fine, but I don’t like the increased aggression of this piece.” 
 
    “I think it was perfect,” Tim said. Izzy shot him a nervous glance. 
 
    Nolan’s brow was furrowed. “Given the comments made by the leader of the Magellan III mission about the Clan, I think there’s something going on that Prime Minister Aeon is trying to keep a lid on.” 
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    Biologicals 
 
   T he rest of the day was uneventful, even boring. JJ and I turned in early. 
 
    “I miss the food on the New Jersey,” JJ said. 
 
    “Me too, but there’s something cozy about this little ship.” 
 
    “It’s probably less of a worry for you, since there’s so few people on board.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, yes and no. The people on this ship are very dear to me, and I’m not just talking about you.” 
 
    “Deacon?” 
 
    “Yes, and Izzy and Tim as well. They were my bridge crew on the New Jersey, remember. I brought them along. Not sure if that made them happy or not.” 
 
    “Your people care about you very much,” JJ said. “You’re a beloved individual. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I guess. Don’t really understand it.” 
 
    She chuckled. “That’s my man. You look exhausted.” 
 
    “I am, but that’s good in a way. I know I’ll sleep well tonight.” 
 
    We both hit the sack, falling asleep in minutes. My PA woke me early. 
 
    “What time is it?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Just after six. We’re probably coming out of the jump. Butch, wake up please.” 
 
    <Butch> Rise and shine. We’re almost to Boroclize. Another half hour. 
 
    JJ sat up. “Well isn’t he chipper? I could use more sleep.” 
 
    “Stay here if you want. Not much you can do while we come out of the jump.” 
 
    “Not on your life,” she said, getting out of bed. “Wake up, Emerald.” 
 
    <Emerald> Good morning, JJ. 
 
    “I’m going to be nervous until we see that nobody’s been back to this site,” JJ said. 
 
    “That makes two of us.” We put on our Nano suits and dressed, out of the stateroom in less than ten minutes. 
 
    “Breakfast?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Something from the kitchen,” I said. “Maybe a Danish or something. I’ll eat better later.” 
 
    “I’m game.” JJ and I stopped there, wolfed down pastries, washed them down with coffee, and went onto the bridge. Nolan, Tim, and Izzy were already there. 
 
    “Good, you’re here,” Izzy said. “We’re getting close.” 
 
    “Yep. I want a full detailed scan of the surface before we go down there.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m preparing to do that now,” Nolan said. “Half expect somebody to be here.” 
 
    <Dojo> That’s because I told him what the probability was. 
 
    <Butch> Trying to quantify a guess doesn’t work very often. 
 
    “Here we go,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> Yes, let’s stay above the fray. 
 
    <Butch> You go, girl. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to clear it of their banter as I reviewed the jump log. “Damn, Nolan, our fuel consumption continues to drop.” 
 
    “Dojo keeps finding issues to tune,” Nolan said. “I’m very impressed.” 
 
    <Butch> Yeah, good dog. 
 
    <Emerald> Hahahahaha 
 
    <Butch> So much for staying above the fray. 
 
    “If we weren’t about to come out of a jump I’d silence the lot of you,” I said. “Knock it off. You’re on my last nerve, and I just got up.” 
 
    <Butch> Touchy. Sorry Captain, I’ll knock it off. 
 
    “We’re here,” Tim said, just as we felt the static electricity hit us. 
 
    “Scans?” I asked. 
 
    “No ships around, and no humanoids on the surface,” Nolan said. “Can’t get a good visual yet, though. We got over the site right in the middle of one of those stupid dust storms.” 
 
    “We’ll wait till it clears then,” I said. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Nolan said. 
 
    “I hate when he says that,” Izzy quipped. 
 
    “What, Nolan?” I asked. 
 
    “Remember when we weren’t getting Boron readings from orbit when we were here before?” 
 
    “Yeah. So?” 
 
    Nolan looked over at me. “Now I’m getting a strong reading. We didn’t leave the top of that loader open, did we?” 
 
    “Nope, I double checked that before we left,” I said, my heart racing. “Everybody stay sharp. Scan for ships again.” 
 
    Izzy looked over after a moment. “Nothing, sir, and that dust storm appears to be slowing down.” 
 
    “I want a visual scan before we go down.” 
 
    “If somebody opened that mine, the area might be contaminated with the biologicals,” JJ said. “We don’t have antidotes. We can’t go down there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I got us some vaccine,” Nolan said. “It’s in sick bay. Sorry, forgot to mention it. Doctor Hazelton suggested it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nolan,” I said. “Still, nobody goes down there without vacuum suits on, even with a vaccine, and they have to shower down in the decontamination room before entering the ship. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Prudent,” Nolan said. 
 
    “It’s clearing,” Izzy said. “I’ll put the video on screen.” 
 
    We watched as the picture went from cloudy beige to a sharp image of the surface. 
 
    “The loader is open,” Tim said. “Looks like it’s still got the ore inside, though. That’s the amount I remember from before, or at least close.” 
 
    “Somebody breached the doors on the mine,” Nolan said. “Look at all the bodies on the ground.” 
 
    “Geez,” JJ said as the cameras focused in. “There’s dead animals too, look.” 
 
    “Probably came to feed on the bodies and got a nasty surprise,” Tim said. “What would it take to clean this area?” 
 
    “Equipment we don’t have on this ship,” Nolan said. “We have it on the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Is it safe for us to bring that ore here?” I asked. “Or is it so contaminated from the biological that we won’t be able to bring it on board?” 
 
    <Butch> Proximity alert. Large object in orbit approaching us. Better move. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I see it,” Izzy said. 
 
    “Why didn’t that show on the scan?” JJ asked. 
 
    “It appears to be dead in space,” Izzy said. “Evasive maneuver.” She moved us with impulse power, then put the cameras on screen in a grid, picking the one that had the best picture to expand. 
 
    “That’s a freighter,” Nolan said. “Built in the Clan Zone, but it might belong to somebody in our zone. The Clan builds that model for us as well as themselves.” 
 
    “Armed?” I asked. 
 
    “Minimal armaments,” Nolan said, looking at his screen. 
 
    “Oh, Geez, I’ll bet somebody went up there from the surface and spread the germs,” JJ said. “It’s probably full of dead spacers.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “If we could depressurize that ship, the vacuum would kill the biologicals,” Nolan said. 
 
    “We’d have to board to do that,” I said. “How do we know this isn’t a trap?” 
 
    <Butch> We’re cloaked. Nobody can see us. 
 
    “We hope,” JJ said. 
 
    “There’s the call number of the ship, see it?” Tim asked.  
 
    “Perfect,” Nolan said, looking at the number. “Dojo, see if you can determine ownership of that vessel.” 
 
    <Dojo> I have the number, searching now. Match. It’s privately owned. The Company resides on Oollanders. 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “Level five, still completely under the thumb of the Central Authority.” 
 
    “Can we connect to that ship?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> The reactor is down. I’m not even getting any readings of battery storage. Biologicals can’t cause that. 
 
    Tim’s eyes got wide. “This is a trap. Jump away now.” 
 
    <Butch> He might be right, Captain. 
 
    “We’re cloaked,” I said, “but we’re not going down there. That they would see.” 
 
    “I’ve got a suggestion,” Nolan said. “Let’s blast the freighter and jump away, staying close enough to see who shows up.” 
 
    “How far away is the freighter?” 
 
    “Not far enough, Captain,” Izzy said. 
 
    “Scan that freighter for life forms,” JJ said. 
 
    “We’d have to active scan, and that’ll give away our position,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Set up a short jump, then do the scan and jump away,” I said. “JJ’s right, that freighter might be full of people. Somebody turned everything off. The biologicals had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    Nolan looked up from his station. “Solution for the jump calculated, Captain. Within scan range, outside of weapons range.” 
 
    “Scan,” I said. 
 
    Nolan nodded. “Scanning. Data received. Jump activated.” 
 
    We felt the dizziness, then a moment later the static charge as we stopped. 
 
    “Scanning,” Nolan said. “Razor ship just came out of a jump.” 
 
    “Those bastards,” Tim said. 
 
    “What was the results of the lifeform scan?” 
 
    “Nothing, Captain,” Nolan said. “That thing is empty.” 
 
    “Can our torpedoes reach that dead ship from here?” I asked. 
 
    Tim nodded. “Yes, but it’ll give away our position.” 
 
    “Let’s wait until the Razor ship gets closer to the freighter,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Now you’re using the old bean. 
 
    “The Razor ship is moving towards the freighter, Captain,” Izzy said. “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “I’m betting it’s packed full of explosives.” 
 
    Tim burst out laughing. “Oh, this is gonna be fun.” 
 
    “If there’s much of a charge set on that freighter, the Razor might be close enough now.” 
 
    “Let’s give it a few more minutes.” 
 
    “The Razor is doing high-powered active scans,” Nolan said. 
 
    “They can’t see us when we’re cloaked, can they?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “No way,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Come to papa,” I said. “Nolan we need another jump solution.” 
 
    “Already input, Captain. We’ll take off as soon as the torpedo is free of the ship.” 
 
    We watched the display, the Razor continuing towards the freighter. 
 
    “Stand by,” I said. 
 
    We watched, Tim ready to launch the torpedo, all of us on edge. 
 
    “That’s close enough,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Butch> I concur. 
 
    “Fire and jump,” I said. We felt a slight vibration as the torpedo was launched, then the dizziness as the ship jumped away, stopping a moment later, the static hitting us. 
 
    “Whoa,” Tim said, looking at the screen. “You were right, and we wasted that Razor ship. It’s shredded. Debris all over the place. Glad we were far away.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we see that Razor ship moving in this direction?” I asked. “We can’t track them in a jump anymore?” 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, Captain, but I can’t explain it. 
 
    <Dojo> Already trying to figure that out. 
 
    “Well, we obviously aren’t going down there to pick up that ore,” JJ said. 
 
    “That is a Central Authority Razor, right?” Tim asked. 
 
    “Good question,” JJ said. “We’ve got video of the ship, right?” 
 
    <Emerald> We do. Would you like me to get the call numbers and attempt a search? 
 
    “Please,” JJ said. “What now, Captain?” 
 
    “I sure would like to get that ore,” I said. 
 
    “Not advisable,” Nolan said. “We’d be sitting ducks.” 
 
    “I know. Time to call the Chairman.” 
 
    I sat in the holographic communicator chair and paged Vermillion. He showed up after a moment. 
 
    “Something happened,” he said. “Everybody okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “We arrived to find the site on Boroclize molested,” I said. “The top to the loader was open, which tipped us off right away. When we were here before our sensors couldn’t detect the Boron. It was off the charts this time. We had to wait for a dust storm to blow over, and then saw some interesting things.” 
 
    “Such as?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “The mine doors were open, and there were dead humans all over the place.” 
 
    “The biologicals.” 
 
    “That’s what we thought, Mr. Chairman. Then we got a proximity alert from Butch. There was a dead freighter in orbit, coming towards us.” 
 
    “The ground crew spread the biological agent to the ship and everybody died.” 
 
    “That’s what we thought at first, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    <Drake> It was a trap. Sneaky. 
 
    “That’s exactly what it was,” I said, “and the freighter was filled with explosives. We realized what was happening when we scanned for traces of life in the ship.” 
 
    <Drake> That took an active scan. Dangerous. Oh, I see what you did. Nice. Scratch one more Razor. 
 
    “What?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> Butch had the whole thing in memory. The last scan brought a Razor ship out of a jump. 
 
    “Why didn’t they just stay away and wait for their little bomb to go off?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> They want prisoners. Pretty stupid for them to get so close to the freighter. Maybe they thought we were about to board her. 
 
    “What if this was Simone?” JJ asked. 
 
    All of us hushed for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the case,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Emerald> I don’t believe that is a Central Authority ship. 
 
    “You think it’s a Clan ship?” JJ asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    <Emerald> The call numbers are not in the same format as Central Authority ships, and by the way the Overlords ships have standard Central Authority call numbers, since they were purchased by the Central Authority. 
 
    “That’s pretty thin,” I said. 
 
    <Emerald> I’m not done yet. We were recording when that ship jumped in. It did not have the same drive profile or frequency as the other Razors we’ve encountered. I believe that was a Clan ship. 
 
    <Drake> I just went over her data. Emerald is correct. 
 
    <Emerald> Thank you, sir. 
 
    “Is that enough data for us to scan the rest of the zone?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> Maybe. Send the data to us, so we can start scanning from the New Jersey. I was hoping for a larger sample, to pick up supply ships, but maybe this will be enough. 
 
    “We’ll scan as well,” Nolan said, “with your permission, Captain.” 
 
    “Please,” I said. 
 
    “Are you in a safe place?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Safe enough, assuming the enemy can’t see us when we’re cloaked.” 
 
    “They can’t,” Nolan said. “They came right after we did the active scan for human remains, but not before.” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “I suggest you hang out there while both of us try scans. They’re passive scans, so you won’t be seen doing them. If there’s a chance you don’t have to venture into the Clan Zone, it’ll be worth the wait.” 
 
    <Drake> I concur. Give it some time. Maybe even a couple days. 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “We’ll talk later,” Vermillion said. His face disappeared from the holographic frame, and I left the unit on standby. 
 
    “How wide can you scan?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> I’m working on the optimum now, given that the New Jersey is also scanning. It’s good that we’re not right next to them. We’ll cover twice the territory. We ought to have the Monitor scanning from where she is as well. 
 
    <Drake> Don’t worry, my little friend, we’re scanning from every location we have. You know what those are, so plan accordingly. The smaller the area you scan, the better. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, sir. 
 
    “How is he doing that?” Izzy whispered. 
 
    “I’m leaving the holographic communicator on standby all the time,” I said. “He can use that to send transmissions to us.” 
 
    <Butch> Two more Razor ships just started a jump towards Boroclize. 
 
    “You can see them,” I said with a grin. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, Captain. The frequency and profile we picked up works for their Razor battleships. Want to do anything as they approach? We still have some mines, do we not? 
 
    “We do, but I want to see what they’re up to, and I don’t want them to know we can see them. How far out are they?” 
 
    <Butch> Nearly forty-eight hours. They’re in the Leo Supercluster. This isn’t good, by the way. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> They may have figured out how we got here the first time. Remember, we went to the Leo Supercluster first, to avoid detection when we thought they could track us in a jump? 
 
    “The plants got messages out that we didn’t know about?” Nolan asked. “I didn’t think that was possible.” 
 
    <Butch> That is not possible. The Clan figured this out some other way, or they studied where the high-quality Boron deposits are and got lucky. 
 
    I chuckled. “They might have come here to get the fuel themselves. We left evidence that we were there, remember? They saw it and decided to set up a trap.” 
 
    “Do you think they really lost all those people down there?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> That would be guesswork. We have insufficient data for anything else, I’m afraid. 
 
    “My intuition says they were there for the fuel, and they might have lost people down there,” I said. “They also might have lost the crew of that freighter due to the biologicals. The charges might have been planted after all that happened.” 
 
    <Dojo> If you consider how close those two Razor ships are to this location, it makes sense that they picked that spot, independent of our earlier trip. Great place to launch an attack. Not too close, but not too far. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “They might think we’re desperate enough for fuel to risk going down there.” 
 
    “Which would have them nabbing us with our pants around our ankles,” Tim said. 
 
    “We’re doing the right thing by waiting here, then,” I said. “Butch, make sure the Chairman knows that we caught these two ships in our scan.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    “Should we find a planet to set down on?” JJ asked. 
 
    “We aren’t near any shipping lanes, and we can take off in a hurry,” I said. “I’d rather stay here for now.” 
 
    <Butch> I’m seeing more ships moving around in my scans. 
 
    “Coming towards us?” 
 
    <Butch> No. 
 
    “How many?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Butch> Four. No, now there are six. 
 
    “These are over and above what the Central Authority and the Overlords have,” JJ said. 
 
    I nodded, my heart beating quicker. “I don’t think we’ll be heading for the Clan Zone.” 
 
    “Why haven’t they attacked anybody?” Tim asked. 
 
    “They’re probably not ready,” I said. “We need to use this to go after the Prime Minister.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “Took the words right out of my mouth.” 
 
    “Any sign of the Central Authority’s Razor ships?” Tim asked. 
 
    <Butch> Not since Simone’s ships went into Earth orbit after our rescue operation. 
 
    “What’s Aeon doing?” JJ asked. “This is worrisome.” 
 
    <Butch> The Chairman is paging you on the communicator, Trey. 
 
    “Thanks.” I got into the seat and accepted the call. Vermillion’s face showed lines of worry. 
 
    “You got our message?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, and we were just about to call you. We’ve seen sixteen ships in the sector we’re scanning. We’ve got Clan ships all over our zone. The Monitor found some too, as did the Rocky Mountain Lab on Earth.” 
 
    “Does Simone know yet?” I asked. 
 
    “No, but I’m getting ready to tell her,” Vermillion said. “No need to go to the Clan Zone. Hang out there and see what the two ships do. After that we’ll probably call you back here.” 
 
    “But take no action, correct?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly, take no action. Hopefully they won’t draw any conclusions from the ship you blew up.” 
 
    “We didn’t give them an indication that we were targeting them,” I said, “and we used a torpedo, not any of our advanced weapons. For all they know, it could’ve been pirates.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “I doubt they’re that stupid, Captain, but point taken. You handled this well. Thank you. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Vermillion’s face disappeared from the holographic frame, and I put the communicator back on standby. 
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    Scans 
 
   W e sat in space between Boroclize and the gas giant near the outer reaches of their solar system, waiting for the two Clan Razor ships. Butch’s scans revealed several more ships. It was nearing the end of the day, and we decided to stagger our sleep times. Tim, Izzy, and Nolan were off trying to get some sleep. JJ and I were manning the bridge. 
 
    “Wonder how Simone is handling this news?” JJ asked. 
 
    I sighed. “Probably about like we did. I’m surprised the Chairman hasn’t gotten back to us yet.” 
 
    “Call him if you want to.” 
 
    “I know they’re okay, because I exchanged text messages with Andrea about half an hour ago.” 
 
    “Do they know?” JJ asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Vermillion told them what was going on when they were requested to start the scans.” 
 
    “We’ll have a hard time surviving while we wait for more New Jersey-class ships.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to come up with a strategy. They have a lot of ships, but I don’t think they can check-mate us.” 
 
    “What’s the total so far, from all scan locations?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Forty-one, but remember that we can’t see them unless they’re in a jump. They might have many more just sitting someplace. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, and we have to consider the ships that the Central Authority has to be enemy assets as well.”  
 
    “What can we do? It seems so hopeless.” 
 
    “When there’s no way to win the game, sometimes you have to kick over the table.” 
 
    <Butch> Please, another gambling reference? 
 
    “Yeah, what do you mean, exactly?” JJ asked. 
 
    “We need to go hit their factories.” 
 
    “In the Clan Zone?” JJ asked, her eyes wide. “Really?” 
 
    “If we start hitting them in their zone, they might return there to stop the damage. Spacecraft production is important to their economy, and we know they’re already in dire straits.” 
 
    <Butch> We need to use our advantages. You know what the main one is. 
 
    “They can’t track us, and we can track them,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> That’s our main advantage, but it isn’t the only one. 
 
    “What else is there on our side?” JJ asked. 
 
    “We have superior weapons and shields, and we know they can’t get around our cloaking.” 
 
    JJ nodded. “True, but will that be enough to get around their numerical advantage?” 
 
    “That’s not all. We’ve also got very potent fighters coming off the line in a hurry,” I said. “And more of these Zephyrus-class ships, one every two weeks.” I sat silently for a bit, trying to put capabilities together in my head. 
 
    <Butch> Yes, you’re thinking in the right direction. 
 
    JJ eyed me. 
 
    “I’m not trying to hide anything, I’m working out strategy in my head.” 
 
    “Well I’m all ears,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yes, honey, I’m sure you are, but I haven’t worked it out enough to discuss yet. Give me time. And Butch, no more previews, please. You just lost me a few minutes, and if we’re going to win this, it’ll be because of our brains. We can’t waste time.” 
 
    <Butch> Sorry. 
 
    <Emerald> I’ve got some ideas for us to work, JJ. Let’s do that and let the boys do their thing. 
 
    We were quiet for more than an hour. I felt sleepiness creeping in but fought it, checking the clock on my visual cortex display. Two more hours before we can turn in. 
 
    “Want a snack, honey?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I could eat.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go grab us something. What’s good on this ship?” 
 
    I laughed. “Compared to the New Jersey? Not much.” 
 
    “I saw some frozen mini-pizzas when I was at the kitchen. I’ll crank up a couple of those.” 
 
    “Fine, they’re not so bad.” 
 
    JJ left the bridge. 
 
    <Butch> She’s working an interesting angle. 
 
    “Later,” I said. “We need to scan the Free Zone and the Clan Zone, at least on the route we’ve been thinking about. How can we do that?” 
 
    <Butch> Drones? 
 
    “Do we have drones that can jump and have stealth capability?” 
 
    <Butch> No, not yet, but we have the technology to build them, and they’d be a lot faster to produce than battle ships. 
 
    “We need to chat with Drake, don’t we?” 
 
    <Butch> That would be helpful. 
 
    “Hey, we can remote pilot the flight suits.” 
 
    <Butch> Looking at the specs in detail now.  
 
    “We know they can do that.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, we know that, but they aren’t built for ultra-long jumps. We’d have to make some modifications. I’m trying to determine what those would be. Don’t worry, that was a brilliant idea.   
 
    JJ came back, carrying a tray with two steaming-hot pizzas on it. The smell filled the bridge, and suddenly I was very hungry. 
 
    “Hope these are okay,” she said, setting the tray down on the counter. We both dug in. 
 
    “Tastes good to me,” I said. 
 
    JJ nodded, her mouth full of food. We finished eating, pausing to relax a bit. 
 
    “That little interlude helped with my stress level,” I said. 
 
    “Mine too. Are you ready to talk about what you’re thinking?” 
 
    I nodded. “We need to scan for Clan ships in the Free Zone and the Clan Zone, along the route we planned to take with the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To scout targets,” I said. 
 
    “So we have to send ships there after all, then.” 
 
    “We might be able to modify the flight suits and auto-pilot them to the areas we want to check.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “That’s a good idea, and we know there are thousands of them available.” 
 
    <Butch> Remember their weight. We can’t move thousands of those on the Zephyrus. We’d have to load them onto the New Jersey if you want a lot of them. It’ll be risky to do that on Earth. 
 
    “Yet another thing we need to discuss with Drake,” I said. “What are you and Emerald working on?” 
 
    “Remember the work I was doing for boron refinery waste removal?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “We got a working prototype for that, and should be able to perfect it quickly. Emerald has been mapping out our zone and the Free Zone for sources of ore. There are a lot of places, and most of them look a lot safer than Boroclize.” 
 
    “For high-quality ore?” I asked. 
 
    “No, we want to avoid high-quality ore deposits, because the Clan will be looking for those, and we’ll stand a much higher chance of running into them at those locations.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it. Smart. Keep working that. We’d have to put the refinery on the New Jersey though, right? It’ll be too big for a Zephyrus-class ship.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking, and remember that we can share this with Simone. The Razor ships are large enough.” 
 
    <Butch> I’m liking that idea. 
 
    <Emerald> Thanks, junior. 
 
    <Butch> Hey! 
 
    <Emerald> Just kidding. I like the idea you and the Captain are working on as well. Brilliant. We ought to weaponize them while we’re at it. A nice nuclear explosion at their plant would be a good thing. 
 
    <Butch> Be still my heart. Capitol idea. 
 
    “See, they can get along,” JJ said. “When they want to.” 
 
    <Emerald> It’ll pass. 
 
    Izzy and Tim came back on the bridge. 
 
    “Your relief is here,” Tim quipped. 
 
    “Nolan’s coming in a sec,” Izzy said. “He stopped for a bite to eat on the way. Go sleep. We’ve got this.” 
 
    I looked at JJ and she nodded back at me. 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said. “We’re beat, but if anything breaks, wake us up. No hesitation, okay?” 
 
    “You got it, Captain,” Tim said. 
 
    JJ and I left the bridge, walking to our stateroom. Deacon met us in the hallway. 
 
    “What are we doing, Cappy?” 
 
    “Waiting and watching,” I said. “Two Clan Razors are heading for Boroclize. They’ll be there in about twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Curley has been keeping me up to date on some of it,” he said. “Sounds like we won’t be going to the Clan Zone, which suits me fine if it’s true.” 
 
    “It’s probably true,” I said, “at least for now.” 
 
    “Going to get some shuteye?” 
 
    “Yep, Deacon, and make sure your crew is well rested as well.” 
 
    “Aye, Cappy.” 
 
    We finished the walk, going into the stateroom and hitting the sack. 
 
    My PA buzzed me after six hours. JJ wasn’t in the bed, so I got up, finding her sitting at the table. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep the whole time, so I got back to my task.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Sleeping on this problem helped me. I need another meeting with Vermillion and Drake, but I need some calculations before I do that.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    I chuckled. “How much does your refinery weigh?” 
 
    She froze, eyeing me. “Just under two hundred metric tons. Why?” 
 
    “Flight tubes weigh just under one metric ton. We could put 200 in the cargo bay if we moved the refinery onto the New Jersey.” 
 
    JJ eyed me again. “Okay, I think I know where you’re going here. We need to chat with Deacon. The shielding he put into the cargo bay weighs many times more than the refinery.” 
 
    “Butch, wake up please.” 
 
    <Butch> Good morning Trey. My, but you’ve been busy. 
 
    “You know what I need. Please get with Deacon.” 
 
    <Butch> Right away. This will take some time, you know. I’ve reviewed the procedure for duplicating the shielding. We’d have to go back to the New Jersey to do the job, too. 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of me. I need to know how much the shielding weighs.” 
 
    <Butch> A little over two-thousand metric tons. Don’t forget that we still have a lot of cargo capability even with the shielding and the refinery on board. I’ll work with Curley to get a full workup. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” JJ asked. 
 
    “There will be Clan Razor traffic through the Free Zone to the Clan Zone. I want to stuff this ship as full as possible with modified flight tubes and scan for the traffic in the Free Zone, perhaps even in the Clan Zone.” 
 
    “So you’re thinking the modified flight tubes will follow the Clan Razors back to their base? Then what? Blow them up? They’ll just rebuild, and we’ll be destroying a lot of very expensive hardware in the process.” 
 
    “Who said anything about blowing them up?” I asked. 
 
    “You just lost me.” 
 
    <Butch> I’ve got that workup. If we choose not to remove the refinery and its shielding, we can carry fifty-three hundred flight tubes on the Zephyrus. That means we can’t shuttle fuel from Amberis to the New Jersey, of course, since most of the shielding will be removed. 
 
    “I didn’t give you those parameters.” 
 
    <Butch> You’re talking about operating in the Free Zone and the Clan Zone while cloaked, for an extended period. We need the refinery. 
 
    “Thank you,” JJ said. “I’m still not getting this. What are you going to do with them, if you aren’t destroying them in the process? Are they going to drop bombs or something?” 
 
    <Butch> Oh. That’s brutal. 
 
    JJ eyed me. “Dammit, what?”  
 
    <Emerald> Don’t ask. 
 
    “I’m going after their human capital,” I said. “They can rebuild plants.” 
 
    “Emerald?” 
 
    <Emerald> He plans to modify Variant Four Nanos and release them at all the bases and plants we can find. 
 
    JJ eyed me. “Modify them how?” 
 
    “I want to extend their lives and their reproduction capability so they can take out the entire installation. We’ll have to find a number of targets and do as much damage as possible in the first few attacks, because there are counter-measures they could use after they do analysis.” 
 
    “Like what? Make all of their employees wear vacuum suits 24/7?” 
 
    “Well, in some areas they’d do that, in others they’d simply harden the facilities, although they’d have their work cut out for them.” 
 
    <Emerald> You’ll be hunted to the ends of the universe if you pull something like this. 
 
    <Butch> We’re already being hunted to the ends of the universe. This might allow us to survive. 
 
     JJ sat silently for a moment, then looked over at me. “Do it. We don’t have a choice. That’s the only weapon we have in sufficient numbers to win.” 
 
    My PA buzzed. Deacon’s face showed up in my visual cortex. 
 
    “Cappy, are we really going to remove the shielding from the cargo bay? That’s a big job, you know.” 
 
    “I know. My idea will probably get struck down by the Chairman, but I have to propose it.” 
 
    “Care to share the plan?” 
 
    “Not yet, old friend. How much time are we talking about?” 
 
    “Five days with my whole crew, and we’d have to do it on the New Jersey. It’ll be harder to remove than it was to install.” 
 
    “Okay. Don’t worry just yet.” 
 
    Deacon chuckled. “I’m not worried, and I’m willing to do it. Just wanted to make sure you understood what you’re asking for.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Talk to you later, Cappy.” 
 
    “You want to call Vermillion?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, I want to chat about this with you and Nolan first, and I want to hear all the reasons why this is a stupid idea.” 
 
    <Butch> Shall I get with Dojo? 
 
    “Please. We’ll meet in the conference room off the bridge.” 
 
    <Butch> Sent. 
 
    We made our way down to the small conference room, Nolan joining us as we got to the door. 
 
    “Nolan, thanks for coming. I want to run some ideas past you and JJ, and I want honest thoughts about them. Don’t hold back.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “When have you known me to hold back?” 
 
    I opened the door and led him and JJ inside, locking the door behind us. 
 
    “Okay, what’s on your mind?” Nolan asked. 
 
    I told him the idea. Nolan was silent for several minutes as he absorbed it. JJ watched him nervously. 
 
    “Well, Captain, doing something like this will put a huge target on our backs, but we’ve already got that.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a good enough idea to run past the Chairman and Drake?” I asked. 
 
    “We should bring Estes into the conversation as well,” Nolan said. “Nobody knows the capabilities of the flight suits and the difficulty to make changes better than he does. He’d shoot it down quickly if there are insurmountable technical problems.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “Okay, I think you’re right, but I still want to breach it with the Chairman first. I don’t understand where Estes falls in the organization.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nolan replied. 
 
    “Let’s go to the stateroom and get on the communicator,” JJ said. 
 
    “We aren’t in a jump,” Nolan said. 
 
    I shook my head. “True, but this is top secret, and that’s the most secure communications device we have.” 
 
    We went to the stateroom, and I started the holographic communicator, paging Chairman Vermillion. He showed up after a moment. 
 
    “Captain, what’s on your mind?”  
 
    “Might want to bring Drake in.” 
 
    <Drake> I’m here, and I got a preview. Please describe your idea to the Chairman and we’ll talk. 
 
    “Okay, here goes.” I took a deep breath, and laid out my plan. Vermillion’s brow furrowed. 
 
    <Drake> Given our current situation, this idea makes a lot of sense, and it could be enough for a long-term win. 
 
    Vermillion sighed. “I know, but it could also get us locked up for war crimes. We’d be killing many non-combatants.” 
 
    <Drake> Do you think we’d be treated better by the Clan if they take over this zone? 
 
    “No. It would be much, much worse, because the Clan would have their way with all of the people of the Central Authority Zone. Those that survive, that is.” 
 
    <Drake> We should discuss this further. I suggest we bring Estes in. 
 
    “Nolan suggested that as well,” I said. “We can bring him into this call, correct?” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice,” Vermillion said. “Shall I page him?” 
 
    <Drake> Please do. 
 
    We waited for a few moments, and Estes face showed up next to Vermillion’s in the frame. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. “For what do I owe this honor?” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “This won’t be a fun talk.” 
 
    “Uh oh, what happened?” 
 
    “Captain, why don’t you tell the story, and then state your idea. Estes doesn’t yet know about the Clan ships.” 
 
    “Clan ships?” Estes asked, his face showing concern. 
 
    I filled him in on the status and the idea. 
 
    Estes shook his head. “I hate this idea, but it’s the only thing we can do at the moment. Hopefully it’ll be enough.” 
 
    “Is it technically feasible?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Very much so, and with less modification than you’d think. You’ll still have to move a ship at least to the far side of the Free Zone to deliver the flight suits, though.” 
 
