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 REVIEWS 
 
      
 
    “A wonderful story, a great adventure. Full of excitement and action. Good guys vs bad guys, and yes very much like COWBOYS IN SPACE! What a hoot! Go where no man - woman - dog has gone before!”   K. Caid  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Combining military and scifi into a fun adventure, Jeff Burger hit this one out of the park! I look forward to the next in the Wings of Steele series.”   B.K. Foster 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Best armchair adventure, ever! I haven't had so much fun reading a book in a very long time! Wings of Steele is an awesome, incredible story. I loved the characters... I loved it all! Thanks for writing this story - it should be a movie or a series...”   Jolene E. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Into the wild blue yonder... and beyond! Steele is a regular guy that gets in a jam and is forced to take on the FBI, CIA, the KGB and even a drug cartel...and that's before he even gets to the Bermuda Triangle! Imagine Indiana Jones morphing into Hans Solo with a little Captain Kirk thrown in... enough action to have been TWO books.”  John C. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Spend the money and be prepared to have the wife tell you to turn off the light and go to bed already. Ignore her, go to the other room, and it will be well worth it! I'm not saying this actually happened but...”   Stahl 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Suspense, drama, space ships, kick-booty humans - everything necessary for good space opera. Can hardly wait for the sequel!”  Gary W. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A cool new hero struggling to follow his moral compass. Keep a round in the chamber and be ready to go, because you aren't gonna be prepared for what's coming around the bend. Some great twists and turns.”   J. Grace 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excellent mixture of action, adventure, humor, romance, suspense and espionage, with a touch of thriller & mystery. Great character development, plausible action and human interest... a romping good read. Style and detail similarities to, B. V. Larson, Robert Heinlein, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Andre Norton and Lois McMaster Bujold”    
 
    Mike M. 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    CHICAGO, ILLINOIS - SUMMER 
 
    Eleven year old Jack Steele laid back in the lawn chair on the grass in his yard staring up at the star-flecked night sky. Even the city lights did not diminish the brightly twinkling specks of light visible in the patch of deep, inky-blackness exposed between the neighboring houses and overhanging maple trees. The yard smelled of warm, freshly cut grass and sweet lilac from the neighbor's bushes. There was a soft, even breeze that rustled the leaves of the trees adding a quiet hush to the darkness. Crickets chirped incessantly. His mother would have a fit if she knew he was out there. It was well past midnight and he was in his pajamas... supposed to be fast asleep in bed. Who cared? He was on summer vacation; there was no school to worry about, no homework, no extra credit assignments. But the dreams, he could not forget the dreams. Unsettling... but strangely exciting. 
 
    He reached down and felt for the huge Rottweiler sleeping on the grass beside him. Luke. Good old Luke... over a hundred pounds of pure muscle and willing to use it. They were the best of friends, inseparable. As black as the sky above, the dog was invisible to young Steele, blending in with the shifting shadows around him. Luke huffed softly, reassuringly, feeling the small hand of his young friend running through his smooth coat.  Jack felt better for it; Luke's strength and courage were contagious. 
 
    A police siren wailed mournfully in the distance, heading farther away, fading. Someday he would be a policeman... just like his dad. Maybe that was the siren on his dad's patrol car, he was on duty tonight. Jack wasn't worried; his dad was a big guy. The biggest. And a good shot too, performing on the police department's pistol competition team. 
 
    He listened intently until the siren was gone, then leaned back and stared up at the night sky again. He sighed, the stars winked at him. Someday he would be out there too... after he was a policeman. He didn't know how he knew that, but he did. And not like Neil Armstrong the astronaut, walking on the moon... But out there. Really out there. Maybe as far as Andromeda... he learned about that one in astronomy this year. It really didn't seem that far, it was like he could almost reach out and touch those stars.  
 
    Maybe it was the dreams, those weird dreams... and the Dream People. Well, at least that's what he called them. Cool, smooth, featureless gray-green skin, large ebony eyes... and their silent voices that talked in his head. He was afraid the first time, terribly afraid. But they never hurt him, or Luke. Besides, like his dad said, “A real man isn't afraid of the dark or the boogeyman. That the only thing to fear, is fear itself.” Well, maybe. Maybe not. 
 