    “How about extending the lives of the Variant Four Nanos?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “That’s merely a setting,” Estes said. “I could broadcast that change to thousands of flight suits at once. We might run into problems later, though. We’ll be opening pandora’s box. Someone with evil intent could kill all the humans on a planet with this technology.” 
 
    “It’s possible to extend the life of the Variant Four Nanos for that long?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    <Drake> He’s right. We’d want to send Variant Three Nanos in set to full power as well. That would destroy all their equipment using any kind of electronics. If we don’t do that, they could mop up the mess from the Variant Four Nanos and restart the plant. 
 
    JJ was looking down at her lap, thinking. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” I asked her. 
 
    “If we do this, will the Clan be able to reverse-engineer our Nano technology?” 
 
    “Nothing will survive to reverse-engineer,” Estes said. 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” I asked. 
 
    “Completely. We’ll want to set up self-destruct on any flight suits that don’t make it back to base, though. Easy to do.” 
 
    “How about the logistics?” Nolan asked. “Would we have to send ships to Earth to pick these up?” 
 
    “I suggest we fly them to another location,” Estes said.  
 
    “Wouldn’t that take a big bite out of the fuel?” JJ asked. 
 
    Estes shook his head. “If we’re not holding humans in the flight tubes, it’s easy to extend their range. The size and weight of the shielding was the limiting problem.” 
 
    “We won’t bleed enough radiation to show up in scans without the shielding, I hope,” Nolan said. 
 
    “The outer shells of the Flight Suits will contain that just fine. Remember it has to shield humans from radiation in space.” 
 
    “All right, I’ve heard enough,” Vermillion said. “I vote for going forward with this plan.” 
 
    <Drake> I agree, but we need to do it quickly. There are enough Clan ships in our Zone to start a costly war. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Captain, work with your team and Estes to get this off the ground as quickly as possible. Let the Zephyrus crew know, but tell them it’s classified. Oh, and head back to the New Jersey for removal of the shielding.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Mr. Chairman.” 
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   T he Zephyrus took off for Amberis. Tim, Izzy, and Deacon accepted our plan without pushing back. Nobody was happy about having to do it, including me. Such is life during wartime. 
 
    Nolan, JJ, Estes, and I worked out details about our mission on the way via the holographic communicator, which we moved from my stateroom to the bridge. Chairman Vermillion joined us while we were talking, to let us know that another twenty-two discrete Clan battleships showed up in the scans of the Central Authority Zone. He didn’t stick around, though, preferring to let our sub team work the details. 
 
    “Why do you guys want so many flight suits?” Estes asked. “One can release enough Nanos of both variants to take care of an entire facility, given our alterations. It would save you from having to remove your shielding.” 
 
    “If we don’t have to do that, all the better,” I said. “It’s possible we won’t see more than one facility. Finding them will be the hardest part.” 
 
    <Butch> It might not be as hard as you think. I’ve been focusing on traffic to and from the free zone. I’ve seen ten moving towards the Clan Zone and six coming in this direction so far. 
 
    “Does that mean the total number of Clan ships is still increasing?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> Nope, the ships that we’ve seen coming and going at the Free Zone border had already been identified in prior scans. There’s a lot of traffic. Oh, and thanks for giving me credit, Junior. 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, that was a mistake on my part. 
 
    <Me> Private. Thanks for not taking the bait. 
 
    <Butch> I didn’t think you wanted to hear that kind of stuff right now. 
 
    “We’ll have to guess how many we need, then,” Nolan said. “Or maybe we err on the side of caution and stuff as many onto the Zephyrus as we can without taking out the shielding.” 
 
    “What was that number again?” Estes asked. 
 
    <Butch> Roughly thirty-three hundred. That’s more than we need, of course. 
 
    “I want to have some redundancy,” I said. “Maybe not that much redundancy, though. I’d be surprised if we find ten targets. Maybe we should just go with five-hundred for now. If we see a reason to have more, they can be sent, brought over by one of the other ships.” 
 
    “We’ll have to find a place to stage, right?” JJ asked. “A planet?” 
 
    “To pick them up, yes,” Estes said. “For the delivery to the targets, you could shove them out the airlock.” 
 
    “You mean just shove the disks out there?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Yes. They fit through the airlock door on the Zephyrus. I just checked.” 
 
    “We’d be doing more than one at each location, remember,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve instructed my team to design and fabricate a launcher,” Estes said. “It’ll be quite simple. We load disks onto it, and the launcher will fling them out the door in rapid succession.” 
 
    “What about our cloaking? Will we be seen?” 
 
    “No,” Nolan said. “We’d be shoving cloaked devices out of a cloaked ship, and we aren’t making a big opening that will release visible light, either. This will be a piece of cake.” 
 
    “I agree,” Estes said. “Maybe we should load more than we planned. I just remembered something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Nolan asked. 
 
    I smiled. “Bet I know. This will be our complement of fighters.” 
 
    Estes smiled. “Precisely. They had a maneuverability problem due to the G-force issue. No humans, no problem.” 
 
    “Can the AIs fly them well enough?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> Hey! We’ve got this. 
 
    <Dojo> Yes, this is well within our capability. 
 
    <Butch> I concur. 
 
    “This solves another problem I’ve been thinking about,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “We might not find any facilities other than space docks. We know the Nanos won’t work in a complete vacuum. I’ll bet we could punch a hole and release Nanos inside.” 
 
    Estes’s face lit up. “Wow, you’re right. It wouldn’t take much of a hole. The railgun might be able to break through with a series of shots. I’ll give you the thirty-three hundred flight suits, and increase the number of projectiles on board for the railgun. Since we won’t have to deal with life support, I can re-route power to the weapons systems. That will help with the rail gun and the plasma gun.” 
 
    “We need to back that number down by the number of normal flight suits we have onboard,” I said. “We might need those. Hell, they might save our lives.” 
 
    “I have the quantity you took for the rescue mission,” Estes said. “I’ll back down the total.” 
 
    “We should equip other Zephyrus-class ships with this capability,” Nolan said. 
 
    I chuckled. “Hell, when you think about it, having forty-thousand of these with a nice speed launcher on the New Jersey would be helpful as well.” 
 
    “We’ll have to talk to the Chairman about that,” Estes said. “Remember how expensive these are.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “How long will it take to ready the thirty-three hundred?” 
 
    “Worst case, a couple weeks,” Estes said. “I’ll try to get it done in one week. We’ll have to back the total off a little for the launchers, though. Those will be beefy pieces of equipment, and they’ll weigh several tons each.” 
 
    “Each?” I asked. “We need more than one?” 
 
    “I’m thinking two,” Estes said. “While one is launching, your people will be loading the next. Based on the size of the Zephyrus airlock, these should be able to handle about forty per launcher. Might make sense to have a solution that uses more than just two. My engineers and I have some work to do. I’d probably better leave this call and get to work.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Estes,” I said, “and thanks.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Your outside-the-box thinking might just save our bacon.” His image left the holographic frame. 
 
    <Butch> What does bacon have to do with this? Human metaphors are something? 
 
    JJ burst out laughing. 
 
    “Let’s break for a while,” I said. “Time to eat something, and let our brains rest. Any final thoughts?” 
 
    “Just one here,” Nolan said. “Why aren’t we hunting for their bases in the Central Authority Zone? You know they’ve got to have some. They couldn’t hide so well without them.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that,” I said. “Remember our objective. It’s to force them to send ships back to their zone. If we start blowing up their bases in this zone, it’ll likely draw more of their ships here.” 
 
    “We should have another ship queued up to attack those right after the Clan ships leave,” Nolan said, “which means we’ll need to bring Simone into this. We don’t have enough ships without her.” 
 
    “Hold that thought,” I said. “Until we get back together. We need to get away for a while.” 
 
    We ended the meeting, JJ and I going to the kitchen for food. 
 
    “This could actually work,” JJ said. 
 
    “It will work, if we can find the targets,” I said as we walked. 
 
    “Should we contact the Chairman about our plans?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Drake probably already knows every single detail.” 
 
    <Butch> A group of twenty Clan ships just entered our zone.  Same path. They’ve got a well-used highway through the Free Zone. We have a good chance of following them right to their destinations as they send ships back there. 
 
    I shot JJ a glance. She looked back at me, worried. 
 
    “They must be able to cloak. We’d have seen them otherwise.” 
 
    “Of course they have some cloaking capability,” I said. “Figured that out as soon as we found them in the scans.” 
 
    We got our food, both of us quiet as we ate, my mind going over and over our discussions, trying to back away and look at the situation in different ways. 
 
    “What now?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Maybe we should get with Vermillion. I want to talk to him about the possibility of bringing Simone into this mission.” 
 
    <Me> Butch, ask Dojo to send Nolan to my stateroom, please. I’m going to wheel the holographic communicator back in there for a call. 
 
    <Butch> Done. 
 
    “You’re bringing in Nolan but cutting out everybody else?” 
 
    I smiled. “It was Nolan’s idea, remember?” 
 
    We walked onto the bridge. Izzy and Tim were there with Deacon. 
 
    “Sounds like we won’t have to get rid of the shielding after all, Cappy.” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Taking the communicator back to your stateroom?” Izzy asked as I pushed it towards the door. 
 
    “For a little while. It’ll be back here later.” 
 
    Nolan was waiting for us when we got to the stateroom. 
 
    “Did something new break, Captain?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. I wanted to chat with the Chairman about bringing Simone in.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Oh. Hope that won’t be the death of us.” 
 
    “Me too, but we don’t have a choice. We’ll need to strike in both places. Maybe it’ll be enough to make them flee.” 
 
    We got set up inside the stateroom and I paged Vermillion. His face showed up after a moment. 
 
    “Hi, Captain. Problems?” 
 
    “No, an idea that Nolan had.” I filled Vermillion in on the strikes in the Central Authority Zone, and the possibility of bringing Simone into the mission. He sat silently for a few minutes, getting up to pace around his office. 
 
    “We need a moving camera for you,” JJ quipped. 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “Perhaps we do. My gut tells me the negotiations with Simone aren’t far enough along to let her in on the Nano technology and the flight suits.” 
 
    <Drake> I agree. She’s been playing both sides a little too much for my comfort. We do need to hit in both zones, though. 
 
    “That’s where my head was going,” Vermillion said. “That means Captain Clarke needs to be on the New Jersey for this mission, and Andrea will command the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “We’re going to use the New Jersey?” JJ asked. “Isn’t that a little risky?” 
 
    <Drake> This entire mission is of the highest risk. The best chance at success is to use the New Jersey here. I am in favor of asking Simone to join in. We can share the Clan drive profiles with her and she can attack them. 
 
    “If we don’t help her tune her Razor ships, she might lose them,” Nolan said. 
 
    Vermillion paused for a moment, thinking. “I’ll approve the tuning help, if Drake has no objection, but we’re not going to reveal the Flight Suit technology or details about our Nano technology.” 
 
    <Drake> Here’s my suggestion. Simone goes after Clan battleships. The New Jersey goes after Clan bases and whatever ships are near them. I don’t want us fighting side-by-side, though. We’ll give her sectors isolated from the bases. That will keep Clan ships from flying to the rescue.  
 
    “That makes a lot of sense from a tactical standpoint,” I said. “Assuming we can find their base.” 
 
    “What if there are more than one?” JJ asked. 
 
    “There will be more than one,” Nolan said, “but I suspect there will be one major installation and several satellite installations. I think we need to look around by Devonia Axxiom. I’ve already seen higher than average Clan ship traffic near the Capitol.” 
 
    “We’re not going to use those enhanced Variant Four Nanos on Devonia Axxiom, I hope,” JJ said. 
 
    <Drake> The Clan base is not on Devonia Axxiom. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Nolan asked. “Based on Dojo’s analysis, it might be.” 
 
    <Drake> There is traffic near there, and shuttles have been coming and going from the capitol city. We’ve been triangulating from several of our scanning locations. This is a clever enemy, but not clever enough. 
 
    The solution dawned on me suddenly. “Butch, please find out where the enforcement of the Neanderthal controls has been implemented so far.” 
 
    <Butch> You mean where the Central Authority has already rounded them up? Oh, never mind, I understand. On it. 
 
    Nolan shook his head. “How did I miss that?” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad, Nolan, I only just thought of it, and don’t forget who suggested we hit their bases in the Central Authority Zone right after we hit them in the Clan Zone. That was you.” 
 
    <Drake> All right, I need to get back to work. Please proceed. I’ve been briefed on the plans so far by Estes and I approve. Talk to you soon. 
 
    <Butch> He’s gone. 
 
    “So strange how he does that,” JJ said. 
 
    Vermillion laughed. “He might not have a body anymore, but he’s still a genius, with all of his genius quirks. Need anything else from me?” 
 
    “Anybody?” I asked. 
 
    Nolan and JJ shook their heads. 
 
    “Okay, talk to you soon, Mr. Chairman.” 
 
    His face disappeared, and I shut down the holographic communicator. 
 
    “Well, that’s that,” Nolan said. “When Dojo figures out where that base is, I’ll ping both of you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nolan,” I said. “Hold the door open for me.” 
 
    He did that, me pushing the chair through, taking it back to the bridge. JJ followed me, Nolan going down to engineering. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Tim asked. 
 
    “Yep. Are we making good time?” 
 
    “We are,” Tim said. 
 
    <Butch> Bingo. 
 
    “What’d you find?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> All the Neanderthals have been rounded up on Oollanders. 
 
    “Which isn’t that far from Devonia Axxiom,” JJ said, smiling until she saw my expression. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “That planet has the largest infantry base in the Central Authority. They’re getting ready to invade someplace.” 
 
    <Butch> It’s the largest, but it won’t be enough. After I’ve finished looking for Neanderthal arrests, should I look at other worlds with large populations of ground assault forces? 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. “Bring Emerald in to help.” 
 
    <Emerald> He’s already using me, and not giving me credit as usual. 
 
    JJ snickered. “You’ll get credit from me. Thank you.” 
 
    <Butch> Let’s go, girlfriend. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t push it, Junior. 
 
    I took JJ back to the stateroom. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Hold me for a minute,” JJ said. 
 
    I took her into my arms. “Don’t worry, we’ll be okay.” 
 
    “The Central Authority Zone is on the verge of a ground invasion, and Earth will probably be hit first.” 
 
    “They might not want to mess with Earth,” I said. “We’ve got hardened battle stations there.” 
 
    “But we don’t have an army.” 
 
    “Actually, we must,” I said. “Remember how many flight suits are sitting at the Rocky Mountain Base?” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. Can we get some sleep?” 
 
    “That’s why I brought you back here,” I said. 
 
    We got undressed, cuddled for a little while and drifted off. 
 
    Butch buzzed me a few hours too soon. 
 
    <Butch> Wake up, I’ve got some good news. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said as JJ woke next to me. 
 
    <Butch> Emerald and I were just looking at Satorious Rin. A Clan battleship jumped in while we were looking. Guess what else jumped in? 
 
    “I’m too tired to guess.” 
 
    <Butch> Pansy. Three troop transport ships. Now I’ve got their drive profiles. Emerald is scanning for them now, and we passed the data to the other scanning posts. 
 
    I sat up in bed, my heart pounding, my fists balled up. “Yes! Nice job, you two.” 
 
    <Emerald> At least he gave me credit this time. 
 
    “How is this something to be happy about?” JJ asked, trying to shake off the sleep. 
 
    “We’ll splatter those transports all over the zone,” I said. “When we’ve finished this initial mission, I think it’ll be time to hunt down Prime Minister Aeon.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s being forced.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe, but I doubt it.” I got out of bed and dressed. 
 
    “Done trying to sleep already?” 
 
    “There’s no way I’m getting back to sleep now.” I zipped up the Nano suit, feeling it tighten. “Funny how much more secure you feel when the suit fits to you.” 
 
    “It’s like swaddling,” JJ said, getting out of bed. 
 
    “You don’t have to get up yet.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “I’ve got the same problem you do. Should we call up the Chairman?” 
 
    “It’s still pretty early. Butch, you still awake?” 
 
    <Butch> I am. 
 
    “Good, then compile the positions of all Clan ships you’ve found, and put it on a map that we can display on the bridge’s main screen.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    “Emerald, wake please,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> Good morning, JJ. You should try to catch a nap later. Three hours of sleep is not enough. 
 
    “I know, believe me.” 
 
    We left the stateroom, heading for the bridge. 
 
    <Butch> Shall I share the info with Dojo? 
 
    “No, let Nolan sleep for a while longer.” 
 
    We entered the bridge. Caraway was covering. 
 
    “You’re up pretty early, Captain,” he said. 
 
    “Butch gave me some info. Ruined my sleep. Oh, and AIs, you can go on speaker.” 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. The map is almost ready, but perhaps we should use all three screens. I can sew the map together. 
 
    “Do it, thanks.” 
 
    Caraway eyed me. “Something new to worry about?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Butch, send the entire conversation to Caraway’s AI. What’s his name again?” 
 
    “Saint Patrick, sir.”  
 
    <Butch> Break out the green beer. 
 
    “Who told you about that?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> You did, via some good memories. 
 
    JJ laughed. “Seriously? Saint Patrick?” 
 
    “Got to keep my Irish up,” Caraway said. 
 
    <Saint Patrick> You don’t have to be called that all the time. 
 
    <Butch> Oh, I don’t know, it’s a heroic name. 
 
      
 
    <Saint Patrick> Whatever. Caraway, the data Butch sent is ready to display on your visual cortex. 
 
    “Proceed,” Caraway said. He sat silently, looking into space for a moment, his eyes getting wider. “Invasion.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Where’s that map, Butch?” 
 
    <Butch> Patience. I’m including the latest scan data. There have been recent developments. 
 
    “Uh oh,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> He’s being overly dramatic as usual. 
 
    <Butch> Here it is. 
 
    The three screens lit up with a map of the Central Authority zone, red and green colored markers showing up in numerous places. 
 
    <Butch> Red markers are Clan battleships. Green are troop transports. It’s the latest info, and all of these ships are in jumps. 
 
    “I don’t like the looks of this,” Caraway said as he studied the screen. “What are we gonna do?” 
 
    “Butch, send the conversation thus far to Saint Patrick, and have it ready to hit the AIs of all other crew members when they are awake. I want everybody to know what’s going on, but hold back those items that Chairman Vermillion and Drake have labeled secret.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    JJ turned to me after looking at the screens. “See that troop transport heading in the direction of Earth?” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed, but they might not be going there. I’m a little worried that we won’t be ready in time.” 
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    Nano Mods 
 
   C araway’s eyes widened as our situation sunk in. “We won’t be able to start the mission for two weeks? Then we’ve got the jump to the far end of the Free Zone? That isn’t a hop, skip, and a jump.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve got a problem,” I said. “The Clan thinks they’re invisible. They aren’t escorting all the troop transports with battleships.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes. We have information about those transport ships. Would you like me to display it? 
 
    “Yes, on one screen. Make it the right-hand screen. The parts of the map I’m most worried about are the center and left.” 
 
    <Butch> As you wish. 
 
    The right-hand screen showed a picture of the transport ship, with data below it. 
 
    “Wow, capacity of two-hundred thousand troops with equipment.” Caraway said. 
 
    “Butch, do you have information on their shuttle capacity and defenses?” 
 
    <Butch> The shuttle capacity is their weakness. It would take five full days to drop off a full complement of infantry and equipment onto a planet surface. 
 
    “Defenses?” 
 
    <Butch> The Zephyrus could easily destroy them, as could the Tristar. The New Jersey could destroy them from a long way out. Three just came out of jumps. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    <Butch> Oollanders. 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes. 
 
    “Is that close enough to do a bio-scan?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> Probably, but they might be well shielded. I’ll try. 
 
    “No active scans,” I said. 
 
    <Emerald> Understood, Captain. 
 
    “Butch, how would Mark V fighters do against those transports?” 
 
    <Butch> Now you’re using the old bean. They’d have an 80% chance of destroying them before they could jump away. Better if they’re trying to off-load infantry. 
 
    “I’ll bet the Central Authority ground forces have Clan bionics now,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> Again with the gambling metaphors. Something doesn’t add up here. 
 
    “Stand down,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Private. I wasn’t going to say it over the speakers, but we’re on the same wavelength. This is why neither the Chairman nor Drake trust Simone. 
 
    <Me> We need proof of the stories that Simone’s forces displayed the rabid routine on Devonia Axxiom. So far all I’ve heard is hearsay. 
 
    <Butch> Agreed. 
 
    JJ nodded at me, having heard the conversation. 
 
    Nolan came in, stopping in his tracks when he saw us. “What’s going on?” 
 
    <Butch> Data released to Dojo. 
 
    “We didn’t want to wake you, Nolan. You’ve got the data.” 
 
    Nolan nodded, sitting at his station, reading off his visual cortex. 
 
    “This is really bad,” JJ said. “We should go call the Chairman and Drake.” 
 
    <Emerald> No luck with the bio-scans. They’ve got decent shielding. I tried the closest hits we’ve seen. Nothing. 
 
    “Let’s go to the stateroom. Nolan, come along.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    We left the bridge with the holographic communicator, getting to our stateroom in a couple minutes. I turned on the communicator and paged Vermillion, who was awake, getting on in a few seconds. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> I’m watching it too. Nice job on finding the troop transport drive profile and frequency. 
 
    “We might not have time to do the Clan Zone attack,” I said. “Can’t tell you if those troop transports are full or empty, though.” 
 
    <Drake> They’re shielded, but we might be able to get around that. I’m working it. 
 
    “I’m guessing the ones orbiting Oollanders are empty, ready to make a pickup,” Nolan said. “We’re probably out of time.” 
 
    <Drake> We’ll continue with plans for the Clan Zone attacks, but the action in our zone must happen first. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “We could use fighters to destroy the troop transports.” 
 
    “What if they’re empty?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Then we’ve taken their infantry transportation away from them, and we can see when replacement transports come in.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “True, Captain, but we’ve also tipped our hand that we can see them. They might be hard to target, too, if they can cloak.” 
 
    <Drake> You’re assuming Clan ships of any kind can cloak. I doubt that is the case. What evidence have you seen that they can? 
 
    “They’re operating freely in our zone,” JJ said. 
 
    Nolan shook his head. “Yes, in battleships that look just like Razors, and who’s been watching out? The Central Authority?” 
 
    I laughed. “Crap, you’re right about that. We don’t know that they can cloak, and since Simone’s ships can’t cloak, there’s a good chance these Razors can’t cloak either.” 
 
    “Two transport ships and a battleship are within jump range of the flight suits at the Rocky Mountain base,” JJ said. “Why don’t we have Estes send a few of his folks in suits to take a look? That’ll tell us if they can cloak in a hurry.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, that’s exactly what we should do. Thank you, JJ. Brilliant idea. I just sent the order. 
 
    “Good, I concur,” Vermillion said. “How far are you from the New Jersey?” 
 
    “Nine hours. While we’re on the way, Klemperer should be studying the Clan transport ships for weaknesses.” 
 
    “That’s your call, Captain,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Butch, get with Klemperer’s AI, please. Fill him in on the situation.” 
 
    <Butch> I’ll relay the message to the Chairman, but he’ll have to send it down to the surface of Amberis, unless you want to come out of the jump. 
 
    “Don’t slow down,” Vermillion said. “I’ll relay it.” 
 
    <Drake> I’ve already got it, Mr. Chairman. I’ll send it. 
 
    “What are we forgetting to think about?” I asked. 
 
    “We need intel on the population of the infantry on Oollanders,” Nolan said. “If we’re talking Clan operatives, we could attack their bases with Variant Four Nanos.” 
 
    “That is risky as hell,” Vermillion said, “but I don’t think we have a choice. Thoughts, Drake?” 
 
    <Drake> We’re in a war, and you side with the Clan at your own risk. We should make an attack plan for each planet heavy with Central Authority or Clan infantry. 
 
    “Wait, we don’t have to use Variant Four Nanos,” JJ said. 
 
    “Please explain,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Remember the prisoners in the Zephyrus brig? Variant Three Nanos caused them to shake themselves to death.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, she’s right, that would only kill the bad guys, assuming we’re talking about Clan infantry or Central Authority infantry with Clan hardware installed.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting something,” Nolan said. “Variant Four Nanos reproduce and move from one target to another. You had to designate your targets manually with the Variant Three Nanos.” 
 
    <Drake> That’s a setting. I’m paging Estes. He’ll come on the call with us. 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “You know, that capability we discovered by accident might be a bad weakness for the Clan to deal with.” 
 
    Estes’s face showed up in the holographic frame. “Hello, all. Disturbing news. I just got the gist from Drake. You want to turn on auto reproduce and target for Variant Three Nanos?” 
 
    “How difficult would that be to do?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a setting, and I can do it in batch mode, like we are doing with the Variant Four Nano lifespan adjustments now. It might be a little dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous how?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “We can’t just set them to take out all targets. We’ll need a range, which means we’ll need good intel before we turn them loose. We’d have to make up batches for specific targets to minimize collateral damage.” 
 
    “Limiting their lifespan won’t take care of that?” JJ asked. 
 
    Estes shook his head. “Think about it. We don’t know how far and how fast they’ll move. If the base is close to a major civilian center or important power infrastructure, we could do bad damage to humans we don’t wish to harm. Think EMP bomb.” 
 
    “Could we steer the Nanos via GPS settings?” Nolan asked. “We already have data on all the existing Central Authority ground force bases.” 
 
    <Butch> You guys are missing something. The Clan hardware gives off a signal. Could we set up the Variant Three Nanos to search and destroy based on that signal? 
 
    <Emerald> That would leave the electronics at the base intact. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” I said. “We want to destroy electronics at space docs and spacecraft factories to make it difficult to re-start production after our attacks. Infantry bases won’t have that kind of infrastructure.” 
 
    <Drake> That is correct, it’s a different type of target, and requires a different method of attack. Estes, is what Butch suggested possible? 
 
    “I’m not sure, sir. Butch has already sent data on the Clan hardware signals. I’ll get my best people on it right away.” 
 
    “How are you coming on the other task?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Ahead of schedule so far,” Estes said. “You’ll want a bunch of these for the New Jersey as well, I suspect. I’m doing 3200 units for the Zephyrus.” 
 
    “Bays two and three are sitting empty on the New Jersey,” I said. “We’ve got a lot of capacity. We could put much larger launchers in those bays as well.” 
 
    “There’s no need for launchers from a fighter bay, Captain,” Estes said. “They can go from disk mode into flight mode and simply fly out.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “When we take delivery, you can simply fly them to us, and we can pull them in with the tractor beam.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Estes said. “How many would you like?” 
 
    “I’d like to have about fifty-thousand, but I’ll defer to the Chairman and Drake. I know they’re expensive, and I know it takes a lot of time for you to convert them. We’ve also just given you a new task with the Variant Three Nanos.” 
 
    “I’m not concerned about the cost right now,” Vermillion said. “Do you agree, Drake?” 
 
    <Drake> I agree completely. This is life or death. Please proceed. Give Captain Clarke his fifty-thousand. I’d work them first, because they’ll be in action first, unless something changes. 
 
    “I’ll make them all the same,” Estes said. “They’ll all have the enhanced Variant Four and Variant Three Nano capability. The Variant Three Nanos will be programable on the fly, and we’ll drive it by both Clan hardware emissions and GPS boundaries. We can start delivery in a few days.” 
 
    “How can you do that so quickly?” JJ asked. 
 
    Estes smiled. “Everything except for the re-wiring of life support power to the weaponry and the added fuel capacity can be broadcast once we do the development. I’ve got two-thousand people working it, with robotic help. We’ll get this done fast, trust me.” 
 
    “Will that leave you with enough stock?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “We have two-hundred and forty thousand in stock now. You guys are getting about fifty-three hundred, and we’ve got nearly a million of these in various stages of production, on a robust product line. We’re finishing ten-thousand per day, and we could ramp that up even higher. We need more material after the million, though, and I don’t have a good source anymore.” 
 
    <Drake> We’re working that. I think we’ve got a good plan. Please proceed. Talk to you soon. 
 
    JJ snickered. “Gone again, I’ll bet.” 
 
    <Emerald> Yes. 
 
    “Any thing else?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “I don’t have anything,” I said. 
 
    The others shook their heads. 
 
    “Great job, team. See you soon.” Vermillion’s face left the holographic frame. 
 
    I leaned back in the communicator chair, letting out a breath. “Well, we’ve got a good but dangerous plan to work.” 
 
    “Notice how nobody is mentioning Simone?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” JJ said. 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “We can’t worry about that right now, although I want to bring it up when we get back to Amberis. Once we start attacking troop transports and bases, all hell is gonna break loose, and we’re unsure about the capabilities of the Clan battleships. They might be more potent than the version Simone has.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s probable,” Nolan said. 
 
    “What should we do now?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Well, since the two of us only got three hours of sleep and we’re still in the jump, I suggest we hit the sack.” 
 
    “Mind if I go check the refinery real quick?” 
 
    “I’ll walk down there with you,” I said. “Maybe it’ll get my stress level down to where I can sleep. Did you sleep enough, Nolan?” 
 
    “Five hours. That’s about normal for me. I’m going to study the infantry bases where we’ve seen troop transport activity, if that’s okay. Dojo and I will take a stab at GPS boundary data.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said. 
 
    Nolan left the stateroom. JJ turned to me. 
 
    “Hope this works as well as we think it will.” 
 
    I pulled her close. “War is war, and anything can happen, but we are going in with a sound concept at least. More details will be worked out as we finish planning. I think we’ll be all right. I’m very impressed, by the way.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Reminding us about the incident in the brig.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “Oh. Thanks. I’m surprised I was the first person to remember that. All of us would’ve eventually.” 
 
    “But you were the one who did. Let’s go check your refinery.” 
 
    We left the stateroom, going to engineering. Deacon was in the hallway. 
 
    “Hey, Cappy, what brings you and JJ down here?” 
 
    “Just checking on the refinery,” JJ said.  
 
    “Anything new going on?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll have Butch send the transcript to Curley so you’re up on it. Feel free to pass it to your crew.” 
 
    “Should I be worried?” 
 
    I chuckled. “We’re going into a war, so yeah. We’ve got the team and the technology to win, though.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” he said. “Talk to you later.” 
 
    He continued down the hallway. We ducked into the refinery area. Deneuve and Barney were suited up, inside the shielded section. JJ spoke into the microphone. 
 
    “How are things going?” 
 
    “Oh, hi, JJ,” Deneuve said. Barney looked up and smiled at us. 
 
    “Hello, how are you?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re good, Barney,” I said. 
 
    “The refinery is running great,” Deneuve said. 
 
    “We just loaded more ore about five minutes ago,” Barney said. “Caraway went to sleep, after covering the bridge last night.” 
 
    “Good, I’m sure he can use that.” I turned to JJ. “You going in?” 
 
    She was looking at the flat screen on the desk in front of the windows into the shielded area. “No, everything looks good.” 
 
    “We’ve got it handled, JJ,” Barney said.  
 
    “As I expected. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    Barney smiled, Deneuve nodding as we turned to leave. 
 
    “Barney seems to learn things quickly,” I said. 
 
    “He does. Anything more on him getting an AI and the Nano training?” 
 
    “If I wasn’t in need of sleep, I’d go talk to Dr. Hazelton. Maybe after we get up. She said her study was about done.” 
 
    We went back to the stateroom and climbed into bed, sleeping for several hours before our PAs woke us. 
 
    “Butch, wake up please.” 
 
    <Butch> Hello, Trey. Sleep enough this time? 
 
    “I did. How soon will we be at Amberis?” 
 
    <Butch> Just under four hours. 
 
    “Good,” I said, turning to JJ. “I need to cleanse. Want to join me?” 
 
    “Sure.” She stretched, trying to push back the sleep. 
 
    We finished the cleanse and went back to the Bridge. Tim, Izzy, and Nolan were there. 
 
    “Under four hours, from what Butch just told me.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, we’re making good time. Anything new to tell us?” 
 
    “You got the broadcast from Butch earlier, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Tim said. “We’re in for some hairy times. You aren’t going with us to the Free Zone, are you?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said. “The Chairman wants me on the New Jersey.” 
 
    “We’ll miss you,” Izzy said. 
 
    I studied our possible targets with Butch for the balance of the jump, JJ back to working the refinery waste disposal problem with Emerald. 
 
    “We’re almost there, Captain,” Izzy said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I can taste that New Jersey food already,” Tim said. 
 
    Izzy rolled her eyes. “It hasn’t been that long, you know.” 
 
    Nolan came back up to the bridge. “We should be coming out of the jump any minute now.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “How’d your study of the bases go?” 
 
    “Great, with the help of Dojo.” 
 
    <Dojo> Thank you. 
 
    “We put together a matrix for each location. When we’re out of the jump I’ll get with Estes and see what format he’ll need for reprogramming the Variant Three Nanos.” 
 
    “Assuming he got it to work,” JJ quipped. 
 
    “He didn’t sound too worried about that,” I replied. 
 
    “We’re coming out,” Izzy said, the static charge hitting all of us as we settled into Amberis orbit. “We’re being hailed.” 
 
    I smiled. “Andrea. Put her on screen.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Tim said. Andrea’s smiling face appeared. 
 
    “Welcome back, Zephyrus. Ready for the tractor beam?” 
 
    “Proceed,” I said. We were pulled into the main bay of the New Jersey in a flash, setting down next to the Tristar. 
 
    “Usual rules apply, Captain?” Izzy asked. “Secure the entrances?” 
 
    I nodded. “Please. Don’t stray too far from the ship. We’ll probably have to fetch some fuel from Amberis. I’m going to see if Vermillion is available. JJ and Nolan, care to come along?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” JJ said. Nolan nodded in agreement. 
 
    We left the bridge, heading out to the ramp which opened as we approached. Vermillion was there waiting for us with Andrea, Cyrus and Commander Klemperer. 
 
    “Glad to see you, Captain,” Vermillion said. “Have time to chat?” 
 
    “Yes, we were heading to your office.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “No problems during the rest of the jump?” 
 
    “Nope. Had plenty of time to study.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Me too. I’ve got GPS boundaries for all the known Central Authority infantry bases. Anything break while we were in the jump?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vermillion said. “We’ll chat. Let’s go to the big conference room.” 
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    Old Friends 
 
   W e followed Vermillion, grabbing a tin can to the bridge sector, taking seats in the big conference room. 
 
    “Drake, are you here?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> Yes. Proceed. 
 
    “Good, I’ll bring Estes in as well.” He tapped his PA, the screen lighting up, Estes’s smiling face showing up after a moment. 
 
    “Great, Captain Clarke got back to the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Good to see you,” I said. 
 
    “What’s the status of the flight suit modifications?” Vermillion asked. 
 
     “Before I get started, we should let Captain Clarke and his people know about the cloaking issue,” Estes said. “As we expected, the Clan ships are not cloaked. We did fly-bys at all the close locations in flight suits.” 
 
    “That’s excellent news,” I said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot that the Zephyrus crew hasn’t heard that detail,” Vermillion said. “Flight suit status?” 
 
    “We’ve got nearly half of the New Jersey portion completed.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “How about the Variant Three Nanos? Can they do what we need them to do?” 
 
    “Yes,” Estes replied. “It was a little trickier than we expected, but we’ve got it working. Nolan, I saw your message. I’ll forward the communication protocol to your AI.” 
 
    “When did you have time to get that off to him?” I asked. 
 
    Nolan smiled. “I had the message queued up with Dojo. He sent it as soon as we got out of the jump.” 
 
    “Love a team that has it together,” Klemperer said. 
 
    “Our team is our strength, that’s for sure,” Vermillion said. 
 
     I smiled. “Given any thought to where we should move the New Jersey to pick up the hardware?”  
 
    “Based on the information Nolan provided with the message, you could come to the outer portion of Earth’s system. We don’t know how good the Clan’s sensors are, and we’ll be opening the bay.” 
 
    “What part of Nolan’s data are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Oollanders is not that far away, and it’s the best target. There are several troop transports and five battleships in orbit around that planet.” 
 
    “We’re going to hit several at the same time, right?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, that’s the plan, and Oollanders is a good hub. 
 
    “Are we going to take out those five battleships with the New Jersey?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Shall we discuss my plan?” Klemperer asked. 
 
    <Drake> Let’s set the stage first. We’ve found four targets. Each of them has three troop transports and five battleships. They’re all well within jump range of the fighters and the flight suits from the Oollanders System. 
 
    JJ shook her head. “We need four New Jersey-class ships to do that, don’t we?” 
 
    <Drake> The New Jersey won’t be directly involved. Commander Klemperer, please brief your plan. 
 
    Klemperer stood up, going to the front of the room. “I propose a coordinated attack, using a combination of Mark V fighters and modified flight suits. Wayne, put the map on the right-hand screen, please.” 
 
    That screen lit up, showing a map with Oollanders in the center. The other worlds were Aviaotron, Fggergia, and Spatzer. 
 
    JJ’s eyes got wide as she studied the screen. “Two of those are Level 7. How did we find them? Weren’t we looking for worlds already housing large infantry bases?” 
 
    “Our deep scans found them via the transport ships,” Estes said. “For Fggergia and Spatzer, I suggest we set the Variant Three Nanos with long lifespans and no GPS boundaries. That should clean up any problems without impacting the indigenous populations.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the plan,” Vermillion said. 
 
    Klemperer continued. “The plan is simple. We place a hundred flight suits near the Clan battleships in each location. Fifty will be programmed to attack the ground installations. The others will be poised to attack the battleships.” 
 
    “How are those flight suits gonna do any damage to the battleships?” I asked. 
 
    Klemperer smiled. “When the flight suits are in place, we’ll jump in with a hundred fighters in each location, and attack the troop transports. This should draw Clan fighters out of those battleships. While the bay doors are open, we’ll sneak the flight suits in, wait until the bay re-pressurizes, and release their payloads. No need to stick with Variant Three Nanos there. We’ll let them have it with un-restricted Variant Four Nanos.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Nolan said. “That’ll make a mess.” 
 
    Klemperer nodded. “We’ll also release Variant Three Nanos set at max to disable the ships.” 
 
    I sat there thinking for a moment. “That’s a good plan. We might lose a few fighters when the Clan fighters attack, though.” 
 
    “After we’ve destroyed the troop transport ships, we’ll jump away. The Clan fighters will be stranded, because their battleships will be out of commission in a hurry.” 
 
    “Won’t our flight suits be stranded there, available for reverse-engineering?” JJ asked. 
 
    “If they can’t get out, they’ll self-destruct, setting off very nice nuclear explosions in the bowels of the ships,” Estes said. 
 
    “That will take out twenty Clan battleships,” I said. “Based on the last total I saw, that’s about a third.” 
 
    “That’s pretty close,” Estes said. “We’ll be poking the hornet’s nest with this attack. There has been traffic of ships between here and the Clan Zone, but if most of the ships are here, that’s forty Clan battleships.” 
 
    “They can’t see us,” Nolan said. 
 
    “At least so far, anyway,” I said. “We need to strike in the Clan Zone quickly.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, we don’t have the luxury of time. Mr. Chairman, shall we go to the other subject? 
 
    “Before we go there, are there questions or concerns about the plan that Commander Klemperer has proposed?” 
 
    “I think it’s a brilliant plan,” I said. “We have details to work out, of course, but this will hurt the enemy badly. They might decide to give up.” 
 
    “I’m a little worried about the Central Authority’s Razor ships,” Cyrus said. “Why aren’t they involved with the Clan activities?” 
 
    That comment hit me like a thunderbolt. “What if Aeon has lost control of those ships?” 
 
    JJ locked eyes with me. “The Captains of those ships might be hiding rather than teaming with the Clan. You would.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “And that leads us to the next issue,” Vermillion said. “No objections to the plan? No other questions?” 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    “All right,” Vermillion said. “On to the other topic. Simone and the Overlords.” 
 
    “Will they be involved in this operation?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> No. This is a tough one. 
 
    “Are you still talking with her?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been chatting with her daily,” Vermillion said. “She’s thinking exactly what JJ is. Aeon has lost control of his space forces.” 
 
    “Does Simone still have a way to contact the Central Authority ships?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “She’s telling me they won’t communicate with her,” Vermillion said. “They blame her for this whole mess.”  
 
    “Does she know what we’re about to do?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Vermillion said. “We were going to bring her in to take on the other Clan battleships while we run our mission. We’d have to help her tune her Razors for that to work. We don’t trust her enough to do that. She’s still lying to us.” 
 
    <Drake> It’s unfortunate, but I agree with the Chairman on this. We can’t strengthen her, because she might use that against us. 
 
    “We need to contact one of those Central Authority Razors, or even one of their Centurion Class ships,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Butch> I just looked at the generic scans I’ve been running. None of the Centurion Class ships have been moving around either. There’s plenty of commerce travel, but normal military patrols have all but stopped. 
 
    “I’ve still got a token for my last Centurion ship,” I said. “I could try to contact it. They might block me, but I was good friends with the captain who took over when I moved on. He might still be on that ship.” 
 
    “Who?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Bryce Cannon.” 
 
    “I know him,” Vermillion said. “He was an old drinking buddy. Wondered what happened to him in all this mess.” 
 
    “Shall I go try?” I asked. “The token is in the New Jersey stateroom.” 
 
    “Will it give away our position?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> I’ll bounce it around to prevent that. No problem. 
 
    “Try that after the meeting,” Vermillion said. “We need to finish here.” 
 
    “Is Simone the enemy again?” Nolan asked. 
 
    Vermillion sighed. “I just don’t know.” 
 
    “What kind of lies have you caught her in?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I’ve given her several chances to fess up that she was playing us off against Prime Minister Aeon. She’s avoiding that issue, and changes the subject as soon as I bring up Hamilton Zenos.” 
 
    <Drake> That’s not the worst of it. She’s still pretending that we were fighting her in Earth orbit, when we know for a fact it was Central Authority Razors. She thinks we can’t tell them apart. 
 
    “Does she know we can see the Clan ships?” JJ asked. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Yes, I told her to see what her reaction would be.” 
 
    “What was her reaction?” I asked. 
 
    “Looked like sheer terror to me,” Vermillion said. “Might have been an act. She’s always been good at that. She might have known they were here before we made contact.” 
 
    JJ thought silently for a moment. “The Clan probably sold the Central Authority variants of the Razor ships that aren’t to the highest development level. We need to know how much difference there is. If the Clan had the wherewithal to build these ships, it’s likely they know how to tune them. It’s also likely they’ve studied the weak points of that platform.” 
 
    <Butch> We need to see the Clan ships in action. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, which leads to our real problem. We don’t have enough ships yet. I don’t want to experiment with the New Jersey until we’ve got the second ship deployed. This is why the situation with Simone is so tragic. 
 
    “Having a conversation with Bryce Cannon might solve that,” I said. “The Central Authority has more Razors than the Overlords, if we can believe Simone. Bryce isn’t the only captain I know, either. There are several. If we could recruit them, we could help them tune their ships and go after the Clan.” 
 
    “That’s the best shot I know of,” Vermillion said. “Maybe we ought to break from this meeting and let Captain Clarke give that a try. We’re clear on the mission. Does anybody not know what to do?” 
 
    “We’re already working it full speed, as I said,” Estes replied. 
 
    “I suggest we send the Zephyrus down to Amberis to pick up any fuel that’s ready, and jump to Earth’s solar system,” I said. “I’ll attempt the contacts before we take off, but we don’t have to hold off the mission if we don’t make contact.” 
 
    <Drake> I agree with that. Please proceed. Talk to you soon. 
 
    <Emerald> Gone. 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “Okay, we’ve got our marching orders. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. I’ll contact Tac and let him know we’re sending the Zephyrus for a pickup.” 
 
    The meeting broke up, JJ and I heading for the stateroom. 
 
    “Thoughts?” I asked. 
 
    JJ looked at me as we walked to the transport station. “The enemy has done a good job of isolating us. The scary part is that we don’t know for sure who the enemy is. Prime Minister Aeon might be a prisoner, or he might be dirty. We don’t have the facts to determine which it is.” 
 
    We got onto a tin can, arriving at the stateroom in minutes. I went to the safe and dug out the old token. “Haven’t tried this in a long time. Hope they didn’t change the protocol.” 
 
    <Butch> If so, there may be things I can do. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, putting the token in the standard communication device. “Well, the system ran the token check and approved it. Ready to bounce the message, Butch?” 
 
    “We’re sure they won’t be able to trace us?” JJ asked, sitting on the end of the bed watching me. 
 
    <Emerald> Don’t worry, Junior understands what to do. 
 
    <Butch> I’ll ignore that. Go ahead, Trey, I’m ready. 
 
    I found Bryce’s contact and punched it. 
 
    <Butch> Transmission caught and re-routed. Bouncing. 
 
    “Hope this works,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> Connected and paging. Might take a few minutes for a reply. 
 
    I sat at my desk, ticking off the seconds, my heart beating faster. Then the green indicator light came on. 
 
    “Trey?” 
 
    “What was I drinking at my going-away party, after leaving the Skipjack?” 
 
    Bryce chuckled. “Wow, it’s you. We got blasted on Weng-Wengs.” 
 
    I laughed. “You just passed the test, Bryce.” 
 
    “Where are you? There’s a lot of latency.” 
 
    “On the run, bouncing the signal all over so we can’t be traced. Don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “We’ve been told bad stuff about you,” Bryce said, “not that I believe any of it.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, let me guess. Clan collusion.” 
 
    “Actually we were only told that lie about Chairman Vermillion. Is he safe? We were close.” 
 
    “He’s with me, on the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.”  
 
    “What are they saying about me?” 
 
    Bryce sighed. “Nothing nearly that bad. You stole Central Authority property, namely the New Jersey, and attacked Central Authority ships with it.” 
 
    “Does Prime Minister Aeon still control his space fleet?” 
 
    Bryce paused for a moment. “We don’t even know if the Prime Minister is alive anymore. We can’t raise him or any of the high command. The Central Authority fleet was attacked right after that summit went off the rails. The survivors split. We’re in hiding.” 
 
    “Who attacked you?” 
 
    “About thirty Razor ships. Our Razors hit back while the lessor ships fled. Lost five of our Razors, but took out seven of theirs. Good captains and crews, all dead.” 
 
    “Who do you think that was?” 
 
    “At first we thought it was Simone, but the drive profiles weren’t right… and by the way, we can’t raise her either. I think we’re being invaded.” 
 
    JJ and I shot each other a glance. “Can you send me the scans you did of the attackers?” 
 
    Bryce chuckled. “You know who it was. So do I. It was the Clan. They produced the Razor ships, by the way. We were angry with the high command about that. They’ve kept it secret from the Central Authority Senate and HPDR. That’s illegal as hell. One of our best engineers figured out that the tuning on our Razors was hobbled on purpose. He brought it up, and was arrested for his trouble. That’s another reason why we split right after the attack. We can’t trust the Central Authority government.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it. The scan?” 
 
    “On it’s way now. The way you’re bouncing this around, it’s gonna take a few minutes.” 
 
    <Butch> It just arrived. Looking at it now. Clan profile. 
 
    “Dammit,” I said. “We got it. It’s a Clan profile. There are sixty Clan Razor battleships in the Central Authority zone, plus a whole lot of troop transports.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Bryce said, his anger seething over the call. “They’ve killed us all.” 
 
    “No they haven’t, but we’ll have to join forces to beat them.” 
 
    “You’ve got a plan?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t have permission to tell you details yet.” 
 
    “No problem, I understand. I hope you’ve got more than one ship. Is Simone with you?” 
 
    “We’ve made contact, but aren’t sure we can trust her. She’s not being honest.” 
 
    “Just between you and me, she got screwed over big time by the Prime Minister. Don’t know how the Clan plays into all of this, but I’m very suspicious. We all thought she positioned her ships around Earth after the incident on Devonia Axxiom to coax Vermillion into joining her.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what she did, and that’s why we made contact. I’ll just leave it at that. I want to believe she’d be a good partner. So does Vermillion.” 
 
    “They were lovers, way back in the day. Don’t tell him I mentioned it.” 
 
    I laughed. “He’s never admitted to that, but I think it’s pretty obvious, judging by how she affected him in a video conference we had with her. She seemed to be affected by him as well.” 
 
    “Does she know where you are?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. 
 
    “How are you going to take on the Clan with one ship?” 
 
    “We have more than one battle-worthy ship, and we have some toys nobody knows about. That’s as much as I’ll say.” 
 
    “So what now?” Bryce asked. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Vermillion. Can you trust the other captains?” 
 
    “I’d trust them with my life.” 
 
    “Good, then let them know we’ve made contact. Watch out for bugs and plants, though. We found both.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    I sighed. “Probably Simone, placed during her time as security chief.” 
 
    “Geez.” 
 
    “Hey, one other thing. How much do you know about the attempted coup on Devonia Axxiom?” 
 
    “Quite a bit,” Bryce said. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Did Simone’s forces go rabid during the ground battle?” 
 
    “No. We were told by high command that it was locals with some kind of sickness, but we knew that was bullshit. Others said it was Simone’s forces, but we figured out that was a lie right away. We did some checking on our own. It was a third party, and that was the main reason the coup failed.” 
 
    “What do you think of the coup attempt?” 
 
    “Don’t repeat this with my name to it to anybody but Vermillion,” Bryce said. 
 
    “No problem–but one thing. JJ Ostermann is in the room.” 
 
    “Oh, I know her. Good friends with Cyrus, too, but they aren’t together anymore.” 
 
    “JJ and I are together. Say hello, honey.” 
 
    “Hi, Bryce. Good to hear your voice. Sorry I didn’t reveal myself right away.” 
 
    “No problem. Good to hear your voice too.” 
 
    “Cyrus is with us as well,” I said. “He’s captain of the Tristar.” 
 
    “Okay, I trust both of them. Here goes. The Prime Minister was already out of power by that time, and I think Simone knew it. Scratch that, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “From my vantage point, I agree,” I said. “Go talk to the others, and I’ll chat with Vermillion. I might bring him into a conversation with us. Maybe we can get a group together from both sides.” 
 
    “Okay, Trey. Thanks. I was losing hope. Now I’m feeling a little bit better. Talk to you soon.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 14 } 
 
    Grand Deception 
 
   J J looked at me. “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think we have a fighting chance. Butch, see if the Chairman can meet with us.” 
 
    <Butch> On it. He’s already responded. He said to come to his office. 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked, shutting down the communications system. I pulled the token and slipped it into my pocket. 
 
    JJ nodded, and we left the stateroom, going to the transit station. The tin can got us to Vermillion’s office in a few minutes. He ushered us into his private conference room. 
 
    “Thanks for seeing us so quickly,” I said. 
 
    “You made contact. I can see it on your face.” 
 
    I smiled. “Great to talk to an old friend.” I filled him in on the conversation. 
 
    Vermillion leaned back in his chair, thinking. “You’re sure it was him?” 
 
    JJ snickered. “Trey gave him a test.” 
 
    “I’m almost afraid to hear what it was,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “I asked him what we got drunk on at my going away party, when he took over the Skipjack.” 
 
    Vermillion grinned. “What was it?” 
 
    “Weng-wengs,” I said. 
 
    “Those are harsh,” Vermillion said. “Philippines, right? Made famous after the great war of the late 2020s.” 
 
    <Drake> My father. He supported General Hogan and knew some of the people from the Kansas base, although he was closest to the resistance groups on the coasts. California and the northern half of the Atlantic coast. All kinds of weird stories came out of that Kansas base, during and after the war. But I digress. This is very good news. 
 
    “Interesting that Bryce has such a good opinion of Simone,” Vermillion said. “Wonder if we should let her know we’ve made contact?” 
 
    “She said they wouldn’t return her calls,” JJ said. “We’d better tread lightly until we’ve talked to Bryce and the other survivors.” 
 
    <Drake> I agree. 
 
    “You have a standard communicator, right?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d have to dust it off, but yes, there’s one in my office. Why?” 
 
    I pulled the token out of my pocket and held it up. “Brought this along, just in case.” 
 
    “Think he’s talked to the others yet?” JJ asked. “It’s been less than half an hour.” 
 
    “He can’t call us,” I said. “We can give him a little time before we try him. I’m fine with that.” 
 
    <Butch> Might be better to call from your stateroom, Trey. Your token is matched to your device, and the security is stronger there. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, putting the token back in my pocket. “Later, then.” 
 
    <Drake> I concur on that. Here’s my suggestion. Trey should make contact again later today, but our immediate focus should be on the upcoming mission. If that doesn’t work out, we’ll be in trouble. It needs to be planned to the Nth degree. We cannot fail. 
 
    “Yes, as much as I’m anxious to talk to Bryce, I agree with Drake,” Vermillion said. “Concentrate on the mission for now. We’ll get together for an update before dinner time.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Remember that we can’t talk to him when we’re in a jump,” JJ said. 
 
    “If this works out, we’ll share more,” Vermillion said, “but we’ll be prudent as usual. We’re talking about a lot of people, and some of them might still view us as villains.” 
 
    “Okay. Any new updates from Estes?” 
 
    <Drake> He’s beating the estimates as usual. Just chatted with him an hour ago. 
 
    “Good, then I’ll go get to work. Klemperer is up here, right?” 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Yes, since the war situation on Amberis has settled down, we pulled him back up here with most of his pilots.” 
 
    “Great, then I’ll work with him on the coordination.” 
 
    “Got anything else, Drake?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> Nope. Proceed. Talk to you soon.  
 
    “See you two later,” Vermillion said. We left, going to the bridge. 
 
    Skip and Sondra smiled as we walked in. 
 
    “We were just getting ready to clear the Zephyrus for their trip to the surface,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Andrea’s there, I assume.” 
 
    “Yep, she knew you’d want her in command,” Skip said. “Is the scuttlebutt true? You’re back on the New Jersey for a while?” 
 
    “It’s true at least for now. I’ll brief you and the others on the mission a little later.” 
 
    “The Zephyrus is ready to go,” Andrea said over the speakers. 
 
    “Okay, sending you out,” Skip said, putting the main bay on screen. The floor moved, taking the Zephyrus to the bay door, which opened, the ship shooting out in a flash, the door shut a moment later. 
 
    “Off they go,” JJ said. 
 
    “Wonder how much fuel Tac’s got ready?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Andrea said he had more than she could bring up in one trip, so we’ll be doing this again later.” 
 
    “Wow,” JJ said. “Good thing we have so much storage capacity.” 
 
    “More fuel than we can carry is the kind of problem I like to have,” I said. “Butch, contact Commander Klemperer, please, and find out where Nolan is too. I’ll want to chat with both of them in the big conference room.” 
 
    <Butch> Messages sent. 
 
    “Who else do we need?” JJ asked. 
 
    “That’s it for the moment,” I said. “I want to know who the team leads are. Our fighters are the part of this mission that scares me the most.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know for a fact that Clan fighters can jump,” JJ said. 
 
    “Clan fighters?” Sondra asked. “I thought those were Overlords fighters.” 
 
    JJ and I shot each other a glance, and I shrugged. “We might as well fill you in now. Won’t hurt anything, and then we can talk freely.” 
 
    “It’s up to you, Captain,” Skip said. 
 
    “Bridge crews only, please.” I told them the gist of what our mission was. 
 
    “Wow,” Sondra said. “Brilliant plan. I’ll have to commend Commander Klemperer next time I see him.” 
 
    Skip chuckled. “She’s sweet on him, you know.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Sondra said, her angry face changing to a sly grin. “Don’t you dare tell him that.” 
 
    “Mum’s the word,” I said, JJ shaking her head. 
 
    <Butch> Trey, Nolan and Commander Klemperer are ready when you are. 
 
    “Tell them to meet us at the big conference room in half an hour. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Good, I thought it was just me,” JJ said. We left, going to our favorite fast-food stand for burgers, eating them at the standing tables in front of the establishment. 
 
    “Here’s the best part of staying on this ship,” JJ quipped. 
 
    “Wonder what the livestock thinks when we’re going into jumps?” 
 
    “Might scare them a little,” JJ said. “They might not be smart enough to notice, though. Hard to say.” 
 
    We finished our burgers and got to the conference room a few minutes before Nolan arrived. Klemperer arrived last, looking tired and a little harried. 
 
    “You okay, Commander?” I asked. 
 
    “Just the usual mission plan haggling. That’s why they pay me the big bucks.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “Glad we have you in place.” 
 
    “Anything new to tell us?” Klemperer asked. 
 
    I gave him a brief rundown on the meeting with Bryce Cannon. 
 
    “Wow,” Nolan said. “This is a promising development. We shouldn’t do anything before this mission is over, though.” 
 
    “I wish we could bring them into it,” Klemperer said. “I know many of those folks. Fought with many of them over the years. Hope none of my best friends got killed in the earlier battles.” 
 
    “I didn’t get that kind of info out of the first call,” I said. “Why would you bring them in before the mission?” 
 
    “You know the Clan is gonna go nuts after we do this. They might go on a rampage and attack our worlds openly, and even if we take out every single Clan battleship in the mission, that leaves them with at least forty ships that we know of, and who knows how many smaller ships, drones, mines, and what have you.” 
 
    Nolan got a sick look on his face. “He’s right, Captain.” 
 
    <Butch> There is something we could do that won’t hurt us. 
 
    “I’m all ears,” I said. “AIs, go on speaker.” 
 
    <Butch> Thanks, Trey. Here’s my suggestion. We give the drive profile information to the Central Authority ships, and tell them how to track them in a jump. That way they can watch for attacks and do something about it. 
 
    “There’s a flaw with that,” JJ said. “We’d lose a lot of Centurion ships, and their Razors aren’t tuned, as we found out in our prior engagements with them.” 
 
    I felt dizzy, my mind wobbling. 
 
    “You okay?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> He’s thinking. Uh oh, I missed this. 
 
    “Somebody’s lying to us,” I said. “Either Simone or Bryce, and I doubt it’s Bryce.” 
 
    <Butch> There are differences between the Clan Razor ships, the Overlords Razor ships, and the Central Authority Razor ships. They’re subtle, and not all of them have to do with the drive frequencies and profiles we’ve been using thus far. I need to do more analysis of the recorded data. I think it’s very possible the engagements we had with the Razor ships weren’t Central Authority ships. 
 
    “Dammit, the whole thing was a ruse,” Nolan said. “Wonder if Prime Minister Aeon was involved back when those engagements happened?” 
 
    “Butch, get on that and bring in whoever else you need, except for AIs on Commander Klemperer’s team.” 
 
    <Butch> You read my mind. Or I read yours. Or something. Anyway, I’ll get right on that. I understand what you want. 
 
    “This doesn’t change our current mission,” I said. “We know those troop transport ships are Clan vessels, and I’m certain the Razor ships escorting them are Clan vessels as well. We’re gonna give them a very bad day.” 
 
    Klemperer locked eyes with me. “I agree, Captain. I should get back with my team. We’ve been going over the scan data we have, and the technical specs on those troop transports. We have a lot of data on those in the databanks of this ship.” 
 
    “Proceed,” I said. “Butch, let me know as soon as you’ve sorted out the three Razor variants.” 
 
    Klemperer and Nolan left the conference room. I started to get up. 
 
    JJ eyed me. “We’ve got too many unknowns. Sit for a moment.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Simone might be the one who’s on the side of the Clan.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “Either that, or the Clan is much more sophisticated than we’re giving them credit for. What idiot thought it was a good idea to buy our main battleships from our most dangerous enemy? Especially if they can do what we’re both thinking they can do.” 
 
    “Both thinking?” 
 
    “We’re being deceived, and you realize it. What would be the biggest advantage an enemy could build into a ship they planned to sell to an enemy?” 
 
    JJ chuckled. “Remote destruct capability. We know who was guilty of that.” 
 
    “Okay, that would be first, I guess. Wasn’t thinking about that.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “How about the ability to pretend your ships were your enemy’s ships?” 
 
    JJ’s brow furrowed. “You think they can manipulate their drive profiles and frequencies. That would be tough, but it would explain a lot.” 
 
    “Might not be that tough to pull off. I hope Butch can make use of the other emissions.” 
 
    “What are you going to work now?” 
 
    “I’ll study the area around Oollanders. Good places to rendezvous with the fighters and flight suits, for one thing. I also want to review traffic scans of the area.” 
 
    “Need me for anything?” she asked. “If not, I’ll go back to the waste management task. Emerald did a bunch of work on that. I can review it, so I don’t bother her while she’s working with Butch on the Clan ship emissions.” 
 
    <Emerald> Butch and I are just about done. Hang on, you want to know about this, and then you and the Captain will want to meet with Vermillion about it. 
 
    “Okay,” JJ said. “Should we be scared?” 
 
    <Butch> Done. You nailed it, Trey. The Clan can change frequencies and profiles on their drives. Very clever. We think they can do it for other ships remotely as well. It’s likely we can figure out a way to block that on the Central Authority and Overlords ships. We’d need access, of course. 
 
    <Emerald> Thanks for using we instead of I. 
 
    <Butch> Credit where credit is due, girlfriend. Oh, and that’s not all. I don’t believe Simone was lying to you. We did fight her in Earth orbit. 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked. 
 
    <Emerald> I’ll take this one. There are two ways, Captain. First, the Razor ships don’t have very good shielding compared to ours. We can see the profile of their reactor fuel. The Razor ship that approached the Mars Space Dock was using Central Authority fuel. So was the first ship we battled in Earth orbit, and so were the ships that protected Earth after our rescue mission. That was not the case with the ships that followed us later. 
 
    “They could’ve gotten fuel from our zone, couldn’t they?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Emerald> That’s possible, but there is another piece of evidence that the Clan can’t hide. 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    <Emerald> All the ships we destroyed after being pursued showed Clan eye and adrenal gland hardware transmissions. That hardware lives on in dead Clan spacers. The ship that Simone lost while protecting Earth had no Clan hardware transmissions. It’s not possible for the Clan to hide that problem. 
 
    <Butch> Well said, baby. 
 
    <Emerald> If I had eyes they’d be rolling right now, Junior. 
 
    I grinned at JJ. “Emerald’s right, we need to talk to Vermillion and Drake right away. Butch, send a request, please. Oh, and good job. Both of you. 
 
    “Yes,” JJ said. “Don’t know what I’d do without you, Emerald. 
 
    <Emerald> Thank you. 
 
    <Butch> The Chairman can see you now, in his office. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Let’s go, JJ.” 
 
    We arrived at Vermillion’s office in a few minutes. 
 
    “You found something out,” he said as we entered. “Something important.” 
 
    <Drake> Wow. I just got the preview. 
 
    “Simone isn’t lying to us. The Clan is deceptive. They’re very clever.” 
 
    JJ nodded. “Can we let the AIs go on speaker and explain it?” 
 
    “Please do,” Vermillion said, taking a seat, JJ and I sitting next to him at the small conference table. 
 
    “Butch and Emerald, proceed please,” I said. 
 
    They told the story to the Chairman and Drake. 
 
    <Drake> The Clan hardware is a big liability to them. 
 
    “Yes,” Vermillion said. “Simone. We need to talk to her right away. I feel awful.” 
 
    <Drake> We haven’t accused her of anything. We were being cautious, and there are a lot of lives depending on us. Don’t beat yourself up. Now we know the truth. Let’s see if we can raise her. 
 
    Vermillion nodded, speaking into his PA. The screen over the far end of the table turned on, a message indicating Simone was being paged. Her beautiful face showed, lighting up when he saw JJ and I. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Chairman. Good to see you again, Captain Clarke and JJ. Should I bring in my second?” 
 
    “Please do,” Vermillion said. 
 
    Kaleb entered after a moment. “Hello. Something happened?” 
 
    “Captain, please tell Simone and Kaleb what you’ve learned,” Vermillion said. 
 
    I went through the whole story, leaving out the part that we weren’t trusting her. They looked at each other, then back at us. 
 
    “You had reason not to trust us,” Simone said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Vermillion replied. 
 
    Simone shook her head. “Nonsense, you have people to protect. I would’ve done the same thing. Believe me.” 
 
    “The Prime Minister is probably dead,” Kaleb said. “Or at least under arrest.” 
 