    Jack decided he pretty much had it figured out... he was sure, well, reasonably sure, that despite their dreamlike appearance, the Dream People weren't really in his dreams at all... but real. But how could you explain that to your parents? You couldn't. It wasn't going to happen. At least not with his parents. They'd either patronize him and admire his vivid imagination, or put him in a rubber room somewhere. He heard Tommy Brooker's mom went to a shrink and ended up in a crazy ward for a while. Tommy said she didn't like it. Jack figured he wouldn't like it either. Eleven was too young for a straight-jacket, whatever that was. 
 
    The stars blinked and sparkled, Jack's eyelids grew heavy. The crickets grew quiet, the breeze shifted and Luke huffed, his nose pointing into the wind. Jack suddenly grew more aware, paying closer attention. Luke moved his bulk to a sitting position and whined inquisitively, pensively. Jack squinted and could see the vague silhouette of the dog's massive head and shoulders just a foot away in the inky darkness. The Rottweiler made strange little whining noises, more insistent than before. Jack felt it now too... 
 
    Along with the tart, electric smell in the air, enough to make your mouth water, was the buzzing of his skin, like pins and needles all over his body. His eyes grew heavy again, heavier than before. Luke laid back down again, his head on Jack's thigh, quiet now, breathing easy. 
 
    The eleven-year-old knew the feeling. They were coming... somehow he had known they would come tonight. The Dream People. They would speak silently to him in his head and take him out there, but just for a little while... he was always home before it got light. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS, FLORIDA: CAN'T TOUCH THIS 
 
    Beside the king-sized four-poster bed, soft jazz floated quietly from the small clock radio on the nightstand. The heavy, hand-carved antique oak bed was scalloped with ornate scrolls and leaves. On the wall above the stately headboard, hung a large black, medieval shield, emblazoned with a golden silhouette of a winged horse against a red rising sun. Angled to the right of the shield hung a gleaming two-handed English broadsword. It was obviously a man’s room, filled with dark wood and strong furniture but everything was in its place and the room was meticulously clean.  
 
    The wafting Sunday morning jazz began to reach the lone sleeping occupant of the great bed. Jack Steele was becoming vaguely aware of the music invading his sleep and struggled to maintain that last final bit of dream as it dissolved and faded away into waking awareness. He could also feel the warm Florida coastal breeze drifting lazily through his open window and smell the fresh tang of salt in the air. For a moment, he hoped the music was coming from outside and not the clock. 
 
    Jack propped himself up on his left elbow to look at the clock perched on his dresser next to the black lacquered rack holding a set of Japanese Katana and Wakizashi swords.  
 
    The clock confirmed what he dreaded, it was indeed morning. 7 A.M. Late for some, too early for others; like Jack Steele. Crap. Jack had never, ever, been a morning person, not by the wildest stretch of the imagination. “How bakers do it I'll never know...” He let himself flop back to the mattress, perturbed at the early arrival of morning. Gazing absentmindedly at the dancing patterns of sunlight playing on the ceiling that filtered through the vertical blinds, he gradually cleared the morning cobwebs from his mind and began reviewing the day's checklist of things to do. 
 
    Before Jack could finish his review, he caught movement in the shadows out of the corner of his vision and suddenly was acutely aware of everything around him. The low, dark figure which had entered the room so silently, sprang without warning over the foot of the bed, the two combatants wrestling on the bed, entangling themselves in the linens and blankets, fighting for whatever advantage they could manage. Abruptly, the tussle stopped. Jack poked the obscured form he had successfully wrapped in the sheets like a mummy and the form squirmed violently. With implied ferocity, it emitted a muffled snarl, then sneezed. "Give up?" Jack inquired. He carefully peeled back the sheets. Out popped a black, shiny nose, drawing deep huffing breaths, patiently awaiting another onslaught. 
 