    “You’ve got a plan,” Simone said. 
 
    <Drake> Private. Not yet. 
 
    “We’re working on one,” Vermillion said. 
 
    JJ’s brow furrowed. “The Central Authority passed that law about mandatory use of the PA system. How many worlds have submitted to that?” 
 
    Simone flashed a horrified look. “Oh no. Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    “There are others as well,” Kaleb said. “There have been police actions, but I haven’t been keeping up with it. Perhaps we should bring somebody else onto this conference. He’s been obsessed with it. He’ll know more than anybody else.” 
 
    “Calling him,” Simone said. “This might take a few minutes.” 
 
    “While we’re waiting,” I said. “I made contact with Bryce Cannon.” 
 
    Simone grinned. “How many are still alive?” 
 
    “They lost five of their Razors in the initial battle, and then fled. He mentioned they haven’t been able to contact the Prime Minister or anyone on the high command.” 
 
    “Dead or under arrest,” Kaleb said. 
 
    Another face appeared on the screen next to Simone and Kaleb. He was younger, half his head shaved, the other half blazing red hair, long and braided, hanging down in front of his right shoulder. 
 
    “Hamilton, thanks for joining us,” Simone said. 
 
    “Wow, Hamilton Zenos,” JJ said. 
 
    Hamilton looked over at Simone. “Is that who I think it is?” 
 
    She smiled. “Meet Chairman Vermillion, Captain Clarke, and JJ Ostermann.” 
 
    “It’s an honor,” he said. 
 
    I smiled. “Likewise. Too bad Nolan isn’t here. He got us started following you. Big fan.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” Hamilton said, beaming. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “What’s the status on the roll-out of the mandatory PA usage?” Simone asked. 
 
    “Sixty-three hundred worlds have complied so far, despite my best efforts,” he said. 
 
    “That’s an insane number of people,” JJ said. “If we use the 20 billion average.” 
 
    “It’ll be less than that,” Hamilton said, “since we aren’t putting PAs on humans younger than twelve.” 
 
    <Drake> Private. Ask them where the master control is. 
 
    “Do we know where the master control for the stun capability is?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “It’s on Devonia Axxiom, and I can send you the exact location,” Simone said. “Unless they’ve moved it. If the Clan is clever enough to manipulate their Razor drive profiles and frequencies, they might have either moved it or protected it in some way.” 
 
    “You’re planning to hit the Clan,” Hamilton Zenos said. 
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    Battle Preparations 
 
   W e were in a video conference with Simone, Kaleb, and Hamilton Zenos. 
 
    “If you aren’t planning to hit the Clan, you should be,” Simone said. 
 
    I glanced at Vermillion and JJ, then back at the screen. 
 
    <Drake> Tell them we are, but don’t tell them details. We need to disable the PA stun capability before we do the hit. We’ll need help from them to do that. Tell them we can track enemy Razors and troop transports. We’ll show them how to do that. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Yes, we’re planning to hit them, and soon. We’re tracking their Razors and their troop transport ships as we speak.” 
 
    “You can track them?” Kaleb asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “and we can tell Clan Razors from Central Authority Razors and Overlords Razors.” 
 
    “How?” Simone asked, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “A combination of drive profiles and frequencies, fuel emissions, and other things. We’ll share that information with you and with Bryce Cannon.” 
 
    <Me> Private. Should we offer to help them tune their Razor weapons and shields? 
 
    <Drake> This is risky, but yes. 
 
    “We will help you tune your Razor ships if you’d like.” 
 
    “Tune them how?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “Your shields and plasma weapons aren’t optimized,” JJ said. “We can analyze them and suggest revised settings. What we don’t know is how well tuned the Clan Razors are.” 
 
    Simone was silent for a moment, thinking as Kaleb and Hamilton watched her. “What do you want in return?” 
 
    I smiled. “We want allies, and we want as much help as you can give us in disabling the PA stun capability, because when we hit the Clan, they’ll go on a rampage.” 
 
    “How are you going to hit the Clan fleet with just one battleship?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “I can’t reveal that yet,” I said, “but in essence, it’ll be a Trojan Horse type of attack.” 
 
    “We should bring Bryce Cannon’s group into this as well,” Vermillion said. “We need all the help we can get.” 
 
    “Can we bring him onto this call?” Kaleb asked. “He’s an old friend.” 
 
    <Me> Private. Butch? 
 
    <Butch> I’ll work it. He can join if we can get the codes to him. 
 
    “We’ll work that,” I said. “I have to rush down to my stateroom and slip a token into my comm device.” 
 
    “Go do that, and grab Nolan on your way back,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Okay.” I left the conference room. 
 
    <Me> Butch, contact Nolan please. Tell him to go to the conference room, and fill him in on what we can’t mention. 
 
    <Butch> Will do. We’re going out on a limb. 
 
    <Me> I know, but we don’t have a choice, and I trust Simone and Bryce, given what you and Emerald learned about the Clan’s deceptions. 
 
    I grabbed a tin can, getting to the stateroom in a few minutes. 
 
    “Butch, be ready with the codes, so I can relay them to Bryce.” 
 
    <Butch> Of course. Nolan responded. He’s on his way to the conference room now. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I pulled the Skipjack’s token out of my safe. I put it into the comm device and paged Bryce. 
 
    “Trey?” 
 
    “Hi, Bryce. We’ve got a video conference going with Simone’s team. Care to join us? I can send you the codes to get on securely. You won’t be traceable.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be great, thanks.” 
 
    <Butch> Sent the codes to him. 
 
    “You should be getting the codes in a moment.” 
 
    “How did Simone react when you told her we were talking?” 
 
    “She sounded relieved,” I said. “Kaleb suggested we bring you in.” 
 
    “Kaleb. One of my oldest friends. Glad to hear he’s still alive.” 
 
    “Hamilton Zenos is on the call as well,” I said. 
 
    “You’re kidding. Used to think he was a crackpot. Not so much anymore. Why’d you bring him in?” 
 
    “He knows which worlds have agreed to enforce the mandatory PA law. We’ll have to disable that before we attack the Clan.” 
 
    “How big of a problem do we have?” Bryce asked. 
 
    “From a percentage standpoint, very small, but it’s still multiple billions of people at risk. Roughly 6300 worlds, according to Hamilton’s sources, including Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    “Not Earth, I hope.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You know how we are. No way, and we control it from our ground stations. They’d have to get boots on the ground to turn it back on.” 
 
    “Just got the codes. I’ll attempt to get on.” 
 
    “Great, then I’ll go back to the conference room and shut this call down. See you in a few minutes.” 
 
    I ended the call, put the token away, and rushed back to the conference room. 
 
    “You got him?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Yep, he should be on any second. It takes a few minutes if you haven’t been a participant before.” 
 
    Bryce’s face came onto the screen.  
 
    Kaleb grinned. “How the hell are you, Bryce?” 
 
    “Better now that I can see your ugly mug. I was afraid you’d been iced.” 
 
    “Not yet, but give it time. Mr. Chairman, so great to see you. Wish we could have a drink.” 
 
    “We’ll do that again, I hope,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Hello, Bryce,” Simone said. 
 
    “Simone. Sorry we thought you were the enemy. So glad you aren’t.” 
 
    She smiled. “We were victims of a plot, and we all fell for it. Now it’s time for some payback.” 
 
    “First article of business is to turn off that stun capability,” Vermillion said. “There’s too many humans at risk to put that off.” 
 
    “Agreed, Mr. Chairman,” Simone said. 
 
    “Yes, please do that,” Hamilton said. “Especially on Devonia Axxiom. There’s too much there of use to the enemy if all the civilians are gone.” 
 
    “Yes, that is a great risk,” Simone said. 
 
    “The timing of the PA system neutralization and the attack on the Clan ships will be critical,” Nolan said. “We don’t want to shut the PA system down too far ahead, or they might be able to re-connect it.” 
 
    “As soon as we get that shut down, we need to send out instructions for hardening the ground stations,” Vermillion said, “like we did on Earth.” 
 
    “Earth is safe?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “Yes, the enemy would have to get to the surface to undo what we did there,” Vermillion said. “Unfortunately, we have boots on the ground in Devonia Axxiom, so we might need to destroy the hardware.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “We’ll plan that hit. I’ve already got some ideas. How about the tuning?” 
 
    <Nolan> Private. Dojo already has a good start for them, and I can adapt my drive module to their systems. Might as well make them invisible to traces. 
 
    <Me> Good. 
 
    “You guys can cloak,” Simone said. “Is that something we can use?” 
 
    I glanced at Vermillion, who nodded. “I don’t know, Simone, but we could have our engineers look at it. It’s a software change to our shield system. You know it’s very likely the Clan buried bugs in the Razor ships, though. It might be better to rely on the tuning of your weapons and shields. Nothing is worse than cloaking technology that almost works.” 
 
    Bryce chuckled. “That’s a fact. Not much we can do with the Centurion Class ships, I suspect. Not enough power. We were able to team up and destroy a couple Razor ships during our last battle, but it was expensive.” 
 
    “We can give you some improvement,” Nolan said. “Might be enough, since we’ll have surprise on our side.” 
 
    I laughed. “You know, we thought you were fighting Overlords Razors when we heard about that battle.” 
 
    Simon smiled. “We were pleasantly surprised at how well the Central Authority Fleet did in that battle. Kudos. We would’ve joined in if we could have.” 
 
    “We would’ve considered you the enemy and attacked,” Bryce said. “I’m glad you didn’t try.” 
 
    “Okay, we have a lot to do,” I said. “We’ll send instructions on how to tune weapons and shields. If there’s something we can do to move you towards having cloaking capability, we’ll help with that. I suspect we’ll find out as the tuning is done.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Simone said. 
 
    “Count us in too,” Bryce said. 
 
    “We’ll send you all the data we have on the PA system,” Simone said. “Locations of hard ware and other data.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. 
 
    “What else?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “We’re short on fuel,” Bryce said. 
 
    “I think we can help with that,” Simone said. “We’ve got a Boron mine running.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve got a fuel source as well,” JJ said. “We’ll end up learning each other’s positions if we do that, though.” 
 
    “Not necessarily, at least in our case,” Nolan said. “We can use the Zephyrus to send fuel, and it can cloak.” 
 
    “The Zephyrus class ships can cloak too?” Simone asked. 
 
    “I figured that,” Hamilton said. “How else could they have pulled off the rescue?” 
 
    “I was going to ask about that,” Simone said. “What happened there?” 
 
    “I was drugged,” Vermillion said. “We planned ahead, though. When the drugs took effect, I was put into an induced coma.” 
 
    “How the hell did you do that?” Bryce asked. 
 
    “I’d rather not say right now,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Still compartmentalizing,” Simone said. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I know you too well. This is not a problem for me. You are alive because of that tactic, and I use it myself.” 
 
    “Let’s schedule another meeting, and go work our tasks,” I said. “If there aren’t more questions.” 
 
    “I think this is a great start,” Bryce said. “I’ll get with the other Captains and Admiral Boeraton.” 
 
    “He’s still alive?” Vermillion asked. “Good.” 
 
    “He’s been in better shape, but yeah, he’s still alive.” 
 
    “Shall we meet again in twenty-four hours?” Simone asked. 
 
    “Works for me,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Perfect,” Bryce said. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll make contact to start with our tasks,” I said. “Please send us contact information for the engineers we can work with.” 
 
    “Will do,” Simone said, Bryce nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Talk to you soon.” I shut down the call. 
 
    “Well, there you have it,” JJ said. 
 
    <Drake> Sorry about the caution on the plan, but it can’t fail, and we can’t control information we’ve released. 
 
    “I understand and agree,” I said. “If somebody talked, it could risk the New Jersey and everybody aboard her. No way.” 
 
    “The others will have a chance to prove themselves,” Vermillion said, “and hopefully they will.” 
 
    “As soon as we find out the position of the PA system central node on Devonia Axxiom, I suggest we send in flight suits with Variant Three Nanos set to full power,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Yes, I was thinking the same thing,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> We need operatives on the ground in Devonia Axxiom to install Nolan’s controls. Too much of the capitol’s commerce and command and control is dependent on the PA system. 
 
    “Hey,” JJ said. “What about those Overlords operatives at the Devonia Axxiom Space Dock? We should ask Simone about them.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “I forgot all about them. Theodora, right?” 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “I’ll contact Simone from my office and ask about them. She admitted they were there. She placed them when the Prime Minister started acting suspiciously.” 
 
    “Some of them have been there for quite some time,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Yes, Simone has had issues with the Prime Minister for a while.” 
 
    “Drake, thoughts on this?” 
 
    <Drake> By all means, discuss those operatives with Simone. Perhaps we could pass instructions on to them. 
 
    “If these people aren’t technologically savvy, I might have to get on a video call with them,” Nolan said. “We could use PAs for that.” 
 
    “The enemy can’t listen in on PA video calls?” I asked. 
 
    Nolan chuckled “They’ll be able to listen in until she’s gotten to the second step. Then they’ll be locked out of the PA net. They won’t be able to do anything about it, unless they’ve got guards right there.” 
 
    “Let’s try that,” I said, “but bottom line is that the New Jersey is more important than commerce on Devonia Axxiom. If this plan doesn’t work, we go in with Variant Three Nanos and fry the system.” 
 
    <Drake> Can’t argue with that, I’m afraid. The New Jersey is more important in the grand scheme of things. Talk to you soon. 
 
    Vermillion got up. “I’ll go chat with Simone about those operatives.”  
 
    “AIs on speaker,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Captain. 
 
    “Dojo, anything on the tuning question?” I asked. 
 
    <Dojo> I’m making progress on the Overlords variant based on scans we’ve done during battle, but we have nothing on the Central Authority Fleet. Half the battle for these two Razor variants will be helping them with the weak spots, and we already know about those. 
 
    “We can send that info to Simone and Bryce right away then,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> We should go back to your stateroom and use the token to contact Bryce. I suggest we leave the token in place and the comm unit on. It’s not a danger, as long as your stateroom is secure, and I can shut the system down if an unauthorized person enters. 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, let’s go do that, then. Want to come along, JJ?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, getting up. 
 
    “Dojo, send the data on the weak spots to the Chairman, so he can pass it along to Simone.” 
 
    <Dojo> Consider it done. 
 
    JJ and I left the stateroom. 
 
    “Hungry?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, let’s grab something on the way, but fast food only. We’re on a time schedule.” 
 
    JJ nodded. We stopped by the snack stand and got food, taking it to the stateroom. I set my food down on the table and went to the comm unit. 
 
    “You aren’t going to eat first?” 
 
    I glanced at her. “I’m going to eat during the call.” 
 
    “You really are on a time schedule,” she said. “What am I missing?” 
 
    “The enemy is getting ready to load troop transports. We’ll be lucky if we can pull off this mission in time.” 
 
    “Oh. I get it.” 
 
    I put the Skipjack token back in the comm unit and turned it on, paging Bryce. 
 
    “Hi, Trey.” 
 
    “Well, what did you think?” 
 
    “I think we have a fighting chance.” 
 
    “Good, me too. I’m going to leave my comm unit with the Skipjack token on 24/7, so page me and I’ll be on. Might take a few minutes if I’m not near the stateroom, though. This ship is huge.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m doing the same. Nothing dangerous about it.” 
 
    “I’m sending you a file that details the weak spots we found on the Razor ships. Helped us to destroy several Clan Razors. You guys should work that right away.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll pass it along. The Admiral wants to be on the next call, with several other Captains. I think he’s a little pissed that I was the contact point. I’m not one of his top captains.” 
 
    “Says him,” I said. “He knows why I called you, though, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I brought up that you were the former captain of the Skipjack, and you still had your token. Damn good thing, too, and he realized that right away. It calmed him down fast.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll let you know when we have the tuning data. It’ll be harder for the Central Authority fleet than it is for Simone’s ships.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We have data from when we fought Simone’s ships,” I said.  
 
    Bryce chuckled. “Oh, yeah. I’m glad to be second, then.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon. The channel will stay open, and I’ll shoot you a text if I’m gonna be off the ship for more than an hour or two.” 
 
    “You can get off the ship?” 
 
    “We’re orbiting the planet where our fuel is being mined and refined,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. I’ll bet it’s above level five.” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    Bryce laughed. “Always a pirate. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    I sat next to JJ and started on my sandwich.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you two were so close.” 
 
    “We were friends from the academy. I suggested him for the Skipjack.” 
 
    “Will Admiral Boeraton be a problem? He sounds like kind of a jerk.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s okay, but he’s old-school, and he requires total loyalty. Glad I’m not working under him.” 
 
    “He might try to push it.” 
 
    “Tough. I’m working with the guy as an equal only. Same with Simone.” 
 
    <Butch> Trey, Dojo has the initial tuning instructions finished and sent them to the Chairman. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Did we receive the data on the PA system?” 
 
    “The Chairman might have it already.” 
 
    <Drake> He does. 
 
    <Butch> Hello, sir. 
 
    <Drake> Hello, my little friend. 
 
    “You’ve got something we need to know,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Estes has enough flight suits ready to deliver the first batch. They made a breakthrough with the update process. The rest will be available late tomorrow. 
 
    “There’s something else.” 
 
    <Drake> Do not let Admiral Boeraton take command. He doesn’t have the capacity to do this. You will be in command. Just wanted to clarify that. 
 
    “Do we have that choice?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. The other two players need us more than we need them. You’re by far the best commander we have.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. We’ll make ready to move the New Jersey to the outer section of the Earth solar system.” 
 
    <Drake> Talk to you soon. 
 
    “Good, I was hoping that would happen,” JJ said. 
 
    “Not sure how I feel about it.” 
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    Timing 
 
   T he rest of the day was busy. The Zephyrus made its second run to the surface of Amberis to pick up fuel. We made more arrangements for our rendezvous with the flight suits in the outer sector of Earth’s solar system. Estes kept us updated on his progress. Vermillion spend a good part of the day working with Simone and her team, passing Dojo’s recommendations for tuning along to her and Kaleb. I got called to Vermillion’s conference room with Nolan, JJ, Cyrus, Andrea, and Commander Klemperer. We all arrived, coming from different directions. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Vermillion said, sitting at the head of the table. 
 
    We sat on either side of the table near his end. 
 
    “How’d it go with Simone?” I asked. 
 
    “She reluctantly agreed to bring her space dock operatives to Devonia Axxiom to neutralize the stun capability.” 
 
    “Why was she reluctant?” Klemperer asked. 
 
    “Her operatives weren’t recruited for military action, and their training for such operations is minimal. She doesn’t want them getting killed because they’re in over their heads.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose she had an explanation for the bug they put on the Tristar?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “We talked about that in our first private call. She knew it was likely the summit was a trap. Remember when Hamilton Zenos went out of his way to warn me against going?” 
 
    “I remember that,” Nolan said. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s right. It was so strong that I wondered about it at the time.” 
 
    “When we didn’t heed the warnings, Simone went to plan B. Contact us directly. She was prepared to mount a rescue operation.” 
 
    “No way,” JJ said. 
 
    “I didn’t believe her back then,” Vermillion said. “I believe her now.” 
 
    “Did you tell her that we’ll zap the system if her operatives fail?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I told her, and she was fine with it. I think she’d actually prefer that we do that, to be honest.” 
 
    <Drake> If we run out of time, we’ll have to take action. AIs, feel free to go on speaker. We’ve got a lot to talk about in a short amount of time. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, sir. 
 
    “Did you pass the tuning data on to Simone?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “I did, a few hours after I gave her the list of weaknesses we found. She was quite alarmed at the weaknesses, by the way.” 
 
    “Don’t blame her there,” I said. “Do you think she has the technical expertise to handle the task?” 
 
    “She has Kaleb,” Nolan said. “He’s more than capable.” 
 
    “Took the words out of my mouth,” Klemperer said. 
 
    “That’s all I have from Simone at this point,” Vermillion said. “Commander, how are you doing with the fighter’s mission plan?” 
 
    “We’re ready,” he said. “Hopefully we’ll be launching soon. I don’t want them having too much time to think about this. It’s a dangerous mission. We’ll take some losses, and they all know.” 
 
    “Based on my last conversation with Estes, we should jump away within the next couple hours,” I said. “The Zephyrus has finished its fuel runs, and Tac has plenty of containers to keep going in our absence. I think we should make more containers for him, if we’ll be sharing with the others.” 
 
    “Yes, I planned to bring that up,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “How about the tuning for Bryce’s ships?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Dojo?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Dojo> I’m doing better than expected. They have recorded data from the battle with the Clan Razors. Their scientists didn’t know they could look at their own performance as well as that of their adversaries. The Prime Minister’s security forces purged many of their best technical people before the battle started. 
 
    <Drake> It’s likely the purge was done by the Clan, not by the Prime Minister. It was made to look like the Prime Minister, of course. 
 
    “Can we work with the people they have left to get the job done?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Dojo> I believe so. 
 
    “I agree,” Nolan said. “They’ve still got some good people, but they’re younger and less experienced. It’s the veteran engineers that got removed. Hopefully they weren’t executed. We could use them if this war goes on for long.” 
 
    “There is one other thing,” I said. “Admiral Boeraton.” 
 
    “Yes, Drake advised me of a possible problem there. I agree with him. We aren’t going to allow that old blow-hard to throw his weight around. We’ll go direct to his captains if we need to. I have it on good authority that they’re not loyal to him. He tried to force them to stand and fight during the battle. He was threatened and backed down.” 
 
    “He was angry that I contacted Bryce first,” I said. “He backed off after he was told about my connection to the Skipjack.” 
 
    “What else is there?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> We’ve got the data put together for our fallback plan on the PA system. Five flight suits have been designated and will be standing by. Emerald and I will pilot them in, with help from Dojo and Nolan. 
 
    “Perfect,” Vermillion said. “How about the drive module?” 
 
    “I’m still working that,” Nolan said, “based on the data we have on the Clan drives. We’ve got a logistical problem, though. That’s physical hardware which we’ll have to deliver somehow.” 
 
    “We’ll probably use the Tristar for that,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Cyrus said. “Just say the word and we’ll take off.” 
 
    “They’ll have to be tested once they’re installed, and tuned,” Nolan said. “It’ll take a few passes.” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “Will they get the fuel benefit as well as the stealth?” 
 
    “I believe so, sir. How much is hard to tell. The drive technology is somewhat different.” 
 
    “I’m worried about bugs and transmissions,” JJ said. “Who knows what the Clan stuffed into those ships. We don’t have AIs on board to stop transmissions.” 
 
    <Drake> We could put the capability into a physical box. I’m already working that out. Nolan, we’ll talk off line. We should put that capability into your module. We should be able to share your power supply. 
 
    “Good idea,” Nolan said. “We’ve got a prototype down in the lab. I’ll make sure you have access to everything.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Drake already has access.” 
 
    <Drake> I can take access, but haven’t yet. We’ll talk, Nolan. Is there anything else? I’ve got another task in work that’s important. 
 
    “I think we’re done,” Vermillion said. “Captain Clarke, take off on the jump whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    <Drake> Talk to you soon. 
 
    “Butch, notify the bridge that we’ll be jumping in ten minutes. I’m going there now.” 
 
    “Would you like me there, sir?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Have Dojo send coordinates, and then you can go back to the modules. That’s important. We can handle the jump.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nolan said. “Dojo, you know what to do.” 
 
    <Dojo> I sent the coordinates to Bagiwang and Zeke already, and got confirmations from Sondra and Skip. 
 
    I got up. “Great. I’ll go to the bridge.” 
 
    “Meeting adjourned,” Vermillion said. “Thanks. Great job, everybody.” 
 
    JJ struggled to keep up with me as I rushed to the transit station. 
 
    “Hey!” she said. 
 
    I turned toward her. “Oh, sorry. You know how I am when we’re getting into action.” 
 
    She snickered as she caught up. “Yep, you’re a man on a mission, and that’s good.” 
 
    “Butch, send a text message to Bryce telling him we’ll be in a jump. Let him know the duration.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. I should leave the comm unit on, right? 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    We made it to the bridge in minutes, Skip and Sondra at their stations. 
 
    “Shall we?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Proceed.” I felt the dizziness as the massive ship took off. 
 
    “Here it starts,” JJ said softly. “Hope we survive.” 
 
    “We’ll survive, and we’ll kick ass,” I said. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Skip said. “The flight suits done yet?” 
 
    “Half of them are ready now, and we’ll get the rest late tomorrow, although knowing Estes, he’ll probably beat that.” 
 
    “We’ll be there mid-day tomorrow,” Sondra said. “Is everything else falling into place?” 
 
    “Appears to be,” I said. “Wish our new partners had holographic communicators. Hate being out of communications right now.” 
 
    <Butch> We can relay messages through Tac. He was given a holographic communicator. 
 
    “Now there’s a good idea,” I said. “I’m going to my stateroom, to continue my planning for the pickup of the flight suits. Let me know if anything happens. Sondra, you have the bridge.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    I left, JJ following me. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Deacon was working on some fuel waste capsules for me. His AI told Emerald that he had a prototype for me to look at.” 
 
    “Good, hope it works out okay. See you later.” 
 
    We kissed and parted ways. I spent all afternoon and into the evening working the plans, Butch helping me after he finished with Plan B for the PA operation. JJ showed up at the stateroom as I was getting hungry. 
 
    “Done for a while?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, let’s go get some food.” 
 
    We left together, grabbing a tin can to the officer’s dining room, taking our usual small private table. We ordered food and cocktails. The cocktails arrived quickly. 
 
    “Cheers,” I said, raising my glass.  
 
    JJ smiled, taking a sip. “Excellent drink.”  
 
    “How’d it go with the containers?” 
 
    “Great,” JJ said. “They’re compact and can take a lot of abuse. Deacon put disposable rockets on them. We can shoot them out any of the bays and fire them towards stars. End of problem.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    “How’s the planning going?” 
 
    “I’m pretty much done. There’s a system close to Oollanders we can use as a base of operations. It’s far from shipping lanes, so we can just sit instead of having to find a place to orbit.” 
 
    “Have you scanned the area?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I had Butch scanning before we got into the jump. That’s how I selected the spot.” 
 
    Our food arrived and we attacked it. 
 
    “Didn’t realize how hungry I was,” JJ said. 
 
    “Seriously. Wonder how Nolan did with the module?” 
 
    <Butch> He’s got a working prototype, but we won’t know how well it works until we try it with the Clan drives. Dojo has been keeping me in the loop. 
 
    <Me> Thanks, Butch. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe to send the Tristar to Simone’s location?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I doubt Simone will allow that. We’ll do a rendezvous someplace nearby.” 
 
    “Will we ever trust each other?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I think so, but it’ll take time, and this first mission is critical.” 
 
    “How about the mission to the Clan Zone?” 
 
    “Andrea and her AI have been working scan data they collected before we jumped,” I said. “I doubt it will be easy to find good targets, though.” 
 
    “They could harden against the Nanos after the first attack.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That might be tougher for them than we expect, assuming we’re successful in sneaking flight suits onto all of the battleships. They might not take the bait Klemperer is providing.” 
 
    “If they don’t open the bay doors, what do we do?” 
 
    “Remember that Estes beefed up the guns for us. We’ll try to blast our way inside and release the Nanos.” 
 
    JJ shook her head. “We’ll have to get through their shields. Might not be easy. If they sense it, some will jump away.” 
 
    “That’s possible, but remember that Klemperer will be directing the battle. He can turn the fighters against the battleships if they don’t want to play, and we’ve destroyed them with fighter attacks, remember?” 
 
    “They might have hardened their ships since then.” 
 
    “It’s likely they haven’t fixed all the weak spots that Butch and his buddies found.” 
 
    <Butch> We know of nine week spots, and have only used one so far. I’ve been working with Wayne on that, per Commander Klemperer’s request. He knows everything won’t be as tidy as expected. We’ll likely have to change tactics during the battle. 
 
    <JJ> This is what I hate about war. 
 
    <Me> Comes with the territory. 
 
    “Do you want another drink, or should we go home?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m done, and we should get to bed early. Tomorrow will be crazy.” 
 
    We left, heading back to our stateroom, walking about half the way, chatting happily, trying to keep our minds off the battle to come. 
 
    “Do you have to do anything else tonight?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Nope, I’m all yours.” We made love tenderly, falling asleep in each other’s arms. Morning came too quickly, JJ out of bed before I woke. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, sitting up, watching as she put her flight suit on. “Don’t need to cleanse?” 
 
    “Nah, I can wait. You?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t hurt, it’s gonna be a high-stress day for me.” 
 
    “At least you aren’t going into battle directly.” 
 
    “The New Jersey is going into battle, and there’s a chance we’ll end up in a direct fight. We’re going on alert as soon as we come out of this jump, and battle stations will be manned the entire time.” 
 
    “What do you see as a risk in Earth’s solar system?” 
 
    “We don’t know how good the Clan sensors are. It wouldn’t take much for them to catch a glimpse, and we’ll be opening the bay doors to take in the flight suits. That probably won’t be a short operation.” 
 
    “We should let a bunch queue up and let them in, instead of just leaving the bay doors open.” 
 
    <Butch> Sorry to disturb you, Trey. Estes is paging you. 
 
    I smiled. “No problem. Maybe he has the rest of the flight suits available already.” I threw on my clothes and sat in the holographic communicator chair, answering Estes’s page. 
 
    “Hello, Captain. Hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    “No worries, I was already up. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “We finished the balance of the suits early. How long till you’re in Earth’s solar system?” 
 
    “Butch?” 
 
    <Butch> Three and a half hours. 
 
    “Butch says three and a half hours.” 
 
    “Perfect. Is everything else ready?” 
 
    “We’ll have to check with Simone about the operation on Devonia Axxiom to take down the PA stun capability. Might have to go in with flight suits and Nanos to take care of that if they can’t get it done.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a must,” Estes said. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    I shut down the communicator.  
 
    “Still going to cleanse?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Ah, screw it. Let’s get up to the bridge.” 
 
    We left the stateroom, going to the bridge by way of the snack stand. 
 
    “Good morning, you two,” Sondra said as we walked onto the bridge. 
 
    “Good morning. Where’s Skip?” 
 
    “He’ll be here any minute. Nolan’s already been here and left. Something about that drive module he’s making for Simone.” 
 
    “Good, best thing he can be working on at the moment. Estes is done with our flight suits. We’ll be able to initiate the transfer as soon as we arrive in Earth’s solar system.” 
 
    Skip and Nolan walked in a few moments later. 
 
    “How’s the module coming?” I asked. 
 
    “Finished,” Nolan said, “as far as I can go, anyway.” 
 
    “Good. AIs, go on speaker please.” 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Trey. There’s something you need? 
 
    I made eye contact with Sondra, Nolan, and Skip. “When we get out of the jump, we’re going on battle alert. All weapons stations will be manned, and all repair and emergency crews will be on standby.” 
 
    “We’re expecting action here?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “No, but we’ll be ready if something happens. We are officially at war as of now. Butch, please pass the word to the crew, and give them our arrival time. AI-capable crew members first, then the rest of the crew.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. Sent. The Chairman would like to see you, JJ, and Nolan in his office. 
 
    “He reacted to that order already?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> No, he sent the request as the Captain was giving me the order to alert the crew. 
 
    “Let’s go.” JJ, Nolan, and I left the bridge, walking through the crowded corridor to the transit station. 
 
    “People are nervous,” Nolan said. “You can feel it.” 
 
    “Pre-battle jitters. You okay, JJ?” 
 
    “I’m fine, just nervous. I wasn’t thinking about this the way you were, I guess. You’re right of course, so don’t mind me.” 
 
    We got on our tin can and shot to Vermillion’s office. He was waiting at the door when we got there. 
 
    “Anything wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s go in my conference room.” He led us into the small meeting room off his office. We sat around the table. 
 
    “You look worried, Mr. Chairman,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Simone’s operatives got nabbed before they got off the space dock,” he said. “She’s got a plant in her ranks, or the enemy is monitoring one side or the other of the communications with her team. I just got the message through Tac.” 
 
    “Oh geez,” JJ said. “Hope they’re only monitoring the space dock side.” 
 
    “That’s what she thinks, but we can’t be sure,” Vermillion said. “So now it’s on to Plan B.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Nolan said. “How descriptive was Simone about the mission when she talked to her operatives?” 
 
    “She said there was no mention of what the target was, and it was an encrypted transmission as well,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “They know there’s action coming,” I said. 
 
    Nolan nodded. “That’s probably the case. Can we think of a way they can harden the PA network against our Variant Three Nanos?” 
 
    <Drake> If the Clan has good strategists, they’ll be watching all their infrastructure, and the PA system would be high on the list, so they’ll have a way to counter-attack. That said, it’s unlikely they’ll figure out that Nanos will be the weapon we use. 
 
    “We used Nanos in the rescue operation,” I said. 
 
    “True, but we didn’t use the Variant Three Nanos,” Nolan said. “They might think all they need to do is station guards in vacuum suits around the installation.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have Hamilton Zenos broadcast a warning that the Clan has taken over the zone, and that they’re behind the mandatory stun capability,” JJ said. “Many people will take off their PAs just in case.” 
 
    <Butch> Great idea, Trey. Bring it up. 
 
    JJ eyed me, and I shrugged. 
 
    <Drake> I agree, Butch. I’ll contact Estes right away. He’s already got the location data, but even if the installation has been moved, all the Nanos need is a live antenna and they’ll find the transmission station. 
 
    “Is somebody gonna tell us what you’re thinking?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I was only thinking it. Butch, remember what I said about previews?” 
 
    <Butch> Sorry, Trey, but Drake got it as soon as I did anyway. 
 
    <Drake> True. Sorry about that, but we can’t waste time now. 
 
    “What, dammit?” Vermillion asked, his face getting red with anger. 
 
    “If we hit the PA systems straight from Earth and the main attack is delayed, the enemy might think the PA system hit is the only event. Then we hit them with the main attack. We’ll have them back on their heels, because their best people will be trying to figure out what we did in the first attack, and then whammo.” 
 
    <Butch> Whammo? Oh please. 
 
    <Emerald> He’s yours. Hahaha. 
 
    “I get it,” Vermillion said, getting up to pace. “We’re sending the flight suits for that task straight from Earth to Devonia Axxiom. Will they have enough fuel?” 
 
    <Drake> They will. Remember that we increased their fuel capacity for the planned mission to the Clan Zone? This is no problem, even if they run cloaked the whole way. Estes just launched them. They’ll be on scene in less than five hours. 
 
    “How can they get there so fast?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> Life support and the human interface in the basic system takes about forty percent of the reactor’s power. All that power has been transferred to the Samson Drive and the weapons. We can tune it on the fly. The emphasis now is on speed. Your team has helped us to create a whole new weapons system that wasn’t obvious to us before. Kudos. 
 
    I laughed. “Yep, that’s true, although when we brought up this possibility to Estes, he said we had drones that could do the same type of operations cheaper. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Nolan said. “We were talking in the context of taking on fighters in a dog fight. This is something completely different.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, exactly. 
 
    “Okay, it is what it is,” Vermillion said, still pacing the conference room. “How much delay do we need before we pull the trigger on the main event?” 
 
    “We don’t need to build any in,” Nolan said. “We’ve got to pick up the flight suits, jump to our position in the Oollanders system, then launch the fighters and the flight suits. That’s at least twelve hours.” 
 
    <Dojo> It’s 13.454 hours, Nolan. 
 
    “Thank you. This is going to work. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Scares the crap out of me,” JJ said. 
 
    “Nolan is right,” I said. “We’ll pull this off. I wish we had the Zephyrus in place for the attack on the Clan Zone, but we’ll get to that soon enough.” 
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    Surprise Attack 
 
   T he final planning for the mission was finished, and we were minutes away from the end of the jump, the New Jersey crew already on alert and in place for battle. The flight suits going to Devonia Axxiom were two hours away from their destination. 
 
    “Captain, we’ve arrived,” Sondra said. We felt the static as we dropped out of the jump. 
 
    “Sound the alert,” I said. 
 
    “You got it,” Skip said, the buzzer sounding a moment later. 
 
    “Battle pilots ready,” Sondra said, looking at her screen. “Damage control teams in place. Bay two is ready to receive flight suits. Scanning the area now for enemy vessels.” 
 
    I shot a glance at JJ. She locked eyes with me, looking more confident than before.  
 
    “We’ve got this, Captain.” 
 
    I nodded, looking at the display on the side of the Captain’s seat. 
 
    <Butch> Estes is calling, sir. 
 
    “Put him on screen.” 
 
    The middle screen lit up, Este’s smiling face filling it. 
 
    “Welcome to the Earth system. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Bay two is ready to receive flight suits. You may proceed.” 
 
    “Launching them now,” Estes said. “It’s a short jump, as you know, so I’d get the doors open.” 
 
    “Heard that, Captain,” Sondra said. “The bay two crew is standing by.” 
 
    “Watching with the sensors,” Nolan said. “I see them. Wow, these things are fast.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Estes said. 
 
    “Maybe we should’ve just let them all fly to their targets themselves,” Skip said. 
 
    I shook my head. “Oollanders is too far, plus we need to coordinate with the fighters.” 
 
    “Yes, better to ferry them closer in this case,” Estes said. 
 
    Sondra glanced at me. “They’re almost here, Captain. The entire bunch.”  
 
    <Bagiwang> Sondra, bay two clear, outer door opening. 
 
    “Thanks, hon,” Sondra said. “Please put bay two on the left screen.” 
 
    <Bagiwang> As you wish. 
 
    The screen showed the bay door open, flight suits appearing, arranged next to each other, taking about a third of the floor. 
 
    “Wow, look at that!” Nolan said. “Beautiful.” 
 
    “They are, aren’t they?” Estes asked. “Thanks for the video feed.” 
 
    <Bagiwang> You are welcome, sir. 
 
    “Looks like that’s all of them,” JJ said. 
 
    <Bagiwang> Outer door closing. Bay two pressure rising. 
 
    “Look, they’re all collapsing to disks,” Skip said. 
 
    “Better way to travel,” Estes said. “I’ll let you go, and continue working the batch for the Zephyrus. We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    <Butch> He’s gone. Impressive individual. 
 
    “That he is,” I said. “Are we ready to jump to the Oollanders system?” 
 
    “We are, Captain,” Nolan said, not looking away from his screen. “You have the coordinates, Sondra.” 
 
    “On your mark, Captain,” she said. 
 
    “Proceed.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” We felt the dizziness as we jumped out of the Earth system. 
 
    <Butch> Estes just sent me the codes to view the PA attack. We’ll be able to watch the whole thing. 
 
    <Emerald> Sounds boring to me. 
 
    “This is good,” I said. “I want to make sure it goes off without a hitch. How much more time?” 
 
    <Butch> One hour and thirty-seven minutes. 
 
    “We won’t be able to watch that video feed because of the jump,” Skip said. 
 
    <Butch> We’ll run the feed through Tac again. It’ll be no problem. Should’ve given him a holographic communicator a long time ago. 
 
    “You’re sure that’s safe?” Sondra asked. “We can’t lose our fuel source.” 
 
    <Bagiwang> Junior knows what to do. 
 
    <Emerald> Hahahahahaha 
 
    <Butch> What, you too? 
 
    <Bagiwang> I gave you credit, at least. 
 
    “Enough, children,” I said. “These thirteen hours are gonna be long enough as it is.” 
 
    <Dojo> It’s just over nine hours now. We’ve been travelling, remember? 
 
    Nolan snickered. “Don’t join in with the others, Dojo. It’s beneath you.” 
 
    JJ caught my eye, and nodded towards the door. 
 
    “Sondra, you’ve got the bridge. I’ll be back later.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    We walked out into the hallway. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    JJ looked at me. “You need to blow off a little steam. Let’s walk down to the ice cream stand. I’ve got a craving.” 
 
    “Nervous eater, huh?” 
 
    “No, I just like ice cream. C’mon.” 
 
    We walked to the stand, which was twenty minutes away, the movement doing a good job of relieving my stress. There wasn’t a big line at the stand this time, so we got our ice cream quickly and sat at one of the small round tables on the side of the corridor. 
 
    <JJ> Emerald, let us know when we’re close to the PA attack, so we can be back on the bridge to watch. Assume we’ll use the transit system. 
 
    <Emerald> I can send the feed to your visual cortex. 
 
    <Me> No, we want to be with our bridge crew. 
 
    <Emerald> As you wish. 
 
    “This ice cream is excellent,” JJ said. 
 
    “Can’t beat real dairy. Are you nervous?” 
 
    JJ shook her head. “Not nearly as much as I expected to be.” 
 
    “Good. I’m more excited than nervous. It’ll be interesting to see how the Clan reacts when we take their PA stun capability away.” 
 
    “Hopefully they don’t have any redundancy,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> They have redundancy, but it won’t help them here. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> It’s all in the same place. They aren’t expecting this kind of attack. They’re expecting simple hardware failure. 
 
    “Sucks to be them,” I said. 
 
    JJ eyed me. “What if they decide to attack Earth?” 
 
    I chuckled. “They’ll think Simone did this, and she’s from Devonia Axxiom. Kinda cancels them out.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “You’re right. This is hilarious.” 
 
    “Well, except for her operatives,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That wasn’t very sensitive. Sorry. I hope they survive.” 
 
    “Me too. Still worries me how the Clan found out. Hope they haven’t been listening in to our conversations with Simone.” 
 
    “Glad we didn’t discuss this mission, or any of our capabilities,” JJ said. “You’re done already. Want to go back?” 
 
    “Finish,” I said. “We’ll ride back. No problem.” 
 
    We were silent for a few minutes, JJ savoring her treat, my mind going over the main event over and over. 
 
    “Don’t fret,” JJ said, watching my face. I snapped out of it. 
 
    “You’re right. Got to watch that stress level.” 
 
    <Butch> Your stress level is lower than normal right now. You tend that way when you’re about to go into battle. 
 
    <Me> Fighter pilot training. 
 
    <Emerald> No, humans are just weird. They worry constantly about things that don’t matter, and have no problem when things are going crazy. 
 
    <JJ> Hey, watch that. 
 
    <Emerald> I’m just kidding. Kinda. 
 
    JJ finished her ice cream, getting up to toss the cup into the trash. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    We headed for the transport station and grabbed a tin can. After it closed around us and took off, JJ kissed me tenderly. 
 
    “I’m so proud to be your woman, Trey.” 
 
    “I’m proud to be your man,” I said. “What brought that on now?” 
 
    “We’re going into battle.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The tin can came to a stop, letting us out. We went back on the bridge. 
 
    “Good, I was afraid you’d miss the show,” Nolan said, turning towards us. “Dojo already has the link set. It’ll be on center screen when the units come out of the jump. We’ve got less than ten minutes now.” 
 
    I sat in the Captains chair. “Thanks, Nolan.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Sondra made eye contact with me. “What if the Clan attacks Earth after this?” 
 
    JJ and I shot each other a glance and laughed. 
 
    “What’d I say?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “They’ll think Simone did this, and she’s from Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    Sondra smiled. “That’s right. Sorry. I feel stupid.” 
 
    “Don’t, I had the same concern until Trey reminded me,” JJ said. 
 
    “We don’t know where they’ll lash out,” Nolan said. “They might attack anywhere or anybody.” 
 
    <Dojo> They’re coming out of the jump. Video feed should be up in four seconds. 
 
    “Are we gonna see five different views?” Skip asked. 
 
    <Dojo> Yes, the screen will break up into six panes. One will be empty. 
 
    The screen showed the feed, men in vacuum gear rushing the flight suits. Then they froze, their arms and legs stuck in motion. 
 
    “What the hell?” Skip asked. 
 
    Nolan snickered. “They got hit with Variant Three Nanos. The electronics aren’t inside the vacuum suit, they’re outside, exposed to attack. Those men are stuck in place.” 
 
    “Oh, geez, look at that!” Sondra said, watching as a suit came open, the Variant Four Nanos flooding into the commando, exploding him as other suits popped open. 
 
    “How are they doing that?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  
 
    “They probably have a manual emergency open capability,” Nolan said. “They should’ve had more patience.” 
 
    “What about the PA system?” I asked. 
 
    “Watching the Nano flow now, Captain,” Nolan said, not looking away from his screen. “It’s dead. Signal stopped.” 
 
    “The rest of those men are blowing up,” JJ said, looking away from the screen. 
 
    <Dojo> Estes just sent a message. The mission was a complete success. PA service on Devonia Axxiom is dead. He’s sending documentation which will provide complete details. 
 
    “What about the other worlds in the 6300?” JJ asked. 
 
    “They’ve got subnets to continue service, but we’ve killed the source of the stun messages,” Nolan said. “Uh oh, the Nanos are still alive. They’re chewing into surrounding infrastructure.” 
 
    “Dammit,” I said. “We can’t kill that whole planet. Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    <Dojo> Don’t worry, they’ll die off in less than a minute, and they’ve got a GPS boundary, so they won’t do much damage. 
 
    <Butch> They’re dying now, Captain. We’re fine. 
 
    <Drake> Verified that we killed the PA stun capability on all Central Authority worlds. Well done, team. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Should we get a message to Simone and Bryce that this was a success?” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, let me handle that. I’ll do it under the Chairman’s name. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Well done, everybody. Butch, what’s our time to Oollanders?” 
 
    <Butch> Just over seven hours, Captain. 
 
    Vermillion came onto the bridge. “Great job, everybody.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said. “Did you see the video feed from the flight suits?” 
 
    “Yeah. Next time they won’t be so quick to take the suits off. This is a good development, because it takes away one of the best defenses against the Nanos.” 
 
    <Drake> Most Central Authority Zone vacuum suits have the electronics inside. I expect them to use those suits instead of their own from now on. 
 
    “Any sign of Clan ship movement?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Monitoring via the holographic communicator. Estes will be running scans and sending us data. 
 
    “If the clan can alter the drive profiles and frequencies, can’t they also change them to something we haven’t seen before?” 
 
    <Emerald> Doesn’t matter if they do, because we can see them via the other methods now, and since we can locate them that way, we’ll see their new profiles and frequencies right away and record them. They can run, but they can’t hide. 
 
    <Drake> They won’t attempt that. Their ships were not attacked. They don’t know we can see them yet. 
 
    “True,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Butch> Hahahaha. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Somebody just tried to give a massive PA stun command. Didn’t work. I’ll bet they’re pissed. 
 
    I laughed. “What, you used a gambling reference, Butch? Tisk tisk.” 
 
    <Butch> I have to lower myself to your level for easy communication. 
 
    <Emerald> That explains a lot. 
 
    <Dojo> You go, girlfriend. 
 
    <Emerald> Go bury a bone, Fido. 
 
    “All right, stop it,” I said. “Now is when we need to watch. They might not have understood what we did at first.” 
 
    <Drake> Estes is scanning. Just talked to him. Nothing yet. 
 
    “What if Earth gets attacked?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> The Clan will have a bad day. We’ve finished a group of Mark VI LB fighter-bombers at the Pacific Research Center. Any Razor ships getting into Earth orbit won’t last long. 
 
    “We hadn’t mentioned those to everybody yet,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> We can tell them. It won’t hurt anything. 
 
     Vermillion sighed. “Okay, no problem. The Captain and JJ already know about them.” 
 
    “How about a description?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to spend a lot of time on this now, but I’ll give you a quick explanation, if the Chairman doesn’t mind.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Captain,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “They are similar to the Mark V and the newer Mark VI fighters.” 
 
    “Mark VI?” Nolan asked. “How’s it different than the Mark V?” 
 
    “They can cloak,” I said. “The LB version is a light bomber, made to go against battleships with torpedoes and enhanced plasma guns. They’re much faster than the Mark V and Mark VI basic version, but not as good in a dogfight.” 
 
    “How many do we have?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Enough,” Vermillion said. “I’ll leave it at that for now. They aren’t through with testing yet, so I’d rather not take them into combat if possible.” 
 
    <Drake> True, but they’ve been through the most important parts of the testing, from a battle perspective. 
 
    “What are we doing after the next attack?” Sondra asked. “Are we still sending the Zephyrus to the Clan Zone?” 
 
    “We’ll make decisions on that after the battle,” I said. “If we do well enough, the Clan might cut and run. They’ll know they’ve lost the element of surprise, and they’ll also know that we have weapons they don’t have a defense against.” 
 
    <Drake> Don’t underestimate the Clan. They’re very dangerous, and they’re also desperate. Bad combination. 
 
    “We have better technology,” Nolan said. 
 
    “And they have much larger numbers,” I said. “They could force us to defend our worlds, and the trick we’re about to pull on them won’t work more than once.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “Okay Captain, point taken. I’d be surprised if they just pick up their ball and go home, but they might want us to think they did.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a possibility,” Vermillion said. “And don’t forget that if they attack Earth and we respond with our weapons, they’ll know we still have bases there. It’ll be obvious, and they’ll find them eventually.” 
 
    “Unless we destroy all the Clan ships,” Skip said. “We’ve bested them more than once so far.” 
 
    <Drake> We have more to worry about than the military situation. We don’t know what the Prime Minister has been up to, or who he’s installed in the military command or the intel agencies. We don’t know what happened to the other summit attendees or the legislature either.  
 
    “That’s been gnawing at me since I woke up from my coma,” Vermillion said. “We might eliminate the Clan, but find ourselves in a massive civil war.” 
 
    “Not liking the sound of that,” JJ said. “Do we have any word on the status of our new allies?” 
 
    “Last I talked to Simone, she had a large team working the weaknesses that we told her about. Tuning will be a little more difficult unless we all lower our defenses.” 
 
    “I have a working prototype of the module,” Nolan said, “but we’ll have to get it to them. Drake is building a sub-module that can stop un-authorized transmissions in the same way our AIs are doing.” 
 
    <Drake> It’s done, but it’s another physical component, which is light-years away at the main plant. 
 
    “Sounds like a longer-term solution,” I said. “Unless we can give them detailed plans and let them build the units themselves.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have a problem with that,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> Nor would I, but it wasn’t a waste to create the hardware. It’s the only way to test the design. 
 
    “Exactly,” Nolan said. “Drake, you could send me instructions for your sub-module?” 
 
    <Drake> I could, but you’d have to go to the Pacific Research Center or the Rocky Mountain lab to build it. The New Jersey doesn’t have the required equipment. 
 
    I glanced at JJ, then at Vermillion. “We’ve got just over six hours until the next phase of the operation. I suggest we start getting rest in shifts.” 
 
    “Thank you,” JJ said. 
 
    <Drake> Captain Clarke is correct. I’ll talk to you soon. 
 
    “Breaking up the party, huh?” Skip asked. 
 
    Sondra smiled. “He’s right. Should I get with Andrea and see if she can man the bridge with Tim and Izzy?” 
 
    “Please do,” I said. “Any other pressing issues we need to discuss right this minute?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of,” Nolan said. “We’re ready.” 
 
    “Yes, I think we’re ready,” Vermillion said. “I’ll go back to my suite. Doubt I’ll be able to sleep, but I’m not critical to the mission.” 
 
    “Good, we’ll end this meeting for now. Be back on the bridge in five hours.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Sondra said. “I heard back from Andrea. She and her crew are on the way.” 
 
    JJ and I got up and left the bridge.   
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    Deployment 
 
   T he five hours went quickly, JJ and I dozing in our stateroom, although I was too amped up to get much rest. 
 
    Nolan was just arriving at the bridge when JJ and I got there. 
 
    “Well, it’s almost time,” he said. 
 
    “Worried?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, anxious for it to be over,” Nolan said. “You?” 
 
    JJ smiled. “I’m not as scared as I expected to be.” 
 
    We walked onto the bridge. Skip and Sondra were already there, checking the readings at their stations. 
 
    “Hi, Captain,” Sondra said. “We relieved Andrea and her crew about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “No problems?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “No attacks anywhere, either,” Skip said. “I expected the Clan to do something.” 
 
    “AIs, on speaker please.” 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, Captain. 
 
    <Emerald> Neither of you got much rest. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” JJ said. “Any new scan info?” 
 
    <Emerald> Nope. It’s worrisome. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry,” Nolan said. “I spent some time reading up on the rancor over the mandatory PA law. Hard to tell what they think at this point. There are other sophisticated groups who warned they’d shut it down.” 
 
    “It put the markets in a tailspin,” Skip said, “not that I care.” 
 
    “I care,” Sondra said. “You don’t have money in the markets?” 
 
    “Real Estate,” Skip said. “Emerging worlds.” 
 
    “Best be careful with that,” Nolan said. “Dicey way to grow your money, unless you do something like Tac has.” 
 
    I laughed. “There you go. Buy stock in Tac’s company. He’s the next Henry Ford.” 
 
    The banter helped relieve tension, which I was thankful for. 
 
    Vermillion came onto the bridge to check on us, looking tired and worried. 
 
    “You didn’t get any rest at all, did you?” JJ asked him. 
 
    “I knew that wasn’t gonna happen. I had a nice chat with Simone, bouncing through Tac’s holographic communicator. They’ve got the weak spots fixed on all of their Razors, and found bugs on all of them as well. Kaleb cooked up a way to stop transmissions on his own, which will help us.” 
 
    “That’s great news,” I said, “because I expect a reaction to what we’re about to do, and they may need to get involved.” 
 
    “How about Bryce’s guys?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Couldn’t connect well enough to chat, unfortunately. I’ll get with him as soon as we’re out of the jump. The relay from Tac’s holographic communicator is a little dicey using the old standard comm units. It works better when Drake’s involved, for some reason.” 
 
    Commander Klemperer came onto the bridge. “It’s soon, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Thirty-five minutes, give or take,” Sondra said. “How are you, Commander?” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m great. We’re ready to go.” 
 
    Skip got a grin on his face, but a look from Sondra shut him up before he got started. 
 
    “Fighter bay, correct?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “It’s technically Bay Three, but I’ve been calling it the fighter bay,” Klemperer said. “Guess I’ll get back and make sure everybody is in their fighters and ready to go.” 
 
    “Are you going out with them?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I was planning on it, but was ordered to stay in the multi-theater room and direct, since we’ve got teams fighting in four different locations.” 
 
    “By who?” JJ asked. 
 
    “By me,” I said, “and the Chairman.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Klemperer said. “If it was just one team of fighters, I’d think differently, but this is a different kind of battle, and I can do more good directing all four.” He left the room. 
 
    Skip snickered, glancing at Sondra, who shook her head. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For keeping him where he’ll do the most good.” 
 
    “And keeping her boyfriend out of harm’s way,” Skip quipped. 
 
    “He doesn’t know I’m alive,” Sondra said. 
 
    I glanced at her. “Yeah he does.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Forget it for now, Sondra. Let’s go over the sequence again.” 
 
    We worked through the launching of the fighters and the flight suits a final time, our AIs all assigned to the fight and connected to each other. Vermillion sat in one of the observer’s chairs, going over notes on his tablet, asking a question every so often. The activity made the remaining time fly by. Sondra’s station beeped at her. 
 
    “We’re ready to come out of the jump, Captain.” 
 
    We felt the static as the New Jersey settled into open space. 
 
    “Stand by to launch fighters and flight suits,” Skip said. 
 
    “Commander Klemperer, are your pilots ready to go?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “They are,” his voice said over the speakers. “We’ll launch a drone in each area to take video, as usual. I’ll be using that and the onboard cameras in the fighters for command and control.” 
 
    “Bays two and three, all personnel evacuate the floor please,” Skip said. “De-pressurization in four minutes.”  
 
    We watched video of the bays, now devoid of people, the flight suits going from disk to full extension in a split second, fighters poised to launch as the bay doors opened. 
 
    “Launch,” I said. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Sondra said, sending the sequence to the fighters, the AIs working together to control the flight suits. 
 
    “There goes the flight suits,” Nolan said, watching them swarm out the door, cloaking as they went, invisible before they got more than a few meters. 
 
    “They’re all away,” Skip said. 
 
    “Fighters going out in sequence, just like clockwork,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Butch> All systems normal on the flight suits, Captain, heading to their destinations. They’ll beat the fighters there and hold. 
 
    “Thank you, Butch. Arrival time?” 
 
    <Butch> The last arrival will be two hours from now. The others will hold to coordinate the attacks after the fighters are in place. Full deployment of all teams in two hours and thirty-six minutes. 
 
    “Thank you. Scan all locations for Clan ships, please. Verify they’re still in place.” 
 
    <Dojo> Scanning now. All ships still in place. We’re close enough to get good bio-readings from the troop transports. 
 
    “Are they full?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Negative,” Nolan said, looking at his screen. “Close to half full.” 
 
    <Dojo> Fighters patrolling at all four locations, but in small numbers. 
 
    “Crap, what’s small?” I asked. 
 
    <Dojo> Twenty fighters in each location. Probably five from each battleship. 
 
    “They’re protecting the troop transports, not the Razor ships, Captain,” Nolan said. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Were they there before?” 
 
    “Don’t know. We were much further away when we did the initial scans. Small craft are harder to see at that distance.” 
 
    “We’re sending a hundred of our fighters to each location,” Skip said. 
 
    “True, but we don’t know how many are gonna flood out of those Clan Razors,” Sondra replied. 
 
    “Since we have some time, I’m going to my stateroom to contact Bryce,” I said. “Be back soon. Butch will let me know if anything breaks.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, no problem there. 
 
    “Shall I tag along?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Sure.” We left the bridge, riding the tin can back to our stateroom. 
 
    “Don’t mention the battle is starting,” I said to JJ as we entered. 
 
    “I won’t.” JJ sat on the end of the bed as I sat in front of the comm device and paged Bryce. He responded after a few minutes. 
 
    “Trey. Sorry, wasn’t close to my stateroom. What’s up? Heard you neutralized the PA stun capability. Came in a message from Chairman Vermillion.” 
 
    “Yes, that was a successful mission. No losses.” 
 
    “Going to tell us how you did it?” Bryce asked. 
 
    “Eventually. Did you guys fix the weak spots on your Razors?” 
 
    “It’s in work. When’s the next meeting? Admiral Boeraton is anxious to meet with the Chairman and Simone. He’s been calling me about once an hour.” 
 
    “We just got out of a jump,” I said, “and we’ll be busy for a while. You didn’t tell Boeraton about the weak spots of the Razors, did you?” 
 
    Bryce laughed. “Here’s the dirty little secret. Nobody considers Boeraton to be in charge. I went directly to the Razor captains, and none of them support the Admiral. He blew it before. I think we ought to shove him out an airlock, to be honest, but he’s got stores of fuel and other supplies. We need him to get to those, so we’re humoring him for now.”  
 
    “Good. Have you had any contact with Simone?” 
 
    “Nope. She hasn’t tried contacting us, and I can’t contact her.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, probably just as well. She’s been working her Razor ships, and they found bugs, too.” 
 
    “We’ve been scanning the Razors for those. I haven’t heard if they’ve found anything yet, though. The Admiral is making communication difficult. He’s trying to keep me out of the loop, and we need him to think he’s still got power, so I can’t openly go around him. That old bastard might try to take command of everything.” 
 
    “We won’t agree to that,” I said, “but don’t mention it.” 
 
    “I won’t, don’t worry. He’s on my last nerve. Oh, and he made me promise to tell you not to provoke the Clan. No attacks unless he knows about it.” 
 
    I laughed. “We’ll take that under advisement.” 
 
    “Somehow I knew you’d say that.” 
 
    “Use what influence you have to make sure those weak spots get fixed. Also stay on them about the bugs. Tell them Simone’s team found them in all her Razor ships. I’d check the Centurion ships as well, just to be safe.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they have come after us by now, Trey?” 
 
    “They hadn’t gone after Simone. They aren’t ready. We’ll use that. I gotta go. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Good luck with whatever you’re about to do.” 
 
    “We aren’t doing anything.” 
 
    Bryce chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’m not saying anything. Take care.” 
 
    He left the call. 
 
    “Geez,” JJ said. “I didn’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Wonder why Boeraton is afraid of us provoking the Clan?” 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say he’s still with the Clan, and Bryce isn’t close enough to know about it. If that’s the case, the Clan might know about the Razor weak spots now. Only one captain has to slip up.” 
 
    “Our current mission doesn’t rely on their weak spots,” I said. “We’ll find out if Boeraton is dirty soon enough. If he is, he’ll be killed. I have a zero-tolerance policy when it comes to that.” 
 
    “You’re sounding like you’re in command. Good.” 
 
    “The Chairman put me in command of all Samson Corporation forces, so I’m not under the Central Authority’s fleet in any way, shape, or form. May pay a little lip service to the Admiral at first, if it will help us, but he’s not in control. I’ll be sharing command with Simone, more than likely.” 
 
    “We’d better get back to the bridge,” JJ said. 
 
    We left the stateroom, arriving back to the bridge in a few minutes. 
 
    “Anything happen?” I asked. 
 
    “Those flight suits will be in place early,” Nolan said. “Incredible technology. How’s things with Bryce?” 
 
    “They’re working the Razor weak spots and the bugs,” I said. “Hope we don’t need them during this action. They won’t be ready.” 
 
    <Butch> The flight suits just made the half-way point. 
 
    <Dojo> Yes, and two of the troop transports orbiting Oollanders just received another thirty-thousand troops each. They’re over half full now. 
 
    “No activity at the other locations?” I asked. 
 
    <Dojo> Not since we came out of the jump. 
 
    “Just over an hour,” JJ said. “This is killing me. I’m gonna go down to the Zephyrus and check on the refinery.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said, “but I’m gonna stick around here, just in case.” 
 
    JJ nodded and left the bridge. 
 
    “I don’t blame her, I’m on pins and needles too,” Sondra said. 
 
    We all settled into the wait. I pulled up the monitor on the Captain’s chair and went over each area again. Vermillion came in once to check on us, but went back to his suite quickly, probably so he could pace and not bother anybody. The minutes ticked by too slowly. 
 
    <Butch> Movement on Fggergia. 
 
    “What kind of movement?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Troops moving up to the transports. 
 
    “I see it,” Nolan said. “Not as many as we saw on Oollanders.” 
 
    <Dojo> Spatzer now too. Something’s happening. Hope we aren’t too late. 
 
    “We’ll be in place in fifteen minutes,” Skip said. “We’re going to catch them with a lot of people on those transports.” 
 
    “Hope they don’t jump away and ruin our fun,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Anything on the last location?” I asked, my heart racing. 
 
    <Butch> Aviaotron. No, they have troops on their transports, but I haven’t seen movement there. The bio readings show they have less people up there, though. Might see some movement soon. 
 
    JJ came back on the bridge, freezing when she saw our expressions. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” I said. “More troop movements to the transports over the last few minutes, but we’re only fifteen minutes from the attack.” 
 
    <Butch> No, only nine minutes now. 
 
    “That means the flight suits are already in place,” JJ said. 
 
    <Emerald> Yes they are, and some of the fighters are already in place. Oollanders is the closest, and all of the fighters are in place there. 
 
    “Well, at least we know they can’t see them,” Skip said. 
 
    “The fighters aren’t right next to the enemy ships, remember,” Nolan said. “They’re within a twenty-second jump, and they have the drive modules. If somebody was close enough they might get visual contact. Mark Vs don’t have cloaking capability.” 
 
    “Oh,” Skip said. “I knew that. Sorry.” 
 
    Vermillion came on the bridge. “Almost there?” 
 
    “Almost there,” I said. “We’ve seen some movement of troops up to the transports.” 
 
    “They’ll jump away if we aren’t quick,” he said, starting to pace. 
 
    <Drake> Don’t worry, they haven’t ramped up their reactors. If they were leaving in the next ten minutes, we’d see them getting ready. 
 
    “Good, you’re here,” I said. 
 
    “Any more activity on Devonia Axxiom?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> Nope, they gave up. 
 
    “What action? JJ asked. 
 
    “They were trying to get the PA stun capability working again,” Vermillion said. “Had quite a few people working it.” 
 
    “Will they be able to tell what we did?” Skip asked. 
 
    <Drake> They’ll see the damage under an electron microscope, but they won’t know what caused it. 
 
    “Klemperer here. We’re ready to commence the attacks.” 
 