    Since none came, the long-legged German Shepherd tossed his head, throwing off the sheets revealing a handsome, expressive face, with deep brown twinkling eyes. His name was Fritz. Not a particularly imaginative name, but it was given to him as a pup and Jack felt it somehow seemed to fit the dog's curious intelligence and personality. Fritz gazed up into the eyes of his human partner. Giving a defiant harumph, the dog half crawled, half wiggled, out of his cocoon of sheets to reveal a strong, lean physique. His coat was long like a Collie but mostly chestnut in color with a small black saddle, an ivory bib and a narrow, tapered black mask across his shining brown eyes. Fritz shook himself to settle his coat and bounded off the now thoroughly messed bed. He barked a taunt as he trotted through the house, his nails clicking on the polished maple floors. 
 
    Jack swung his feet over the side of the bed and pulled on a pair of beach shorts. He stared at the bed for a moment, the maid was going to hate this... she always did. Strolling through the house barefoot and shirtless, he stopped to pick up a dog leash off the kitchen counter which he knew he wouldn't need. Pausing at the refrigerator he snatched out a carton of orange juice and took a swallow, drinking straight from the container. It was a bad habit, but Fritz never complained. 
 
    The duo stepped through the sliding glass doors and onto the warm planks of the sundeck that lead to the fine golden sand of the beach facing the Gulf of Mexico. As Fritz dashed across the fifty yards of sand to meet the incoming surf, Jack took pause to survey the expanse of scenery spread before him. The sky was already a turquoise blue without a trace of cloud and the breeze shushed through the palm trees and played with someone's wind chimes up the beach. Planting his feet firmly, he stretched his six-foot-two inch frame, arms extended towards the hot Florida sun and reveled in the glorious weather.  
 
    While he was not overly muscular, his body was extremely well-defined. Choosing speed and flexibility over sheer mass, a lifetime of sports and selective martial arts left his physique lean and hard. While Jack proceeded through the stretching routines he did almost every morning, Fritz ran belly deep through the breaking waves. The Shepherd stopped momentarily to eye a woman jogging past. Jack noticed her too and admired her trim bouncing form as she trotted by, waving a friendly hello.  
 
    Yep, gotta love Florida, thought Jack, smirking crookedly. He waved back then leaned on the railing with his elbows to watch the dog slosh in the gentle blue-green waves breaking on the rippled blonde sand. A squadron of four pelicans flying single-file along the shore glided easily past, an occasional stroke of their wings to maintain formation as they played with the ocean breeze. 
 
    Shuttling new and used airplanes for delivery had become quite profitable. And for the first time since his painful divorce four years back, Jack was doing well. Buying and renovating the beach house was his reward to himself after the long, hard road of financial and emotional rebuilding. The house wasn't big, like so many of the others along that area of the shore, but it was very comfortable. Another buyer probably would have knocked it down and built some multilevel monstrosity, but Jack had genuinely liked it for what it was. The three bedroom, two bathroom house, was solidly built, a throwback to the late fifties and early sixties where quality and durability came before the excesses of bigger is better... and then later when it became ostentatiously huge is better than simply bigger. 
 
    Life's slippery slide downward began a year before his divorce, back when he was still a cop in Chicago. While recovering from the emotional scars of losing a close friend on the police department during a shootout with gang members, Jack took up flying. He found it profoundly exhilarating and relaxing at the same time. Unfortunately, his wife did not. She didn't like him being a cop either. She said one made him hard the other made him distant. At a time when he was forced to completely re-evaluate his life, she left him and took with her almost everything he owned... everything except the '66 Shelby Cobra he'd built. He was convinced the only reason she didn't pursue the car was the fact that she hated the thing. She liked luxury cars, and the Cobra was not ladylike enough for her. She considered it brutish with all its power and noise, while Jack considered the sound of the naturally aspirated 427 big block music to his ears. On reflection, there were a lot of things they didn't have in common, it was a wonder the marriage lasted as long as it did. Shortly thereafter, he realized the only things that made him truly happy, were the Cobra, flying and Fritz.  
 