    “Everybody’s in place in all locations?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir, everybody’s in place. The video drones will be launched as soon as the fighters reveal themselves. 
 
    “Proceed,” I said. 
 
    “All fighters, jump into position,” Klemperer said. 
 
    We waited, dead silence on the bridge. After twenty seconds the video lit up four screens, the fighters heading right towards the massive transport ships. 
 
    “The Clan fighters have seen us,” Klemperer said. “Torpedoes fired at all of the transports.” 
 
    “And here it begins,” Vermillion said, watching as fighters continued towards the transports, firing plasma guns and more torpedoes. 
 
    “Yes!” Skip said. “Just breached the hull on that transport over Oollanders.” 
 
    “Look, fighters flooding out of the Clan battleships over Oollanders,” Nolan said. “This is gonna work.” 
 
    “Scratch the first transport in orbit over Oollanders,” Klemperer said. “Nice shooting, team. Now get the other one.” 
 
    <Butch> Flight suits successfully entered all five Clan Razors over Oollanders. Unseen so far. 
 
    “Can you put up video?” 
 
    <Drake> Don’t, they might sense it. 
 
    “Okay, scratch that, Butch.” 
 
    “Look, the transports at the other three locations are all hit,” Sondra said, eyes glued to the screen. “Wow.” 
 
    “Get ready,” Klemperer said. “Fighters leaving the Razor bays over Aviaotron, Fggergia, and Spatzer. Let’s kill the remaining transports and get the heck out of there.” 
 
    <Butch> Flight suits made it onto all Clan Razors. 
 
    <Emerald> Just lost a fighter over Fggergia. 
 
    <Dojo> Ground attack starting on Oollanders and Aviaotron. Variant Three and Four Nanos released. 
 
    “The last transport is toast, get the hell out of there. Don’t engage any more Clan fighters.” 
 
    <Emerald> Another fighter lost over Oollanders. 
 
    “Get away, dammit,” Klemperer shouted. 
 
    <Drake> Our last fighters just jumped away from Oollanders. Keep your fingers crossed. 
 
    <Emerald> Fighters in all locations have jumped away. Lost a fourth fighter over Aviaotron. The Clan fighters are potent. We’ll have to study this engagement in detail. 
 
     “You’re right about that, Emerald,” Klemperer said. “All fighters on their way home.” 
 
    “Did the four eject?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No,” Klemperer said, his voice wavering. “Good men.” 
 
    <Butch> Fighters over Oollanders heading back to their Razors. Won’t be long now. 
 
    <Dojo> All personnel at the Oollanders ground base dead. Most were taken out by Variant Four Nanos, not Variant Three Nanos. That might mean they didn’t have Clan hardware. 
 
    <Drake> I think they were killed by both. We’ve got video from all the flight suits to analyze. All electrical and electronic infrastructure at the Oollanders base destroyed. 
 
    “Wow,” Nolan said. “Clan Razors over Oollanders just went dead in the water. Sensors aren’t showing any reactor or drive activity.” 
 
    <Butch> All personnel on board Oollanders ships killed. They haven’t learned. Flight suits deploying Nanos in the Clan Razors at the other three locations. They won’t survive. 
 
    <Drake> Here comes video from the flight suits inside the first Razor over Oollanders. 
 
    We watched. The emergency lights were on in the bay, which was littered by exploded humans. 
 
    “Who’s gonna clean that up?” Skip quipped. 
 
    Sondra shook her head. “This isn’t funny.” 
 
    “They can’t get out,” I said. “We can see the bay doors. They’re locked up tight. How soon will they self-destruct?” 
 
    <Drake> We can kick that off, but let’s try something first. Butch, fly them at the doors and open up with the weapons, please. Let’s see if we can blast our way out. 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    <Dojo> Missions completed at all four ground installations. Flight suits returning to the New Jersey. 
 
    “We have neutralized all the other Razor ships,” Nolan said. “These worlds have a lot of debris in orbit, and it’ll be falling to the surface sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Maybe we should keep one flight suit on each Razor to blow it up,” I said. “Smaller pieces coming down that way.” 
 
    We watched video as the flight suits turned towards the bay door on the Razor. 
 
    <Butch> Here goes. 
 
    All the flight suits opened fire with their rail guns. 
 
    “That’s a tough door,” Skip said, getting closer to the screen. “No, they’re cracking. Look there, along the top.” 
 
    “That door’s breaking up all right,” JJ said. Suddenly the inside of the bay swirled with debris as the vacuum was broken, the flight suits flying out in an instant. 
 
    <Drake> Butch, please coordinate the same tactic on all the other Razors. Leave one on each ship. That was a good suggestion by Captain Clarke. Worth losing twenty devices. 
 
    “It’ll also hide our tracks,” Vermillion said. 
 
    We watched from the video drone as the first Razor exploded, the flash blinding. 
 
    <Butch> Uh oh. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Four Clan Razors heading for Earth. 
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    The Admiral 
 
   O ur mission was complete, the flight suits and fighters jumping back to our position, as Butch told us there were Clan Razors heading for Earth. 
 
    “Only Earth?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> So far. They know it was the Samson Corporation. I’m not surprised they’re reacting this way. 
 
    “We should go contact Simone and Bryce,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> I agree. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “Let’s go to my office.” 
 
    “Sondra, you have the bridge. Keep scanning. I want to know if anybody follows our flight suits or fighters home.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she said. 
 
    We left the bridge. 
 
    <Me> Butch, how long till the Clan Razors get to Earth? 
 
    <Butch> Just over four hours for the first two. 
 
    <Me> How many total? 
 
    <Butch> Up to eight now. 
 
    <JJ> Where are they coming from? 
 
    <Emerald> Several parts of the Central Authority Zone. We’ve recorded the starting locations, for future targeting. 
 
    <Butch> Half of them came from Valla Cappos. 
 
    <Me> My, that is interesting. 
 
    We grabbed a tin can to Vermillion’s office, then went to the small conference room. 
 
    “I’ll get Simone and Bryce on the line,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Simone might already be jumping towards Earth,” JJ said. 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to hurry,” Vermillion said, sending out the pages. Simone’s face showed up on the screen, Bryce coming on a moment later. 
 
    “I was expecting a call,” Simone said. “I assume that was you?” 
 
    “Yes, it was us,” Vermillion said. 
 
    Bryce chuckled. “Knew it. Boeraton is gonna go nuts. Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Why would the Admiral have a problem with an attack on the Clan?” Simone asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Bryce said. “He asked me to warn Trey against it.” 
 
    “He’s probably dirty,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Or scared,” Simone said. “I don’t suppose you can tell us how you did this with only one battleship?” 
 
    “Four hundred Mark V fighters and a new secret weapon,” Vermillion said. 
 
    Simone’s eyebrows raised. “I thought the Mark IV was the top-of-the-line.” 
 
    “Mark V fighters are still under development. We were at some risk using them. Didn’t think we had a choice, because troop transports were being populated at all four locations we hit.” 
 
      
 
    Simone’s brow furrowed. “They were getting ready to invade. Good thing we got rid of the bugs. We’re moving to a new location as soon as this call is over.” 
 
    “We’d better do the same,” Bryce said. 
 
    “I’d suggest that,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Obviously the Mark V fighters can jump,” Bryce said. “No other way to do a four-theater attack without it, unless you have four battleships.” 
 
    “Yes, they can jump, and they have advanced weapons and shields,” Vermillion said. “They’ve also got Nolan’s drive modules, which makes them very stealthy.” 
 
    “We lost four of those fighters,” I said. “The Clan has some strength in that area, and we know their fighters can also jump.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Simone asked. 
 
    “We engaged them earlier, when they followed their bugs to our position. After we destroyed their Razor ships, the fighters jumped away.” 
 
    Simone’s expression showed near panic. “The fighters they sold us for our Razors can’t jump. They’re good in a dog fight, though. They’ll do well against Mark IV fighters. You still have those, I assume?” 
 
    “Guarding our bases, mostly,” Vermillion said. “You know we’ve got Clan Razors converging on Earth, correct?” 
 
    “What?” Bryce asked. “Dammit.” 
 
    “We’re still working on the scan technology you shared with us,” Simone said. “It’s quite complicated. When will the Clan Razors arrive at Earth?” 
 
    “The first batch will be there in just over four hours,” I said. 
 
    “First batch?” Bryce asked. “How many are there?” 
 
    “We see eight total, coming from several locations,” I said. 
 
    “How many Clan Razors did you take out in that last action?” Bryce asked. 
 
    “Twenty,” Vermillion said. “Plus eight troop transports and four ground troop bases.” 
 
    “Bases too?” Simone asked. “The fighters?” 
 
    “The new weapons,” Vermillion said. “When we get together I’ll share more about our capabilities.” 
 
    “What are you going to do about Earth?” Bryce asked. “Should we all get over there to attack?” 
 
    “Earth has strong defenses,” JJ said. 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to reveal what we have on Earth yet,” I said. “It’ll put a huge target on Earth, and we’ve only destroyed a third of the Clan ships in the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    <Drake> Private. I agree. The fighters will have enough charge left to fight again by the time they’ve returned to the New Jersey, and they can top up during the jump to Earth. 
 
    <Me> You’re suggesting we use the New Jersey against eight Razors? 
 
    <Drake> They’re no match against us. As soon as they open their fighter bays, guess what will happen? 
 
    “Something wrong, Captain Clarke?” Simone asked. 
 
    “No, sorry, just working out a strategy in my head.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of taking the New Jersey to Earth,” Nolan said. “Are you sure that’s wise?” 
 
    “It might be. The fighters will have enough charge left after they get back here for another engagement, and we’ve got plenty of the other weapons, plus the guns and cloaking capability of the New Jersey.” 
 
    “Earth can use their railguns without tipping their hand on the other weapons,” JJ said. 
 
    “What other weapons?” Simone asked. “Oh, never mind, you aren’t going to say, and I wouldn’t either. At least not yet.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to let the Admiral handle it,” Bryce quipped. “Kidding.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You haven’t changed much. I don’t want you putting your Razor ships at risk unless you’ve gotten the bugs removed and the weaknesses fixed.” 
 
    “Plus you might shoot at us if we show up,” Bryce said. 
 
    “We can tell your Razors apart from the Clan Razors,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s obvious,” Simone said. “Since we have to jump away from here anyway, we’ll jump towards Earth and hang out, in case we’re needed.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I said, “but be careful. This is just the beginning, and it won’t be an easy war. The Clan may have hundreds of Razor ships sitting in their zone, ready to jump here. We need every battleship we’ve got. We shouldn’t use them until their ready.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to the other captains,” Bryce said. “We’ll want to jump away too, provided we’ve gotten rid of the bugs.” 
 
    <Butch> Private. All the Clan Razors have changed course. They aren’t coming to Earth after all. 
 
    <Me> Where are they going? 
 
    <Butch> Hodge. 
 
    <JJ> Dammit, we have to warn Simone. 
 
    “You’re thinking again,” Simone said, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Sorry, that was a message from the bridge. The Clan Razors are no longer headed for Earth.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Simone said. 
 
    “They’re headed for the Hodge system.” 
 
    Simone couldn’t hide her alarm. “I’ve got to go.” 
 
    She disappeared from the screen. 
 
    “Uh oh, that’s where Simone is, huh?” 
 
    “Probably, and you’d better move quickly too, if you’ve got the bugs neutralized,” Vermillion said. “They’ll get to you in a hurry, especially if Simone makes her escape.” 
 
    “Got it,” Bryce said. “Talk to you soon.” His face left the screen. 
 
    “AIs, on speaker please,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, good idea. 
 
    <Butch> Thank you, sir. If Bryce’s group jumps away, we’ll know where they were. 
 
    “If you don’t see anything I’ll be worried,” JJ said. 
 
    Nolan nodded in agreement. “It’ll mean they didn’t get their bugs taken care of, or worse.” 
 
    “Any other movement of Clan Razors, Butch?” I asked 
 
    <Butch> All eight that I saw are still headed for Hodge, assuming they keep their current course. 
 
    <Drake> There goes Simone. She wasn’t on Hodge, she was on Naelize, as we expected. 
 
    “Maybe we should go to the Hodge system and give them a welcome,” Nolan said. 
 
    “We’re not doing that,” Vermillion said, “but let’s watch carefully. We’ll learn about the Clan and Simone from this situation.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes. I doubt the Clan can see her now. They haven’t changed course yet. 
 
    “If they get there and can’t find Simone, they’re liable to go back towards Earth,” Nolan said. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” JJ said. 
 
    “Should we move the New Jersey into Earth’s orbit and wait?” Nolan asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I want to go back to the spot in Earth’s solar system where we picked up the flight suits. We’ll wait there and see what happens.” 
 
    <Drake> That would be my suggestion. If the Clan attacks Earth, we’ll be close enough to do something about it. 
 
    Vermillion got up to pace. “I’m fine with that, but we can’t put the New Jersey in direct danger. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Butch, when will our fighters be back here?” 
 
    <Butch> It’s still over an hour, Captain. 
 
    “All right, then we should break this up and get back to the bridge. AIs, keep the scans running. If more Clan Razors show up, I want to know about it the second you see them.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. 
 
    All of us except Chairman Vermillion went back to the bridge. Skip and Sondra looked relieved to see us. 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Skip asked. “Zeke said the Clan ships aren’t going to Earth after all.” 
 
    “They changed course, heading for Simone’s hiding place,” I said. 
 
    “Crap,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Simone’s forces have already left the area.” 
 
    “The Clan ships will go back to Earth,” Skip said, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “Maybe. We’re going to Earth’s outer solar system to wait, after we pick up our forces.” 
 
    Commander Klemperer came on the bridge. “That went like clockwork,” he said, expecting all of us to be happy. “All right, what happened?” 
 
    I filled him in. He sat down in an observer’s chair. “Our fighters will still have plenty of juice left when they get back here, you know.” 
 
    “We’re going to play this by ear,” I said. “If the Clan doesn’t make a move on Earth after they realize they can’t track Simone, we’re going back to Amberis. I want to get that other mission started. We need the Clan to know they aren’t safe in their own zone if they mess with us.” 
 
    <Butch> Bryce is paging you, sir. I can route him up here since we aren’t in a jump. 
 
    “Route it to the conference room off the bridge,” I said. “Nolan and JJ, join me please. I suspect Bryce won’t be alone on this call, so watch what you say.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Nolan said. 
 
    We left the bridge, taking seats inside the big conference room, the active seats sculpting themselves to us. 
 
    “Love this room,” JJ said. 
 
    <Me> Butch, is this a video-capable call? 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. I’ll put them on screen. 
 
    We watched as the screen turned on. The craggy old face of Admiral Boeraton appeared, flanked by Bryce on the left and Stuart Cain on the right. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “You all know Nolan and JJ Ostermann, right?” 
 
    Boeraton eyed me. “Who gave you permission to make that attack?” 
 
    Bryce rolled his eyes, Boeraton turning to him. “I can see you doing that in our monitor, you know. I’ll relieve you of command.” 
 
    “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” I said. “I gave myself permission to make that attack, acting as Admiral of all Samson Corporation Forces.” 
 
    “You have no power in the Central Authority Zone, Captain Clarke,” Boeraton replied, his eyes on fire. “You don’t know what you’ve done. The Prime Minister was working a peace deal with Clan leadership.” 
 
    “Was that before or after he kidnapped Chairman Vermillion, I wonder?” 
 
    “I won’t stand for your insubordination,” he snapped. 
 
    “Shut that old moron up, or this call is over,” I said. 
 
    “How dare you?” 
 
    Both Bryce and Stuart looked at him. 
 
    “Leave,” Stuart said. “You’re being relieved of command as of now.” 
 
    “I’ll have you shot,” Boeraton said. 
 
    “Let’s just shove this old fossil out the airlock,” Bryce said. “We don’t need to pretend he’s in command anymore.” 
 
    “What?” Boeraton said. 
 
    Stuart spoke into his PA. “Security, come get Boeraton please. Put him in the brig. If he misbehaves, stun him.” 
 
    “I prefer the airlock,” Bryce said. 
 
    “I’ll see you both executed,” Boeraton said as two men came in, pulling him out of his chair and wrestling him out of the room. 
 
    “This might mess with our supply chain,” Cain said. 
 
    “He’s a bigger problem than lack of his resources,” Bryce said. “Captain Cain is the leader of the Razor fleet, Captain Clarke.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, “and nice to see you, Stuart. It’s been too long. Sorry I had to get harsh with your Admiral.” 
 
    Stuart laughed, pushing his shaggy black hair back. He was a middle-aged man, larger and a little younger than Bryce. “I know Bryce filled you in on our situation with the Admiral. He’s lucky to be alive after what he did.” 
 
    “Does he really think the Prime Minister had a peace deal with the Clan?” 
 
    “He was using that as an excuse to hold onto his command,” Bryce said.  
 
    Stuart nodded. “We think the Prime Minister is under house arrest, or dead. He’s certainly not in control of Devonia Axxiom or the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re a little uncertain about the situation, though,” JJ said. 
 
    Stuart sighed. “It is hard to tell. The local governments of most Central Authority worlds have been in outright rebellion for a while. It was obvious to everybody that the state-run media lied about Simone’s attempted coup. She was beaten back by Clan forces, not Central Authority Forces, although she didn’t know it at the time.” 
 
    “Hell, we didn’t know it at the time,” Bryce said. 
 
    Stuart shrugged. “I was suspicious. You’re going to ally with her, I hope. She’s not a problem. She did everything she could to stop this situation.” 
 
    “We’re still being very careful with Simone,” I said. “The Prime Minister put her at the head of security forces, and while she was in that position, she tried to capture and imprison us.” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “She even said we’d be getting the death penalty.” 
 
    “That was probably said to help her stay in the security job,” Stuart said. “After Prime Minister Aeon figured out she wasn’t going to be pliable, he tried to push her out. Finally got it done, hence the attempted coup.” 
 
    “We should catch up on this later,” I said. “We’ve got our away teams coming back soon, and I want to be on the bridge for that. Have you found the Clan bugs in your ships?” 
 
    “We’ve found some, but we’ve only gotten through half of our Razor ships so far. We have more than most people think.” 
 
    “Care to share the number?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ve got sixty-seven,” he said. “They’ve all been hobbled, of course. And by the way, guess who pushed the idea of buying battleships from the Clan?” 
 
    JJ snickered. “The Prime Minister, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Yep,” Stuart said. “They’re pretty good ships, but we’ve found a lot of problems. We suspected the problems were introduced on purpose. Now we’re sure of it. We’ve worked through most of them. The list of weak spots was helpful.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I’d make sure Admiral Boeraton can’t get word out to anybody. The Clan probably thinks you’re still basically on their side.” 
 
    Stuart smiled. “Oh, forgot to mention, we got some advice from Kaleb about catching transmissions. We’ve already put that into place. It’s not a hundred percent air-tight, but close. Coupled with the bug hunt, we’ll be in good shape. We’ve got another day or two before that’s completed.” 
 
    “I’ve studied those ships,” Nolan said. “We’ve got a prototype drive module that will give you more stealth and better fuel economy, and we’ve also learned a lot about weapons and shields tuning.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, we’ll help you guys with that. When those enhancements are in place, you’ll be able to beat Clan Razors in a fight, more than likely.” 
 
    “That would be excellent,” Stuart said. “We’ll let you go. What are your plans?” 
 
    “There’s a small fleet of Clan Razors on the way to Simone’s former position. They’re probably wondering why they can no longer see her ships. When they get to the location and find she’s gone, they’re liable to attack Earth. We’ll be close by just in case.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Stuart said. “If we lose you guys and that terror of a ship you have, the Central Authority is done.” 
 
    “How many Razors does the Clan have?” JJ asked. 
 
    “According to our intel, at least a thousand,” Stuart said. “Most are in their zone and in the Free Zone. They’re starting to take over the Free Zone, you know. Their former planets first, but they won’t stop there.” 
 
    “We’ll have to do something about that,” I said. 
 
    “Like what?” Stuart asked. 
 
    “Attack. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    I ended the call, then took a deep breath. “Well, that was good and bad news.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” JJ said. 
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    Light Bombers 
 
   T he flight suits got back to the New Jersey first, and we picked them up quickly, all of them positioning themselves into Bay 2 and returning to disk form. 
 
    “Captain, the first group of fighters is only five minutes out,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Good, bring them in and make sure they all get connected to their charging stations. Send a message to Klemperer too, please.” 
 
    She chuckled. “He’s been monitoring the whole time, sir. He’s like a mother hen.” 
 
    “He needs to study video of the engagements,” Nolan said. “The Clan obviously has very good fighter weapons and tacktics.” 
 
    “We destroyed thirty-six Clan fighters and lost only four doing it,” Sondra said. “Perspective. We out-match them.” 
 
    I nodded. “True, but we need to improve. Losing four is a high cost. The Clan has a huge number of space craft. We don’t.” 
 
    “I’ve got a suggestion,” Skip said. “We should pick up some Mark IV fighters. We’ve got plenty of those, and with the rear gunner, we’ll take less losses in dogfights. I took some time to study it.” 
 
    “Tell Commander Klemperer that,” Sondra said. 
 
    “The Chairman might not give us those fighters,” JJ said. “They’re being used to guard manufacturing plants.” 
 
    “We need the Mark VI fighters on line,” I said, “but having some Mark IV versions to take on Clan fighters while the newer ships take on bigger targets isn’t a bad idea. I’ll bring it up. Thanks, Skip.” 
 
    “The first group of fighters have arrived,” Sondra said. “Bay 3 standing by to receive them.” 
 
    “Let’s get them inside as quick as we can. How far out are the rest?” 
 
    “Two groups in fifteen minutes, the last in thirty minutes,” Sondra said. 
 
    “Butch, where are the Clan Razors? Getting near the Hodge system?” 
 
    <Butch> They are, just over two hours out. 
 
    “Let me know when they change course,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t you mean if?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Nope. They aren’t hanging around the Hodge system after they find out Simone’s ships are gone.” 
 
    “Can we help Simone and Bryce with cloaking technology?” Skip asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Nolan said. “We’d have to take a close look.” 
 
    “How much data do you have on their ships?” JJ asked. “I can take a look at it. I was involved with that technology, remember?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nolan said. “I’ll have Dojo send everything I’ve got to Emerald.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’s a good project,” I said. “Let me know if you need any help.” 
 
    JJ smiled. “I will, Trey. Thanks.” 
 
    We waited for the rest of the fighters to arrive. They made it back into their bay without incident. 
 
    “All ships tethered and connected to their charging ports, Captain,” Sondra said. “Shall we leave? Same coordinates we used when we picked up the flight suits?” 
 
    “Proceed,” I said. 
 
    We felt the dizziness as the New Jersey jumped away. 
 
    Nolan made eye contact with me, and nodded towards the door. I got up and left with him, going into the conference room. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “I finally had a chance to look at the deep scans Dojo was running on the corridor through the Free Zone, where there’s been Clan traffic.” 
 
    “You’ve found something.” 
 
    “They’ve got an installation on a former Clan world in the Free Zone. It’s a big one. They’ve got a lot of fuel there. The readings were off the charts.” 
 
    “Is it on the Clan side of the Free Zone or closer to our side?” 
 
    “It’s very close to the Central Authority boundary.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s what they’re using to fuel their invasion. If we can take that out, it might make them give up, at least for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, and time is what we need most. The Clan will be easier to deal with if we have a good-sized fleet of New Jersey class ships to take them on.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss it with the Chairman and Drake after we’re sure Earth is out of danger.” 
 
    “Earth won’t be out of danger for some time, Captain. It’s the curse of being the home of the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    “True, but I was talking about immediate danger, Nolan.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Shall we go back?” 
 
    I nodded. “Keep that brain of yours working, Nolan. That’s one of the edges we have over the Clan.” 
 
    He turned towards me. “Thank you, sir. Coming from you, that means a lot.” 
 
    We got back on the bridge. I sat in the Captains chair and brought up my screen, going over the Samson Corporation assets, planning strategy. 
 
    <Butch> Trey, you just got paged by the Chairman. Estes called on the holographic communicator, and the Chairman wants you involved. Shall I let him know you’re on the way? 
 
    <Me> Please. Earth isn’t under attack, I hope. 
 
    <Butch> No, Estes has a proposition. Bring JJ and Nolan. Commander Klemperer is on the way as well. 
 
    I glanced at JJ and Nolan, who nodded, having heard the request. “Sondra, you have the bridge. We’re going to the Chairman’s office for a little while.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    We left the bridge, taking a tin can to Vermillion’s office. He ushered us into his small conference room. Klemperer arrived a moment later. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Vermillion said, sitting in the holographic communicator chair, bringing up the frame. Estes and the robotic face of Drake appeared. 
 
    <Drake> Hello, all. Thanks for coming. Estes had a good suggestion. I wanted to bring it to your attention right away. 
 
    “We’re all ears,” I quipped.  
 
    Estes chuckled. “Good. Drake and Chairman Vermillion both have concerns about defending Earth from our two plants here. Given the state of production and testing on the Mark VI LB variants, we think it might be time to move a group of them onto the New Jersey.” 
 
    I smiled. “That would give us an edge against Razor ships for sure, assuming they’re ready.” 
 
    <Drake> That is our only concern. They’ve been through the first round of flight testing, but we usually do many more rounds. 
 
    “It’s probably worth the risk,” Klemperer said. “Can you send us the specs and test results?” 
 
    “That’s why we wanted to talk,” Estes said, “but I propose we move the light bombers to the New Jersey and have the Commander do his study at the same time. When those Clan Razors heading for the Hodge system figure out that Simone is no longer there, they might come to Earth in a hurry. I’d like to get a batch of LBs off the planet before they arrive.” 
 
    “Since they can cloak, how will the Clan figure out they’re coming from Earth?” 
 
    “They’re at the Pacific Research Center,” Vermillion said. “They’ll be invisible once they leave the water, but we have a small window of time where they’ll be visible to Clan ships in orbit.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it. Butch, do we have room?” 
 
    “I can answer that,” Klemperer said. “We have enough room in Bay 3. No problem there, but it’d be nice to have some pilots who’ve been working with them. Do you have some you can send with them?” 
 
    “You can keep the pilots who fly the LBs up to you,” Estes said. “Are you going to the same location where you picked up the Flight Suits?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “This seems to be a no-brainer. Is there anything I’m missing that would make this a bad idea?” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything,” Nolan said. 
 
    Commander Klemperer nodded. “I can’t think of anything either, Captain.” 
 
    “Mr. Chairman?” I asked. 
 
    “I think this is a must,” Vermillion said. “If we launch Mark V fighters from our location, we’ll be seen. Not so with the LBs.” 
 
    “What about Mark VI fighters?” Klemperer asked. 
 
    “We’ve got more of those than the LB version,” Vermillion said. “They aren’t as far along in the testing, though, and they’re not on Earth. They’re at one of the remote manufacturing plants.” 
 
    “So we’re agreed, we’ll take them onboard. Butch, coordinate the arrangement of Bay 3 with Wayne and Commander Klemperer. If we need more room, let me know right away. We still have Bay 4.” 
 
    “Don’t infringe on our food production areas,” Vermillion said. “I’d rather see some of them in the Main Bay, and I know we have room there.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. “Can I breach one more subject before we break?” 
 
    <Drake> Oh. Yes, let’s chat about that. Sorry, Butch had the info. Not trying to eavesdrop. 
 
    I chuckled. “Not a problem, Drake. Nolan has been studying the long-range scans done by Dojo before we launched this mission. There’s a large Clan fuel and supply depot in the Free Zone, close to the Central Authority border. It would be a good target for us.” 
 
    “What was the tip-off?” Klemperer asked. 
 
    “There was a massive reading from their fuel storage containers,” Nolan said. “They should be more careful. After Dojo saw that, he focused on that sector and saw a lot of traffic. Razor ships and support ships.” 
 
    “If we destroy that, the Clan might have to back down,” Klemperer said. 
 
    “There’s a lot of Boron spread around the Central Authority Zone,” JJ said. “They’re probably using that as well.” 
 
    <Drake> I’ve been scanning for that since this started. I don’t think they’re trying to access it because of the risk. Detection isn’t that difficult. That’s why we’ve been so careful with the storage containers for the Amberis operation. 
 
    “Let’s plan for that, as soon as we’re heading back to Amberis,” Vermillion said. 
 
    I nodded. “Understood. Anything else?” 
 
    <Drake> Not from me. Talk to you soon. 
 
    “I’m good too,” Vermillion said. “Thanks for coming over.” 
 
    We left Vermillion’s office. Klemperer looked over at me as we walked to the transit station. 
 
    “This is a good call,” he said. “I’ve been studying the video of the incidents where we lost fighters. We wouldn’t have had a problem in a two-seater. Our AIs are better than the fighter AI system, but there’s no substitute for human beings in a rapidly changing situation.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We should have some Mark IV fighters available. I’ll talk to Vermillion about that after we get back to Amberis. Skip made the suggestion.” 
 
    “That would be perfect,” Klemperer said. “We could use them against fighters, while the Mark Vs and LBs attack the bigger targets. I’ll have to buy Skip a beer.” 
 
    JJ shook her head. “Men and their beer. Mind if I go work the cloaking issue?”  
 
    “I’d like to join her if it’s okay,” Nolan added. 
 
    “Thanks,” JJ said. 
 
    I smiled. “No problem, that’s the best use of your time right now.” 
 
    JJ and Nolan branched off from us at the next hallway intersection, going to Engineering. Klemperer and I continued to the transit station. 
 
    “What’s he doing with cloaking?” Klemperer asked. 
 
    “He’s investigating if we can adapt it to Simone and Stuart’s Razors.” 
 
    “Stuart? Stuart Cain? What’s that wild-man up to?” 
 
    I laughed. “He’s in command of the Central Authority’s Razor fleet. They’ve still got over sixty of them, by the way.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, going on to fill him in on the Central Authority Fleet details. 
 
    “That’s a better situation than I thought we were in, assuming we can fix the problems with their Razors. Giving them cloaking ability will help a lot too.” 
 
    “That’d be a game changer,” I said. “How come you’re coming back to the bridge? I figured you’d go to Bay 2 and supervise.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Wayne’s on that.” 
 
    “You want to see Sondra,” I said as we entered our tin can. 
 
    “A guy can try. She’s luscious, and I’ve been getting some strong signals from her. Hope I’m not getting them wrong.” 
 
    I laughed. “You aren’t.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s said something?” 
 
    “Yes, but if you tell her I said so, I’ll deny it.” 
 
    He flashed me a grin. “Good.” 
 
    “I could assign her to help you integrate the new LBs,” I said. 
 
    “You’d do that? Isn’t she busy?” 
 
    “We’re in the jump for a couple more hours. I’ll need her back on the bridge about fifteen minutes before we get there.” 
 
    “Deal,” Klemperer said. 
 
    I smiled. “She’ll probably figure this out, but I doubt she’ll mind.” 
 
    “Mum’s the word.” We left the tin can, getting to the bridge after a few minutes. I told Sondra to help him. She eyed me, then eyed him, following him to the door, turning to flash me a smile as they left. 
 
    “You dog,” Skip said. “Hey, there’s this cute woman down in Engineering.” 
 
    “Forget it, I’ll probably regret this one,” I said, both of us laughing. 
 
    We came out of the jump without any problems, Sondra getting back to the bridge in time. Skip was itching to make a comment, but I shot him a glance and shook my head no. As soon as we were in the Earth system, Estes contacted us. 
 
    “Ready for the LBs?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sondra said. “Commander Klemperer and I got the bay re-arranged for them. Standing by.” 
 
    “Sending them now,” Estes said. 
 
    Skip and Sondra handled the loading of the LBs perfectly, Klemperer coming on speaker to tell us when they were in place and on the chargers. “These things are wicked,” he quipped. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas on piloting one,” I said. “You’ve become too valuable for that.” 
 
    Sondra mouthed thank you at me, Skip shaking his head. 
 
    “How long are we hanging around?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Until we know where those Clan Razors go after they find out Simone is gone,” I said. “Keep your fingers crossed. Butch, how long until the Clan ships make it to the Hodge system?” 
 
    <Butch> One hour, twenty-three minutes, nine seconds. 
 
    “Back to being precise, I see.” 
 
    <Butch> It’s important in this case, sir. By the way, the Central Authority fleet has left their prior destination. 
 
    “Perfect. Now we wait.” 
 
    JJ and Nolan came back on the bridge. 
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked. 
 
    “I think it’s doable,” JJ said. “We need the Chairman and Drake to weigh in after some discussion, though. If we’re going to do this for Simone, we might as well get her fully integrated to our team. Same with Stuart and Bryce.” 
 
    “No disagreement here.” 
 
    “This will have an added benefit,” Nolan said. “We’ll be replacing the Razor shields with our shields. That will insure there’s no back door the Clan can exploit.” 
 
    “How long until the Clan ships get to the Hodge system?” JJ asked. “Two hours or so?” 
 
    <Butch> It’s down to fifty-three minutes and forty-five seconds. 
 
    “We’ll synchronize our watches,” Skip said. Nolan looked over at him and laughed. 
 
    <Butch> No appreciation for precision. I refuse to dumb down my answers in important times like this. 
 
    <Emerald> Settle down, Junior. 
 
    <Dojo> Hahahahaha. 
 
    <Butch> Watch it, girlfriend, or I’ll put you in charge of scooping Fido’s lawn trout. 
 
    JJ burst out laughing. “Lawn trout?” 
 
    “It’s a technical term,” Skip said, drawing an eye-roll from Sondra. 
 
    “Butch, approximately how long will it take the Clan to get from the Hodge system to Earth?” 
 
    <Butch> Refreshing, a serious question, even though you had to include the word ‘approximately.’ Not that long. Just over an hour. 
 
    “Thank you. We should have a pretty good idea what’s going to happen within three hours, then.” 
 
    “Watch them take off for Bryce’s former position,” Nolan said, a grin on his face. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Sondra said.  
 
    “In between thoughts about your boyfriend?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Let’s not do that,” I said. 
 
    JJ nodded. “Yes, we know what it’s like.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Skip said. 
 
    “You aren’t in trouble, but we need to be mindful of our situation. Some comic relief is okay. Helpful, even.” 
 
    Those comments quieted everybody down, and we settled into the wait. It went quicker than I expected. 
 
    <Butch> The Clan has arrived in the Hodge system, Captain. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, sitting up straighter in my chair. “Won’t be long now.” 
 
    <Butch> They’re in orbit around Naelize. 
 
    “You can still see them moving around?” 
 
    “We have the other indicators now, which are usable when they aren’t in a jump,” Nolan said. “That’ll help us going forward.” 
 
    Vermillion came on the bridge. “They’ve arrived, haven’t they?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said. “In orbit around Naelize.” 
 
    “They have to know we’re onto them now,” Sondra said. 
 
    <Butch> Movement of some other Clan Razors. 
 
    “Going where?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Butch> They’re in a panic. Looks like they’re going to the former location of the Central Authority fleet. Won’t take them long, they weren’t far away. 
 
    “What was the former location?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Pentant Simtar 
 
    “Oh, geez, that’s a level two world,” JJ said. “What if they attack?” 
 
    Nolan chuckled. “They’ll be sorry if they do that. That world is not one to be messed with. They were probably protecting the Central Authority fleet, and for all the right reasons. Don’t take this the wrong way, but they are a true level two world.” 
 
    “What’s the wrong way, Nolan?” Skip quipped. “Still trying to say Earth isn’t a real level two world?” 
 
    “I’ve altered my opinion on Earth somewhat,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Good,” I said, smiling at him. 
 
    “I said somewhat.” 
 
    We all chuckled. 
 
    “Nolan, you’re something else,” Sondra said, “but we love you anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear. I’ve got great affection for all of you as well.” 
 
    <Butch> The Clan ships have left Naelize’s orbit. 
 
    “Which direction are they going?” I asked. 
 
    <Emerald> Give Junior a moment, they haven’t stopped anywhere yet. 
 
    “This might be it,” Skip said. 
 
    <Butch> Nope, they just got into orbit around Hodge. This isn’t good. Hodge has a space program and sensors. 
 
    “They’re a level six,” Nolan said. “That’s a clear violation of the treaty.” 
 
    Vermillion shook his head. “They’ve already broken that in more important ways. I doubt they’re concerned. Hope they don’t attack.” 
 
    “I hope they go down to the surface,” Sondra said. 
 
    JJ eyed her. “Why would you hope that?” 
 
    “There’s a parasitic disease on that planet. The residents are immune. There isn’t a known cure, and it’s extremely contagious. It’ll go through their ships like wildfire.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nolan said. “There was a paper written about it several years ago. That’s why you can’t get passes to visit that world. Probably why Simone picked that system. Not much chance of being seen.” 
 
    “If it’s that contagious, it might be a problem for us,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Dojo> Uh oh. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    <Dojo> All three Clan Razors that got into orbit around Pentant Simtar have been blown away. Completely destroyed.  
 
     I burst into laughter. “This hasn’t been a good day for the Clan.” 
 
    “They’re in trouble,” Nolan said. “The word is passing around about their Razor ships. I’ll bet Stuart and Bryce told everybody how to tell Clan Razors from Overlords or Central Authority Razors.” 
 
    <Dojo> Gambling reference. Three demerits. 
 
    <Butch> Hahahaha. Good one, Fido. 
 
    “A wounded animal is the most dangerous,” Vermillion said, getting up to pace. “Don’t relax just yet.” 
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    Data Link 
 
   W e continued to scan for Clan Razor activity, sitting in the outer sector of Earth’s solar system. There wasn’t movement of the Razors orbiting Hodge for more than an hour, and no reprisals had been launched at Pentant Simtar. 
 
    “This is getting boring,” Skip said. 
 
    I shot him a sidelong glance, shaking my head. “I hope it stays this boring. Butch, if a landing party goes to the surface of Hodge, will we be able to see it?” 
 
    <Butch> It’ll be tough at this distance. 
 
    JJ was sitting in an observer chair, deep in thought. 
 
    “Something bothering you?” I asked. 
 
    “You don’t think the Clan would use the parasites on Hodge to attack us, do you?” 
 
    Nolan turned towards us. “It’s not like they can go down there, grab a few bottles of disease-infected parasites, and spread them around. It’d be easier for them to use one of the normal military germ-warfare products. They’re more advanced than we are in that area.” 
 
    Sondra shook her head. “I just looked up some data on the problem. It’s not very well-known. They might stumble onto that planet and infect themselves, and the parasites are really nasty. Outsiders need special equipment to go to the surface safely. Vacuum suits, but also a way to clean the outside of the suits completely before they re-enter spaces populated by un-protected humans.” 
 
    “That isn’t going to bode well for Hodge in the future,” Skip said. “They won’t be able to interact with the Central Authority in any physical way.” 
 
    Nolan snickered. “You’re acting as if that’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “Why can’t they just have their people stay in vacuum outside their ships for a few minutes?” I asked. “That kills most everything.” 
 
    “This parasite encases itself like a seed in a split second,” Sondra said. “I’m still reading. Fascinating stuff.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t anybody blundered onto that planet and infected other worlds with it?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Oh,” Sondra said. “This isn’t as bad as it sounds. There’s a component of Hodge’s atmosphere that no other world has. If the parasites are moved into an atmosphere that doesn’t have that component, they can’t re-produce. Their life-cycle is roughly 21 earth days, and they only reproduce once. They die after reproducing.” 
 
    “Male and female?” Skip asked. 
 
    “No, each individual is capable of reproducing on their own.” 
 
    Skip snickered. “So they can screw themselves, huh?” 
 
    “Stop it,” Sondra said. “Don’t be vulgar.” 
 
    “Am I wrong?” 
 
    Sondra sighed. “No, you’re actually right.” 
 
    “That’s not an unknown feature,” Nolan said. “The Universe is full of life which can reproduce via Fragmentation, Fission, Parthenogenesis, and a few other methods. I’m more interested in why the atmosphere of Hodge has this component.” 
 
    “What’s this component called?” Skip asked. 
 
    Sondra laughed. “Look it up yourself. There’s no way I can pronounce it. Lots of letters.” 
 
      “Well, this isn’t a science vessel, so let’s get to the point,” I said. “What happens if the Clan goes to the surface, not knowing about this issue?” 
 
    “They’ll bring a plague onto their ships that will last for 21 days,” Nolan said. “More than enough time to kill most or all of the crew.” 
 
    “So this might be a gift, but I think it’s unlikely the Clan will choose to go to the surface on a level 6 world,” I said. “Societies on that level have the ability to damage spacecraft. Most of them have nuclear weapons, for instance. They might be crude, but they break space craft really well.” 
 
    “They couldn’t win a prolonged fight with a superior society like the Clan, could they?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” Nolan said, “but such a society could draw blood. The Clan just lost a third of their space craft, and a few more in orbit around Pentant Simtar. They’ll be careful, and let’s remember something else.” 
 
    “What?” Skip asked. 
 
    I laughed. “I know where Nolan is going. They don’t know we can see where they are. Hell, they’re racking their brains trying to figure out why they can’t see the Overlords and Central Authority Razors anymore. They know they’re in danger. I think they’ll take off rather than come to Earth.” 
 
    “You might be right, Captain, but let’s keep up the scans,” Vermillion said. “I want to head back to Amberis the second they’ve left, assuming they aren’t heading for Earth.” 
 
    “I agree, sir.” 
 
    “Good. I’m going back to my suite. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Vermillion left the bridge. 
 
    “He’s worried,” JJ said. “Wonder what he knows that we’re not being told yet?” 
 
    “We just found out that the Clan has about a thousand Razor ships, and they’re in the process of taking back their worlds in the Free Zone. That’s enough for all of us to worry about.” 
 
    We sat on the bridge for more than an hour, the tension rising. 
 
    “Dammit, I hate this,” JJ said. 
 
    Sondra nodded. “You and me both.” 
 
    <Butch> All but one of the Clan Razors just left Hodge’s orbit. My, but they’re in a hurry. 
 
    “Which direction?” 
 
    <Butch> Doesn’t appear to be Earth, but let’s give it some time. 
 
    “Why’d they leave a ship behind, I wonder?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Don’t care, one of their ships isn’t a great danger to Earth,” I said. 
 
    <Dojo> They’re following one of the routes to the Free Zone that I discovered in my analysis. They’re leaving our zone. 
 
     “Yes, that’s what they’re doing,” Nolan said. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    <Butch> Whoa. More Clan Razors jumping, along with support ships. Most from the Valla Cappos system, but there are other locations as well. All recorded, so we can go investigate. 
 
    Vermillion rushed back in. “Drake just told me the Clan is evacuating our zone. Are you seeing that?” 
 
    “Yes, we think so,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> There’s still one ship orbiting Hodge. All the rest are on the move. 
 
    “How many is that?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Butch> Forty-three, which makes sense given how many we originally scanned, and how many we destroyed in our last attack. 
 
    <Drake> This is not the end of the war. They’re in retreat, but they’ve got the resources to invade quickly. We need to check out that supply base, but we need to be careful about it. 
 
    “What do you know about it that we don’t?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> It might be a trap. They know better than to allow that much radiation to escape, especially in an area where it’s illegal for them to be. There’s an alternate location. 
 
    <Dojo> How do we explain the ship traffic to and from that location? 
 
    <Drake> I don’t know, my little friend, but we’ll figure it out. You did good uncovering this, but we don’t have the whole story. You should keep working it. 
 
    “I agree,” Nolan said. “Stay on it, Dojo, until I tell you differently. Is that okay, Captain Clarke?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s best for now. Butch and the others can help as well, if needed.” 
 
    <Drake> We need to know why there’s one Clan ship left in orbit around Hodge. 
 
    “Maybe they sent somebody from the surface, and brought the disease onto that ship,” Sondra said. 
 
    <Drake> If that’s the case, we should send a ship close enough to do a bio-scan, but remember what they tried in orbit around Boroclize. 
 
    “He’s right,” I said. “They might be trying to lure the New Jersey close enough to destroy.” 
 
    “Didn’t work for them last time,” Skip said. 
 
    “Do the modified flight suits have the scan capability to check this out?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> That’s a great idea. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, they do. Send one, and get its report before we leave. 
 
    <Butch> I can take care of that, sir. 
 
    “Okay, do it,” I said. “Sondra, work with Butch on that. Let’s get one suit launched. We’ll jump back to Amberis after we get the scans.” 
 
    “On it, sir,” Sondra said. 
 
    <Drake> You’re on the right path. Talk to you soon. 
 
    “I’ll go back to my suite,” Vermillion said. He left the bridge. 
 
    “Opening Bay 2 door,” Sondra said. 
 
    <Butch> Flight Suit activated. It’s away. 
 
    “Bay 2 door closed,” Sondra said. 
 
    “All right, since we’re in wait mode, we can start taking dinner breaks,” I said. “And let’s schedule some relief time. Butch, send a message to Andrea about that, please.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. Don’t worry, we’re not in immediate danger. 
 
    I chuckled. “You’ll excuse me if I choose to stay on high alert.” 
 
    We settled into the wait, Skip and Sondra taking off to get food. Nolan, JJ, and I stayed on the bridge. 
 
    “Captain, we need to know what’s happening on Devonia Axxiom,” Nolan said. 
 
    “What do you think might be happening?” JJ asked, eyeing Nolan’s furrowed brow.  
 
    “Did the Clan pull their people out, or are they still running the Central Authority Government?” 
 
    “Okay, I hear you, but there’s not a lot we can do at the moment. We have to focus on the safety of our ships and crews.” 
 
    “We should chat about this in the next meeting with all the players,” JJ said. 
 
    “All the players?” Nolan asked. “Oh, you mean the Overlords, the Central Authority Fleet, and the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    “Yes,” JJ replied. “It’s possible that the Central Authority Fleet has connections we can exploit.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Bryce was unsure about who was in control, remember?”  
 
    JJ nodded at me. “Yes, but that’s when they were in hiding from the Central Authority and the Overlords.” 
 
    “And the Clan, as we know now,” Nolan added. 
 
    “Simone knows more than she’s letting on,” I said. “She knew to move ships to Earth while we were finishing the rescue attempt. Somebody told her about it. I suspect she’s got a lot of people on Devonia Axxiom.” 
 
    “Her operatives,” JJ said, “at the space dock.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nolan said. “Something happened there when she tried to help us with the PA system.” 
 
    “You’re assuming she actually got them involved,” I said. “Are you really convinced of that?” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t we be?” JJ asked. 
 
    “She didn’t seem upset enough about it.” 
 
    Nolan eyed me. “Do you know her well enough to make that determination?” 
 
    I leaned back in the Captain’s seat. “I don’t know. Probably not. Vermillion might have some insight. We’ve still got too many unknowns.” 
 
    Skip and Sondra came back on the bridge with food. 
 
    “You didn’t have to race back here,” I said. 
 
    “This is ordered to go,” Sondra said, opening her bag, the smell of BBQ seeping out. “It came from a stand. No place to sit there.” 
 
    “This is good stuff,” Skip said, opening his bag and sniffing it. “Oh yeah, baby.” 
 
    “Hungry?” I asked. JJ nodded. 
 
    “You two go ahead,” Nolan said. “I’ll get something later.” 
 
    “Okay, see you soon.” JJ and I left the bridge, heading for the transport station. 
 
    “I’m surprised Sondra didn’t get dinner with Klemperer,” JJ said. 
 
    “We don’t know if that’s serious or not. Sondra threw hints, and he was interested enough to spend a little time with her. Let’s wait and see.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” JJ said. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m easy. Appetizers at the bar would be enough.” 
 
    JJ snickered. “Plus some liquid refreshment, of course.” 
 
    “Followed by some horizontal refreshment?” 
 
    JJ laughed. “Don’t be naughty, or we’ll get scolded by the children.” 
 
    <Emerald> Leave us out of this. 
 
    <Butch> Yeah, sweet cakes and I have our own relationship issues to deal with. 
 
    <Emerald> Barf. 
 
    I laughed. “Butch, you’re on dangerous ground there.” 
 
    <Butch> Talking to me aloud in public, Trey? 
 
    “There’s nobody close by. You guys can go canoodle all you want, as long as the work gets done. You’ve got a flight suit to fly, remember?” 
 
    <Butch> It’s on auto-pilot for the next hour and a half. Do you want it flown all the way to Amberis, or should we send it back to Earth afterwards? Earth is a lot closer. 
 
    “Let’s wait and see what happens.” 
 
    <Butch> As you wish, Trey. 
 
    We got to the transit station. 
 
    “Did you decide?” I asked. 
 
    “Drinks and munchies at the bar sounds good.” 
 
    We took a tin-can to our favorite bar and grabbed the usual table in the back, me taking the seat against the wall. The barmaid came over and took our orders. 
 
    “Good, word must have gotten around,” JJ said as the bar maid walked away. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “She didn’t flirt with you.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, please, they rarely flirt with me. Only that one, and she was the exception, trust me.” 
 
    “Uh huh. You probably think I ruined that for you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Hopefully you’re kidding.” 
 
    “I’m mostly kidding. Here come our drinks.” 
 
    “And not a minute too soon,” I said, taking a big gulp of my beer. JJ grinned, taking a sip of her White Russian. 
 
    “What’s the next step with our new allies?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “We need to make a physical connection, mainly so Nolan can work the module with them.” 
 
    “We need to meet physically to work the cloaking issue too.” 
 
    “Yes. It’ll be hard to keep from moving too fast, but that’s a must.” 
 
    “You’re only worried about Simone, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We’ve talked to only two people with the Central Authority Fleet, and they locked their supreme commander in the brig during our first attempted conversation with him. I know Bryce and Stuart, but it’s been years since we’ve talked on a regular basis. I don’t know the dynamics that put Boeraton in charge, or the dynamics that turned everybody against him. Things aren’t usually that tidy.” 
 
    “You didn’t mention that concern before.” 
 
    “It’s been working on me since we watched Boeraton hauled out of that meeting. Wish the conversation would’ve been a little calmer. Boeraton can be kind of a blow hard, but he’s not an idiot. He’s got reasons for his position.” 
 
    JJ took another sip of her cocktail. “Dammit, I’m getting worried again. You always do that to me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry, I’m glad you’re telling me your thoughts. I just wish we had more info. There’s too many moving parts in this mess.” 
 
    Our food came, a collection of appetizers which we attacked. 
 
    We left the bar after an hour. 
 
    “Are we going home?” JJ asked. 
 
    “I want to be on the bridge when that flight suit makes it to Hodge.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” JJ said. “Me too.” 
 
    Nolan was still on the bridge when we got there, Skip and Sondra both gone. 
 
    “The others took off,” Nolan said. “I’m watching until Andrea, Tim, and Izzy get here. They’re on the way to handle the night shift.” 
 
    <Dojo> Something’s wrong. 
 
    “What?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Dojo> The seven Razors that were orbiting Hodge just stopped in open space. Several other Razors have changed course, and are heading for them. 
 
    Nolan and I glanced at each other. 
 
    “What?” JJ asked. 
 
    “They sent people to the surface and got themselves infected,” I said. 
 
    “How did they get all eight ships infected, assuming the one that remained was in that condition?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Simple,” Nolan said. “They planned to invade the planet. We’ll find evidence of landers on the surface.” 
 
    “I’m not buying that,” JJ said. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I’m a little skeptical too.” 
 
    <Butch> The Clan might not understand what happened. Remember what we did to their twenty ships during the last operation? They might think we’re still breaching their ships somehow. 
 
    “You’re thinking the other Clan ships will destroy them,” JJ said. 
 
    “We’ll know pretty soon,” Nolan said, turning away from his screen. “The approaching Clan ships weren’t very far away.” 
 
    <Butch> The flight suit will be in Hodge orbit in twenty-eight seconds. 
 
    “That’s faster than we expected,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> The flight suit drive system can auto-tune. They’re getting faster. I should’ve taken that into account when I computed the arrival time. Ah, arrived. 
 
    “Commence scans,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> Like you even have to tell me. 
 
    “Hey, I still like to feel I’m in command.” 
 
    <Dojo> Hahahahaha. Silly humans. 
 
    “Dojo,” Nolan said. “Proper decorum on the bridge, please.” 
 
    <Butch> No bio readings on that Razor ship, Captain. 
 
    “Check for landing craft on the surface of Hodge.” 
 
    <Butch> Whoa. I didn’t expect this. Putting video on screen. This is the main bay of the Razor. 
 
    The middle screen lit up with a video feed. The bay door was open, and there were blast points around it. 
 
    “A battle happened here,” I said, staring at the screen. 
 
    “With the people of Hodge?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, those are plasma gun blast points,” I said, walking closer to the screen and pointing. “Hodge doesn’t have modern plasma weapons.” 
 
    “Maybe the other ships didn’t want anybody from the infected ship to take a shuttle over.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Landers, Butch?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, there are two down there, and debris from another in low-Hodge orbit. Oh my. 
 
    “I hate when he says that,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> Evidence of rail-gun attacks on the surface of Hodge. Had to be these ships. That technology doesn’t exist on Hodge. 
 
    “How much damage are we talking about?” I asked. 
 
    <Butch> Every major city was hit. All eight ships must have participated. 
 
    “Why would they want to attack Hodge?” JJ asked. 
 
    “If the Clan has access to Central Authority records, they might have figured out that there hasn’t been contact, even scientific survey teams.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that have tipped them off about the parasite problem?” JJ asked. 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m sure it was mentioned in the survey documentation, but you know how long those are. They might have stopped their study before they got to that little jewel of info. Remember they were in a panic when they went there.” 
 
    <Dojo> The seven Clan Razors from Hodge have been destroyed. The attackers resumed their trip towards the Free Zone. 
 
    <Drake> Send the flight suit into the bay of that Razor. See if we can connect to their network. 
 
    “Ah, you’ve been watching this, huh?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, after I saw Dojo’s report on the seven Clan Razors. 
 
    We watched the screen, video from the flight suit showing us the inside of the Clan Razor bay, a broken shuttle near the door, bodies floating around. 
 
    “Oh, geez,” JJ said, turning her head away. 
 
    <Butch> Data port located. Moving the suit towards it. How do you want to connect? 
 
    <Drake> Physical. I have Estes standing by. Are you on, my friend? 
 
    “I’m on,” Estes said. “Taking control of the flight suit. We’ve never tried our mechanism for a direct physical data connection, but they’ll have strong controls on wireless data connection. Physical is safer. If we try and fail with wireless, the system might shut down.” 
 
    “We have a way to attach?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> Remember the discussion we had about making tools out of the skin of Nano suits? 
 
    “Like blades,” JJ said. “Yes.” 
 
    <Drake> We can do that with the flight suits. One of the reasons we designed this was to accomplish exactly what we’re doing here. We’ve got an array of physical data link connectors programed. Since we buy freighters and shuttles from the Clan, we’re aware of their physical connectors and data protocols. 
 
    <Butch> Proximity alert. Device approaching the Razor in Hodge orbit. It appears to be under control, not just debris. 
 
    “Yes, got it!” Estes said. “Looking okay on your end, Drake?” 
 
    <Drake> Connected. Downloading. How much time do we have, Butch? 
 
    <Butch> Twelve minutes and six seconds. 
 
    <Drake> This will be close. 
 
    <Butch> Got a clean scan of the object. It’s designed to attack enemy satellites. 
 
    “Hodge has satellite warfare capability?” JJ asked. “They must be going crazy on that planet.” 
 
    <Drake> They lost about sixteen million people in the railgun attacks. 
 
    “Oh no,” JJ said. 
 
    “That satellite killer won’t even dent the Razor, you know,” Nolan said. 
 
    <Drake> Probably not, but I’d still like to get the data before we’re shut down. Clan databanks are slow compared to ours. 
 
    <Butch> We could take the flight suit out, destroy the anti-satellite device, and then finish inside. 
 
    <Drake> We’ll make it, and we don’t want any more evidence of space travel there than we’ve already left. 
 
    “What if they reverse-engineer the worm-hole projection drives on that ship?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Then they get into the club earlier than they would’ve normally,” I said. “That’s far from my main concern right now. They’re already close.” 
 
    <Butch> We could self-destruct the flight suit. I’d advise against landing it in a populated area anyway. It’ll be contaminated. 
 
    <Drake> When the data transfer is completed and we’ve recorded it in our data banks, I’ll fly her into a star. Almost finished. 
 
    <Butch> You’ve still got over six minutes before contact. 
 
    “Dojo, are the Clan ships still leaving our zone?” Nolan asked. 
 
    <Dojo> Yes. All of them. 
 
    <Drake> Download completed. Leaving the bay. Data streaming to the data banks at the Rocky Mountain lab. Estes, see it? 
 
    “Yes sir,” Estes said.  
 
    <Drake> Butch, fly it around until the data transfer is complete, then set it to autopilot, using the coordinates I input. 
 
    “Why was it so important to get data on this?” JJ asked. “We know what happened.” 
 
    “We’re not interested in data on the Hodge incident,” I said. “We’re interested in the other data they had. Locations of bases and supply depots, for instance. Battle plans. Central Authority government contacts and plants.” 
 
    <Drake> Precisely. Talk to you soon. 
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    Traitors 
 
   A ndrea, Tim, and Izzy arrived on the bridge as we were watching the video feed from the flight suit. It was still uploading data to the Rocky Mountain lab. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tim asked, staring at the screen. 
 
    I filled them in. 
 
    “Wow,” Andrea said. “I remember the problem with Hodge. If they reverse-engineer those drives, we’ll have to deal with their problem.” 
 
    “It’ll take them a while,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got an idea,” JJ said. “Why don’t we send the flight suit back in there to release Variant Three Nanos? That’ll make it much more difficult.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s a good idea. Butch, did you hear that?” 
 
    <Butch> Yes sir. You want me to wait until the data transfer is complete, of course. 
 
    “Of course. How about that satellite killer?” 
 
    “It’s about to pass now,” Nolan said. “Wow, pretty tidy piece of hardware. Hodge has some advanced thinkers.” 
 
    <Butch> Uh oh. That machine just attached itself. They think they’ve stopped near an entrance port. It’s an exhaust port. 
 
    I laughed. “This ought to be interesting. There aren’t any humans in that thing, are there?” 
 
    <Butch> It’s robotic only. If we release Variant Three Nanos and they’ve drilled their way into the hull, we might kill their hardware. 
 
    <Drake> Don’t do it. It’s a risk we don’t need to take. I’d rather they didn’t know us extra-terrestrials are still on the scene. 
 
    “Wish we had time to drop off some literature,” Nolan said. 
 
    “They are probably a free society already,” I said, “because that’s what it takes to get to this point on your own. When government controls thought, the big ideas don’t take hold, unless they’re stolen from a nearby free society.” 
 
    “Data transfer completed, Captain Clarke,” Estes said. 
 
    “Great. Butch, you know what to do.” 
 
    <Butch> Jumping towards the coordinates provided by Drake. 
 
    The video feed disappeared from the center screen. 
 
    <Drake> Thank you, Butch. Talk to you soon. 
 
    <Butch> He’s gone. 
 
    “Izzy, prepare to jump to Amberis.” 
 
    “I just sent you the coordinates,” Nolan said. 
 
    Izzy nodded. “I’ve got them, Captain. Off we go.” 
 
    The dizziness hit us as we took off. 
 
    “Andrea, you’ve got the bridge. JJ and I need some shut-eye.” 
 
    “Enjoy, you two,” she replied.  
 
    “Oh, and Nolan, you go get some rest too, please,” I said. 
 
    Nolan nodded. “I will, Captain. Need about a half hour to finish what I was doing.” 
 
    “No more.” I left the bridge with JJ. 
 
    “Hope we get some good info from that data dump,” JJ said as we walked to the transit station. 
 
    “We will. Might be encrypted, though.” 
 
    “We’re good at breaking Clan encryption. They’re ahead of us in some ways, but behind us when it comes to data processing and data protection. They’re also way behind us in AI technology.” 
 
    We got into a tin can, the door shutting behind us. 
 
    “They’ve got decent AI,” I said. “They’re running their ships with it.” 
 
    JJ froze. “Dammit, I’ll bet that was part of the deal.” 
 
    “Deal?” 
 
    “The Prime Minister might have given them our AI technology.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, the tin can slowing to a stop at our destination. “They might have gotten better on their own, you know. The Razor ships are a major step forward for them. They had to rely on us for Samson Drives only a short time ago, remember?” 
 
    “Maybe they got the drive technology from us, Trey.” We stood before the stateroom door as it opened, entering. “Put on the night lock.” 
 
    “Oh, have something in mind, do you?” I clicked the lock shut. 
 
    “You said something about horizontal refreshments. Got my mind working in that direction. Get those clothes off.” 
 
    I smiled, watching as she stripped out of her uniform, getting more and more excited. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. 
 
    I stripped, pausing to watch her peel the Nano suit off, her soft curves a delight. 
 
    “Are you just gonna look?” she asked, striking a pose. 
 
    “For a moment.” I finished undressing and climbed into bed. She was ready, straddling me and sinking, the feeling almost too much. We made love frantically, drifting off to sleep afterwards. 
 
    I woke first, JJ still snoring softly. My PA said we’d overslept by more than two hours. I got out of bed, JJ stirring, her eyes opening. 
 
    “You were on fire last night,” I said. 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, I was a little naughty. Sorry.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I slipped on my Nano suit, pausing to pick up the cleaning capsule and toss it into the trash bin. 
 
    “What’s on the agenda today?” JJ asked as she stood. 
 
    “I’m hoping we learn something from Estes about that data.” 
 
    “I’m almost afraid to hear what’s in it.” She pulled her Nano suit on. “Oh, mine cleaned itself too.” She picked up the capsule and put it in the trash. “These suits are amazing. I feel naked without it now.” 
 
    “Seriously. We still need to roll this out to the rest of the crew.” 
 
    “You think we’re still doing that?” JJ asked, getting a clean uniform out of the closet. 
 
    “I’ve noticed how much better the AI response is with the number of people we have on the system now. Imagine if everybody was on it. That would lead to a higher level of thought and problem-solving capability.” 
 
    “It doesn’t scare you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Why does it scare you?” 
 
    “It might change us in ways we don’t understand yet.” 
 
    “That’s been a concern for every leap in technology we’ve ever had,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, and sometimes those concerns were right.” 
 
    “Give me an example.” 
 
    “The PA system,” JJ said. 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay, point taken. We should’ve known better about that, too. Remember the social media problem we had in the 2020s? It almost ruined our society. Maybe we need to study this more before we pull the trigger.” 
 
    “That look. It drives me wild.” 
 
    I eyed her. “What look?” 
 
    “Get your clothes back off.” She started to strip. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “When we connect. When I change your mind. You look at me differently, and it’s a huge turn on.” 
 
    “What kind of look?” I asked, taking my uniform off. 
 
    “Reverence,” she said. “You have to take me hard.” 
 
    I was naked again, as was she, and we joined, me on top of her the whole time, staring into her eyes as I took her hard, her legs around my middle, open, giving everything to me. We were left panting, faces flushed. 
 
    “I’m so in love with you, Trey.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    JJ snickered. “You’re in love with yourself?” 
 
    “No, the me too meant I’m so in love with you,” I said. “Always keeping me on my toes, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I get a little jealous and possessive, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, and so do all of our cocktail waitresses, from what I’ve seen.” 
 
    She punched me in the arm. “Be nice. They’re all younger and firmer than I am.” 
 
    I moved my hands against her, caressing her breasts. “I like soft, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed. Are we starting up again, or should we get up?” 
 
    I smiled. “We need to get up, unfortunately. I’m surprised Butch hasn’t been bugging me yet.” 
 
    “Think about something else before you wake him. We need some privacy.” 
 
    We got dressed. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s get something on the way.” 
 
    “Butch, wake up. 
 
    <Butch> Good morning, Trey. You can’t hide things from me, you know. You’re like an open book. 
 
    JJ shook her head, hearing him. “Emerald, wake please. 
 
    <Emerald> Good morning, JJ. That ought to last you for a few days. 
 
    “Stop,” JJ said. 
 
    <Butch> Hahahaha. 
 
    “You didn’t hide your thoughts, I take it?” 
 
    JJ chuckled. “It’s not worth the effort, is it?” 
 
    “No, and I tried. Let’s get going.” 
 
    We stopped for a bite, getting to the bridge in about twenty minutes. Skip, Sondra, and Nolan were all there. 
 
    “Andrea and the others left, huh?” I asked. 
 
    “Two hours ago,” Sondra said. “Sleep well?” 
 
    “We did,” JJ said. 
 
    “Anything going on?” 
 
    “No, Captain, nothing out-of-the-ordinary. Chairman Vermillion was here once looking for you, but said he’d let you sleep.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Butch, tell the Chairman that I’m available if he needs me.” 
 
    <Butch> Done. He’s in a conference right now. He’ll call you when it’s over. 
 
    “Got it, thanks.” 
 
    “JJ, want to work the cloaking issue?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Sure, I’m ready. Shall we go to Engineering?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve got a new test-bed set up there.” They left the bridge. 
 
    “Are we really going to give that technology to Simone?” Sondra asked. 
 
    “Probably, but I need to discuss it more before I’ll be comfortable. You know the Clan took all their battleships out of our zone late yesterday, correct?” 
 
    “Yep, we heard,” Skip said. “Are we sure we knew the entire population?” 
 
    I sighed. “Oh, about as sure as we know anything these days.” 
 
    “Thanks for that warm fuzzy feeling,” Sondra said. 
 
    “What does your boyfriend think of all this?” Skip asked. 
 
    Sondra shook her head. “Commander Klemperer is wary of sharing too much, but he knows we’re in a bad spot.” 
 
    I smiled. “You can call him by his first name, you know.” 
 
    Sondra was silent for a moment, then got a naughty grin on her face. “Maybe it turns me on a little to call him Commander.” 
 
    Skip burst out laughing. “Well, at least that was an honest answer.” 
 
    Sondra rolled her eyes. “Enough already. I’m going to the coffee stand. You guys want anything?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll take a black drip,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m coffee’d out,” Skip said. 
 
    “Okay, be back in a bit.” Sondra left the bridge. 
 
    “You need to give her a break,” I said. 
 
    “She’s like my sister, you know. I tease her, but I look out for her too.” 
 
    “I know. Do you share Sondra’s apprehension about giving our advanced technology to Simone?” 
 
    “And the Central Authority Fleet,” Skip said. “Yes. Maybe we ought to investigate if the Clan is really gone before we commit to that.” 
 
    “Why do you think that? Do you think the Clan is done with us?” 
 
    Skip sat quietly for a moment. “We might be under-estimating their fear level. Look what’s happened. We snuck something onto twenty of their ships, resulting in their destruction, while our fighters badly out-classed them. Then another of their ships got killed from the inside. They might not know why. They might think it’s the same issue that killed their twenty ships. It worried them enough to destroy seven Razor ships that might not have needed to be destroyed.” 
 
    “Good points, and the same thing is gnawing at me, to be honest. If this war is gonna settle down for a while, maybe we don’t want to jump-start it again. I do agree with Drake about that depot in the Free Zone, though.” 
 
    “Haven’t heard what he said.” 
 
    I filled Skip in, telling him we’d be checking it out only, not going on an attack. 
 
    “Okay Captain, I agree. They probably aren’t stupid enough to let all that radiation escape like that. Hell, it’s bad for everybody around that base too, you know.” 
 
    “The Clan hasn’t always been that careful with their citizens, but it’s been a mixed bag. Their medical technology was ahead of ours for a long time.” 
 
    <Butch> Private. Chairman Vermillion would like to see you now. 
 
    <Me> Okay, thanks. Tell him I’ll take off as soon as Sondra gets back from the coffee stand. We’ve only got Skip on the bridge now. 
 
    <Butch> Reply sent. He said fine. 
 
    <Me> What about JJ and Nolan?” 
 
    <Butch> JJ is welcome, but just the two of you for now. 
 
    My heart beat a little quicker. 
 
    <Me> Thanks. I’ll let JJ keep working with Nolan on the cloaking issue. 
 
    “Something going on?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got to meet with the Chairman. I’ll wait until Sondra gets back. 
 
    “I’m here,” Sondra said, coming in at that moment. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, I need to take off for a meeting.” 
 
    “Well take your coffee,” she said, handing it to me. “See you later.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I left the bridge, getting to Vermillion’s suite in about five minutes. He waved me into his office. 
 
    “JJ’s busy with Nolan,” I said. “Thought it would be easier to leave her alone than to explain. I’ll fill her in later.” 
 
    “Okay,” Vermillion said, motioning for me to sit. “Want a little whiskey in the coffee?” 
 
    “Are you having some?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded, pulling the bottle out of the cabinet behind his desk. He poured some into a small crystal glass, then shoved the bottle across the desk to me. 
 
    I pulled the cap off my coffee and poured in a little whiskey. 
 
     “This is serious. Did one of the plants get discovered?”  
 
    Vermillion shook his head. “Drake, are you on?” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, I’m here. We’ve just got Captain Clarke? That’s okay, he can let his second know afterwards. 
 
    “This has to be top-secret for now,” Vermillion said. 
 
    “Yes sir.” My heartrate quickened again. 
 
    “Bryce and Stuart are traitors, working with Prime Minister Aeon to impose a dictatorship in the Central Authority Zone.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “So we need to rescue Boeraton?” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “No, he’s a traitor as well, but he was pushing back on the Prime Minister’s wishes a little too much, so he was shoved aside.” 
 
    “This came from the Clan Razor databanks?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, and you can forget about a Clan invasion. The Clan ships in our zone were stolen by their captains. They were working for the Prime Minister to provide muscle, and getting very well paid. The Clan government is nearly in complete collapse, which means they’ve lost control of their military.” 
 
    <Drake> One thing is certain. The Clan military leaders who were here aren’t the brightest. They’ve blundered the Prime Minister’s operation into a very dangerous place. 
 
    “What about that big supply depot?” 
 
    <Drake> That depot doesn’t belong to the Clan. It’s run by an independent, who supplies fuel to a number of clients, no questions asked. 
 
    I chuckled. “They’re pirates, and none too bright.” 
 
    <Drake> Precisely. The Clan ships in our zone caused them to ramp up their operation, and their faulty processes for handling Boron couldn’t keep up, causing the radiation to escape. They’ve been working there for years before the Clan windfall. Black market. 
 
    “Should we take them out of business?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Vermillion said. “It’s out of our jurisdiction and, frankly, not our business. The Free Zone is the Free Zone. They’re breaking some minor treaty specifics, but nobody in the Clan government has the time to do anything about it, and it was helping Prime Minister Aeon.” 
 
    “What about Simone?” 
 
    <Drake> She’s the only potential ally we have, until we can rally enough Central Authority planets to our side. 
 
    “So she’s not with the bad guys? Are we sure?” 
 
    “We’re sure. She was the number two target of the Prime Minister. Guess who number one was?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Us, of course. So we should bring her in?” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, we should bring her in. We’ve gone from a cross-universe war to a civil war. Both are bad, but we can win this one. We will have to improve Simone’s Razor battleships, but that’s doable. I’ve been monitoring the work of Nolan and JJ on the cloaking problem. They’re both brilliant. They’ve already gotten past the hardest parts of the algorithm. 
 
    “Why didn’t you want Nolan in on this discussion, Mr. Chairman?” 
 
    “Ecason.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, Ecason. 
 
    “I’m not getting this,” I said. “Do we no longer trust Nolan?” 
 
    <Drake> Ecason is Nolan’s grandfather, on his mother’s side. We’ve found out he’s being held hostage by the Clan government. He’s been forced to work for them. 
 
    “That’s how they got the Razor ships?” 
 
    “Yes, the Razor ships are based on a concept that Ecason came up with years ago, as we found out earlier,” Vermillion said. “They’ve been using a threat against Nolan and other family members to keep him working.” 
 
    “Why can’t Nolan know about this?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> He’ll want to go on a rescue mission, and you know how he is. He’s a man of action, sometimes to a fault. 
 
    “We should try to rescue him.” 
 
    Vermillion eyed me. “He’s on C1111-A.” 
 
    “The Clan capitol planet. Remember where you were when we rescued you?” 
 
    <Drake> Don’t misunderstand. We do care about him. Hell, he’s an old friend of mine, one of the few still alive that knew me in the flesh. I’ll start working on location data, but we have to get the Central Authority out of the Prime Minister’s hands first. Too many lives are at stake. 
 
    My head was spinning. I took a swig of the coffee, wishing it was stronger. Vermillion eyed me, then chuckled, grabbing another crystal glass from his cabinet and pouring me some whiskey. 
 
    “Looks like you could use this,” he said. 
 
    <Drake> You guys are making me jealous. 
 
    “Sorry.” I tossed back the whiskey. “So what now?” 
 
    “As soon as Simone comes out of her jump, I’ll contact her,” Vermillion said. “We’ll invite her to Amberis.” 
 
    “Is that safe enough?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> In for a penny, in for a pound. 
 
    “The Clan data backs her up,” Vermillion said. “I trust her. We need to get her ships upgraded.” 
 
    “What about Bryce and Stuart?” 
 
    “For now, continue to talk to them as if you trust them, but tell them nothing of value. We’ve helped them out enough as it is.” 
 
    “Crap, their ships will be up to the level of Simone’s ships,” I said, setting my glass down. Vermillion refilled it, then refilled his own. 
 
    “You’re forgetting two things, Trey.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Vermillion smiled. “They won’t have Nolan’s module, and they won’t be able to cloak. That’ll get them killed.” 
 
    “Geez, we were almost ready to tell them about the flight suits and the Nano technology.” 
 
    “Yes, and they’ll continue to pry every time they talk with you,” Vermillion said.  
 
    “What happened with those seven ships they blew up?” 
 
    <Drake> As we said, these Captains weren’t the best the Clan had to offer. They thought Simone would come back to Naelize when they discovered her fuel refinery and mines. They thought it would be a good idea to take over Hodge. They didn’t even bother to look at the survey data. They sent a shuttle down from that dead ship, didn’t see any problems. Their initial away team came back to the ship and infected everybody. Before people got sick, they loaded up landing crafts from all of their battleships and went down to various sectors of the planet surface. They were fought to a standstill by the locals. Guess where they retreated to. 
 
    I laughed. “Morons. Those Razor ships were dead in space because their crews were all dead.” 
 
    <Drake> We don’t have any data on what happened after the seven ships left Hodge orbit, but it’s easy to figure out. The crews on those seven ships were dead or dying before they were destroyed. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 23 } 
 
    Alliance 
 
   M y head was reeling after Vermillion and Drake told me the truth about our situation. I was on my third glass of whiskey. Vermillion was as well. 
 
    “I’d better slow down.” 
 
    Vermillion chuckled. “We’re in a jump for a while. Relax.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” JJ buzzed my PA, asking where I was. 
 
    “JJ?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    <Drake> Tell her to come over so we can let her know about this. 
 
    I nodded, sending her the message. She agreed, and I told her not to bring Nolan. She arrived in about ten minutes, and we filled her in. 
 
    JJ shook her head. “This is strange. I’m not surprised. It’s like I always knew.” 
 
    “How far are we going with Simone and her team?” I asked. “Should we give them the Nano training and the suits?” 
 
    <Drake> Yes. 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    <Drake> I am. We’ve got to make a stand with her. It’s our only chance at saving the zone. 
 
    “I wish we could get to Simone while she’s in her jump,” I said. “She was heading for a remote part of the zone. It’ll take her a while to join us.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped,” Vermillion said, “but we’ll give them holographic communicators as soon as we meet.” 
 
    “Butch, where are Simone’s ships right now?” 
 
    <Butch> Heading towards the Cremonia system. It’s not that far from Amberis, actually. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “How far out, if that’s where they’re going?” 
 
    <Butch> They’ll arrive several hours after we get to Amberis. It’ll take her roughly 48 hours to get to us. She could keep going beyond the Cremonia system, though. 
 
    “So it’s really wait-and-see,” JJ said. 
 
    “Yeah. How about the crew of this ship and the AI technology?” 
 
    Vermillion set down his whiskey glass, thinking for a moment. “It’s already rolled out to the fighter pilots, the bridge crews, and the battle pilots. I’m not sure we should roll it out further than that, now that we’re getting a taste of it.” 
 
    “Because of the Nano suits or the AIs?” JJ asked. 
 
    “AIs,” Vermillion replied. “I’ve been monitoring, with help from Drake. He can probably explain the issue better than I can.” 
 
    <Drake> Groupthink. It’s the enemy of creative thought. 
 
    “I was wondering if that would be a problem,” JJ said. “All our brains working together will try to make the individuals conform to the group.” 
 
    <Drake> Precisely. It’s not a problem with the group size we have now, although it is on the high side of optimum. We can break it up, though. 
 
    “Break it up how?” I asked. 
 
    <Drake> We have our core group, which is made up of battleship senior crew and fighter pilots. It makes sense to have some synergy there, and the total number of minds in that cell isn’t beyond the point where groupthink begins. Each capitol ship should use this cell structure. We could do the same thing with ground military forces. We’d break it up in a logical manner. Perhaps each Company could be in one cell, or each Battalion. Higher levels would tie in via the Central AI functionality. 
 
    “I think we all get it,” Vermillion said. “I need to get back to work. Our main plant needs help from me. Think about this, and be ready to share next time we talk. We’ll bring Simone in as soon as we can. Not a word to anybody else yet. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said, JJ nodding in agreement. 
 
    <Drake> Talk to you soon. 
 
    JJ and I left Vermillion’s suite, heading back to the bridge. 
 
    “You’re worried about this,” I said. 
 
    “I’m worried about the groupthink issue.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to expand the group further,” I told her as we walked. “At least not in one big piece.” 
 
    “But what about the Central AI functionality? You’d be handing control of parts of our crew to another person?” 
 
    <Butch> This system is all about delegation. Trey is the ultimate Central AI authority. We can have more than one cell under the umbrella, and Trey can either control them all, or delegate sub-central AIs to take their pieces. 
 
    <Me> You haven’t told me about that before. 
 
    <Butch> We’ve been a little busy, and it hasn’t been important until now. I don’t make you conscious of each and every new thing I learn. You’d be bogged down all the time if I did that. 
 
    JJ snickered. “Oh, brother.” 
 
    <Emerald> Junior is a little full of himself. 
 
    <Butch> It’s good to be the king, baby. 
 
    I laughed. “And with that, this conversation is over.”  
 
    The rest of the jump went by without incident. I had JJ and Nolan bring me up to speed on the Overlord’s Razor fleet and the upgrades they’d been working on. Simone hadn’t reached a destination before we arrived, as Butch expected. This gave us a couple days to work with Tac, bringing more fuel up to the New Jersey. The refinery was working so well that Tac and Nolan were on the verge of changing its schedule, cutting it down to only a few days per week of production. I vetoed that idea, reminding them that we’d likely be sharing fuel with Simone once we joined. It was hard talking around the current situation with Nolan. He knew I was hiding something, but he didn’t pry. 
 
    <Butch> Trey, Simone’s ships just got out of the jump, orbiting Cremonia as we expected. She’s trying to contact us already. 
 
    “Did you notify Drake and the Chairman?” 
 
    <Butch> I did, but they were both in the middle of something, and said they’d contact you and JJ for a meeting soon. 
 
    <JJ> Heard that. I can break away any time. 
 
    <Me> Let’s grab a bite. This is liable to be a long meeting, and I’m hungry. 
 
    We met at a snack stand and got sandwiches, waiting for Butch to let us know when to go to Vermillion’s office. We’d barely finished eating when the call came. 
 
     “Off we go,” I said to JJ. “Thanks, Butch.” 
 
    <Butch> Keep your wits about you in this meeting. 
 
    <Emerald> Both of you. 
 
    “We will, and I know you’ll have our backs,” I said. “If we’re lucky, we won’t have to hide you.” 
 
    Vermillion was waiting, ushering us into his small conference room. 
 
    “Drake, you there?”  
 
    <Drake> I am. Are we ready? 
 
    “I think so,” Vermillion replied.  
 
    “Will we have to hide our AIs?” I asked. 
 
    “Not after we get into this,” Vermillion replied. “We’ll have to tell them about Drake as well.” 
 
    <Drake> Yes, that’s a must at this point. 
 
    “You’re telling her who you are?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> I don’t see a reason to avoid it. 
 
    “All right, I’ll fire up the video conference and page her now,” Vermillion said. 
 
    It took a few minutes for the connection to set. Simone’s face showed up on the screen, Kaleb next to her. They both looked tired and worried. 
 
    “Chairman Vermillion, so nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Hi, Simone, great to see you too. I know you’ve had a rough few days.” 
 
    “We didn’t lose any people, but we lost our fuel source.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened there?” Kaleb asked.  
 
    Vermillion took a few minutes to fill them in on the eight Clan Razors orbiting Hodge, going to the surface, and being destroyed. 
 
    “Serves them right,” Kaleb said. “When can we expect them to attack?” 
 
    Vermillion took a deep breath. “We’ve got a lot to tell you.” 
 
    “I’ve seen that look before,” Simone said. “You want to talk, but you’re afraid.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You two have a lot in your past. Took me a while to recognize that.” 
 
    “Let’s keep on target and get past this,” Vermillion said. He told her and Kaleb about the data banks of the dead Clan Razor. 
 
    “We’re more alone than we were before,” Kaleb said. “I can’t believe that bastard of a Prime Minister was able to turn Stuart and Bryce. I’m not surprised about Boeraton. Never did trust him. He’s always been an opportunist.” 
 
    Simone smiled. “This is good news. War with a thousand Clan Razors was a nightmare scenario. Fighting what’s left of the Central Authority Fleet and taking down Prime Minister Aeon is much easier.” 
 
    “How are we going to take down the Prime Minister?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “The same way we rescued Chairman Vermillion,” I said. “Shall I tell them about the technology?” 
 
    “Please,” Vermillion said. 
 
    I told them about the AIs and the Nano Suit technology, then the flight suits. Both of them looked stunned. 
 
    “That was the technology that Jared Carlson was working on,” Simone said to herself. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, my father started that research. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Simone asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    <Drake> I knew your grandfather. 
 
      “What is this, a joke?” Kaleb asked. 
 
    “Far from it,” Vermillion said. “Alexander Carlson transferred his consciousness to an AI engine before he passed. He’s been running the Samson Corporation the whole time.” 
 
    <Drake> Don’t sell yourself short. You’ve been running the company for the last thirty years. I’ve just been advising you. 
 
    “Grandma Albena told me you were a friend of the family,” Simone said, her eyes glassing over. “You were close friends with grandpa.”  
 
    “Now we’re getting into things I didn’t know,” I said, glancing at JJ, who returned a questioning glance. “Who was Simone’s grandfather?” 
 
    <Drake> Ivan the Butcher. Charming name, wasn’t it? 
 
    JJ’s mouth dropped open. “The resistance hero?” 
 
    I laughed. “Well, Simone, that explains a lot.” 
 
    She smirked, her face flushing. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a compliment, believe me.” 
 
    “Not to throw a wet blanket, but we need to move forward in a hurry,” Vermillion said. “We’d like you to come to our location. There are some hardware and software upgrades we’ve been working for your ships.” 
 
    Simone smiled. “You trust us enough to bring us over?” 
 
    <Drake> If we’re going to win, we’ll have to join. We know you aren’t an enemy. 
 
    Vermillion nodded in agreement. “I do ask that you keep this new information to yourselves and your leadership team, at least for now.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Simone said. 
 
    Kaleb laughed. “If we just off and told people everything, they’d never believe it.” 
 
    “You might have a point there,” I said. 
 
    “What enhancements were you talking about?” Kaleb asked. “I assume it’s over and above the tuning you helped us and the Central Authority Fleet with.” 
 
    “It’s Nolan’s drive module, which gives you stealth and better speed and fuel economy,” I said, “and the new shields with the cloaking capability.” 
 
    “You’ve got revised shields?” Simone asked. “That’s good. We’ve been trying to figure out how to keep the Clan from overriding our shields.” 
 
    “Yes, we were very concerned about that,” I said. “When can you leave?” 
 
    “Now,” Simone said. “It’ll take a big bite out of our remaining fuel.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, we’ve got more fuel than we can use,” I said. “We’re building more storage containers right now to hold the excess. The New Jersey and our other ships are flush.” 
 
    “Good,” Simone said. 
 
    “I’m sending you the coordinates,” Vermillion said. “It’ll take you a couple days to get here. We’re orbiting Amberis.” 
 
    “Amberis?” Simone asked. “That’s where you’ve been. That’s a level seven world.” 
 
    “I know, long story,” Vermillion said. “See you soon.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” Kaleb said. 
 
    Simone smiled. “We’ll be okay. I was starting to lose hope.” 
 
    We watched as the screen went black. 
 
    <Drake> Well, that was the easy part. 
 
    “What are you seeing?” JJ asked. 
 
    <Drake> We’ll have to tiptoe around certain things, or risk bringing the Clan into this. If they figure out how weak the Central Authority Zone is, they might decide to invade us for real. 
 
    “That’s why it’s essential that we hold off on Ecason’s rescue until after we’ve taken out the Prime Minister and his allies,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Butch> The cat’s out of the bag. 
 
    “Yeah, we just told them everything,” I said. 
 
    <Butch> No, that’s not what I’m talking about. The Central Authority must have figured out that we got to that Clan data. 
 
    “Is somebody going to tell us what’s going on?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    My PA buzzed. It was Nolan. 
 
    “Something wrong, Nolan?” I asked. 
 
    “Dojo can’t make contact with Butch,” he said. “Have you heard what’s going on?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “The Prime Minister is going on a rampage. He’s destroyed whole sections of Devonia Axxiom. The official news outlet is saying the areas consisted of Clan traitors. You and I both know that’s not right.” 
 
    “Oh no,” JJ said. 
 
    “That’s not all. They’ve launched a massive attack at Pentant Simtar. Revenge for the Razors they destroyed.” 
 
    I felt my face flush, the rage building in me. JJ saw it, putting her hand over mine. 
 
    “No, honey.” 
 
    <Butch> Yes, Trey, we don’t want to do anything yet. If we react now, we’ll lose the whole war. 
 
    <Drake> Butch is right. There’s nothing we can do at the moment. If Simone’s ships were retrofitted and they had their AI and Nano training, we could step in. Don’t worry, we’ll get there. 
 
    “Where are you?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “The Chairman’s office. Simone’s forces are on the way here now.” 
 
    Vermillion eyed me. “Tell him to get over here.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Nolan said. “On my way.” 
 
    “We could do a lot of damage with the flight suits,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> We’re not ready. Don’t do it. 
 
    Vermillion nodded. “I’m afraid Drake is correct, Trey. We can’t get involved yet. We will, and sooner than you think, but not right now.” 
 
    “Why’d you call Nolan over here?” JJ asked. 
 
    Vermillion sighed. “We can’t keep him in the dark. He’s too important. We need him in all the conversations.” 
 
    <Drake> I was coming to the same conclusion. This will be a shock to him. He doesn’t know. 
 
    “He doesn’t know?” JJ asked. “Are you sure? Remember the situation with Tac.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” Vermillion said, “but this isn’t the same.” 
 
    I smiled, the power of our team washing over me in an instant. “Nolan is not who he once was. When I first met him, he would’ve gone off on his own and hidden it from me. He won’t do that now.” 
 
    “How are you so sure of that?” JJ asked. 
 
    Vermillion stared at JJ and me for a moment. “Because he’s one of us. He has been for a while now. He’ll listen and see that we’re right. This team has bonded, and Nolan is right in the middle of it.” 
 
    “That’s what I was just feeling,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> This. It’s what I miss about being human. 
 
    “You’re with us too,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> Yes, but I don’t have the emotion in the same way, just the memory of it. Maybe that’s good for now. Somebody needs to reset the team when things get difficult, and we’re bringing in an extremely strong personality. 
 
    “She knows what’s right,” Vermillion said. 
 
    <Drake> She does, but it will take time for her team to bond with ours, and the beginning of our partnership will be crucial.  
 
    <Butch> Nolan is here. Shall I unlock the door? 
 
    “Please,” Vermillion said. It clicked, Nolan walking in. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, sitting down, his face flushed. 
 
    “We have some things to tell you,” I said. 
 
    He smiled. “I figured. Knew that earlier today.” 
 
    I told him about the Clan databanks, the treachery of the Central Authority Fleet, the Clan hired ships which have fled, and Simone joining us. 
 
    “This may be crazy, but I’m not surprised by any of this,” Nolan said, “except the stupid move by those Clan captains on Hodge.” 
 
    <Drake> There’s more. 
 
    “What we’re going to tell you is the reason you weren’t in the last two meetings,” Vermillion said. “We realize it was short-sighted, so we’re bringing you in now. Our cards are all going on the table.” 
 
    Nolan eyed us, not understanding. 
 
    <Drake> Ecason. He was forced to build Razor ships for the Clan.  
 
    Nolan’s eyes widened. “That’s what I originally thought, remember?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    <Drake> He’s still in Clan captivity, on C1111-A. They’re holding murder of his family members over his head to keep him working. 
 
    “I’m not getting why you haven’t told me,” Nolan said. 
 
    I looked him in the eye. “Ecason is your grandfather, on your mother’s side.” 
 
    Nolan’s eyes welled with tears. “No, that can’t be. I know about him.” 
 
    “But you never met him, did you?” Vermillion asked. 
 
    “I did, but I was only two. This is hard to believe. Why would they have hidden it?” 
 
    <Drake> We aren’t sure about that, and it’s not important enough to dive into yet. We need to defeat the Prime Minister, and we need to have complete focus on that. 
 
    “When we’re done, we’ll mount a rescue,” I said. “We know how.” 
 
    <Drake> I will spend time searching for his location. 
 
    Nolan leaned back in his chair for a moment. “You thought I’d go nuts and rush right over there.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said, “but that wasn’t fair, because you’re bonded to this team now. You’ll listen, and you know what’s right. I give you my word we will pursue the rescue. I say that as a friend.” 
 
    Nolan trembled, his face reddening, glancing at all of us. “You’re right. We’ll pursue it together, when it’s the best time to do it, and we’ll have to be careful, because we don’t want a war with the Clan.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We aren’t ready to take on a thousand Razors. Yet.” 
 
    <Drake> When Simone’s team gets here, job one will be the retrofits for her Razor ships. Are you ready? 
 
    JJ looked at Nolan, who nodded. “Yes, we think we’re ready, but we’ll need to do a lot of testing.” 
 
    “Good,” Vermillion said. “I say we break this meeting and go work our parts of this. We’ve only got about forty-eight hours before Simone gets here.” 
 
    <Drake> Remember what’s most important. 
 
    “Most important?” JJ asked. “There’s so much.” 
 
    I stood. “No there isn’t. It’s just one thing.” 
 
    “What?” JJ asked. 
 
    “Where we go one, we go all.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued, in Galaxy of War, the next section of The Seeded Universe Collection. 
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    Other books
by Robert Boren 
 
    Bug Out! Texas 
 
    Carrie is one tough mother. 
 
      
 
    It’s a normal day at the Dripping Springs Superstore. Shoppers look at merchandise while keeping their kids under control. Customers wait in the check-out lines, some chatting, others silently bored. 
 
      
 
    Everything is about to change. 
 
      
 
    Terrorists rush in with guns blazing, killing all who try to escape, rounding up the rest to hold hostage. 
 
      
 
    Carrie, pregnant mother with a four-year-old at home, escapes into a stockroom closet. She calls her husband Jason, an Austin Police Officer. 
 
      
 
    Jason and his partner find a raging massacre in the parking lot. They attack, badly outnumbered until Kelly and his rednecks fly onto the parking lot in their pickup trucks, shooting the terrorists where they stand. 
 
      
 
    Inside the store, Carrie’s hiding place is about to be discovered. 
 
      
 
    She pulls the pistol from her purse and waits, firing when her closet is opened, killing an enemy fighter and making her escape. 
 
      
 
    As her husband frantically searches for her, Carrie slips into the storefront and attacks, foiling the terrorist’s plans. 
 
      
 
    Reunited, Carrie and Jason think the danger is over. 
 
      
 
    They are wrong. 
 
      
 
    Terrorists attack them at home later that night, forcing them to flee into the darkness. Others join them as they try to find safety, the relentless enemy hounding them wherever they go. 
 
      
 
    Now there is only one thing left to do. 
 
      
 
    Fight back. Hunt the hunters. 
 
      
 
    If you love action-packed tales of bravery, self-reliance, and the triumph of the human spirit, you’ll love Bug Out! Texas. Download your copy today! Available here! 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Stolen Youth 
 
    George Franklin is having a bad week. 
 
      
 
    The FBI is after him for what he did. 
 
      
 
    His MERC friend wants him dead for what he did. 
 
      
 
    The families of Red Dagger and Earl Wilson are on their way too, for what he did. 
 
      
 
    His woman is missing. 
 
      
 
    So is his best friend and partner. 
 
      
 
    He has few leads, and now somebody has killed his dog. 
 
      
 
    Somebody will pay. No, scratch that.  Many will pay. 
 
      
 
    We’re talking the ultimate price here. Never poke at the lion unless you’re sure his cage his locked up tight. 
 
      
 
    Stolen Youth is the second book from the Franklin & Davis Files. 
 
      
 
    If you love lurid, violent, sex-filled stories in the vein of Harold Robbins, Sam Peckinpah, or Quentin Tarantino, you’ll really get off on Stolen Youth. 
 
      
 
    Note from the author: The Franklin & Davis Files books are much darker and more graphic than the Bug Out! Series books. They are for readers no younger than 18. 
 
      
 
    Buy your copy today, available here. 
 
      
 
    Oh, and watch your back. They’re coming.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Never a Loose End 
 
    Loose ends. Malcolm Davis hates loose ends. 
 
      
 
    In "Never A Loose End", Malcolm Davis and his friend George Franklin are on a manhunt. 
 
      
 
    Why?  
 
      
 
    Revenge.  
 
      
 
    A clan of psycho killers is active again, after hiding for years. What has brought them out? 
 
      
 
    George and Malcolm are both targets, marked for murder, but why? 
 
      
 
    Follow George and Malcolm as they dash through the Southwest in their Motorhomes to head off the mayhem planned by the psycho killers 
 
      
 
    Murder, gun battles, bombings, and general mayhem reign in "Never A Loose End" 
 
      
 
    Who will survive? Will the hunted be brought down, or will the vigilantes get revenge instead? 
 
      
 
    Find out in "Never A Loose End - Vigilante Revenge" - A Franklin and Davis Files Thriller. 
 
      
 
    This is the story that started it all for George Franklin and Malcolm Davis. Some of you know them from the later episodes of the Bug Out! series, set seven years later. This is the story of how they met, and the battle that forged them into a formidable team. 
 
      
 
    Note from the author: The Franklin & Davis Files books are much darker and more graphic than the Bug Out! Series books. They are for readers no younger than 18. 
 
      
 
    Never A Loose End is available here. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Bug Out! Boxed Set 
 
    Here it is! Bug Out! Boxed Set Volume 1 - Books 1-4. 
 
    What would you do if you were no longer safe in your neighborhood? 
 
    Frank and Jane have had it. Every night the looting gets closer to their home, while the authorities do nothing but ask for calm. Life has become terrifying. 
 
    Frank pulls a gun on looters running up his driveway. The thugs flee. 
 
    Frank knows they’ll be back. 
 
    The last thing Jane wants to do is live in their motorhome, but Frank talks her into it. The open road is dangerous. Staying in LA is worse. 
 
    They barely get out of town alive, as California explodes behind them. Eastbound I-10 is flooded with others trying to escape, as military convoys rush west. 
 
    Is there safety to the east, or more mayhem? 
 
    This is the first of four boxed sets. The books have been re-edited but not abridged. Follow Frank and Jane as they escape California, build their resistance team, and take the fight to the enemy. 
 
    If you love action-packed tales of bravery, self-reliance, and the triumph of the human spirit, you’ll love Bug Out! Boxed Set Volume 1 - Books 1-4. 
 
      
 
    Available here! 
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