    So after pulling a few strings and calling in a few favors owed him, he got a job flying and left the department. He and Fritz spent the next three years living like nomads, flying anywhere a job would take them. The freedom was spectacular and welcomed, but he finally realized the need for roots once again. Jack was good with his hands and thoroughly enjoyed refurbishing the beach house. Now self-employed, his time was his own, allowing him to tinker on the house whenever he had the inclination. But the house was pretty much finished now, and it was time to go back to work, in earnest. 
 
    Jack glanced at his watch then checked on the antics of his waterlogged canine, "Hey fuzzball!” he waved, “let's go, we got a plane to deliver!" Tongue lolling, kicking up sand as he ran, the dog raced from the surf trailing saltwater from his sodden coat. Steele figured the crazy dog loved to fly almost as much as he did. 
 
    They paused on the deck and Jack thoroughly rinsed the dog with the fresh water shower attached to the house, Fritz shaking himself violently, dispersing droplets over the deck like a lawn sprinkler. Steele was always amazed how much moisture he could shake from his coat. Smiling to himself he finished the carton of orange juice as they entered the beach house. Toweling Fritz off in the kitchen, Jack began to think ahead, talking to the dog like most people do with their animals, "This is gonna be a sweet run, dog..." Fritz cocked his head quizzically. Sometimes he paid such close attention, Jack could swear the animal actually understood every word. In the middle of drying him, the phone rang and Jack snatched the receiver out of the charger. “Steele, talk to me...” 
 
    "What time do we take off?" asked his copilot, Brian Carter. 
 
    "We should meet at the strip at about nine, I guess. I would think we'd be wheels-up by about a quarter to ten, doncha' think?"  
 
    "Yeah, sounds about right. How long did you say we were staying out there?" 
 
    "Don't quote me on it, but we should be back in about four weeks," replied Jack.  
 
    "OK cool. I'll pack a few extra things then. See you at the plane." 
 
    “Roger.” Jack dropped the phone into the charger, gave the waiting canine one last rub with the towel, then headed back into his bedroom to continue to pack the bag he'd started the night before. Though he had never been and could never be confused with a Boy Scout, he preferred to be well prepared... part of being an Alpha personality. In his clothing bag, he included his favorite protection; a satin stainless Kimber 1911 .45 ACP semi-automatic pistol. Since the magazines only held eight rounds, he tossed five extra mags into the bag, along with a couple boxes of fresh 230 grain +P ammunition, a shoulder holster and a right-hand, leather thigh holster that had a quick thumb release. He zipped the bag shut and on his way to the kitchen dropped the bags in the entry hall by the front door. Though it was legal in the state of Florida to carry a concealed weapon, it was not terribly legal to carry it when leaving the country... in fact, it was highly illegal. But Jack tended to be a somewhat of a survivor. His opinion was that he’d rather be standing in front of a judge explaining why someone else was dead than standing in front of Saint Peter explaining why he was dead. That’s not to say that he was a violent person, he wasn’t... unless he had to be. In which case you didn't want to be playing on the wrong team. 
 
    He picked up a pen and notepad to leave a quick message on the fridge for his maid Nina, apologizing once again, for the destruction of the bedroom. "Sometimes I think she just likes to complain," he told the Shepherd. Fritz barked a short confirmation while Jack hung the note with pizza restaurant magnets. 
 
    The phone rang again, and he snatched the cordless out of the charger on the kitchen counter, "What'd you forget buddy?" 
 
    "Hi, it's mom..." 
 
    "Oh. Hi, mom! What's up?" 
 
    "Your dad and I are planning to come down around the end of next week... wanted to check and see if you had room." 
 
    "Really? Crap, I'm leaving to deliver that plane I was telling you about..." Jack had hoped to spend some time with them this summer, maybe get them to look at a few homes in the area and move out of the cold. 
 
    "Oh...” her voice dropped in disappointment. “How long will you be gone?" she asked, sounding brighter. 
 
    "About four weeks I think. They need someone to fly the plane during filming, so we need to stay till they're done with the plane. I can try calling before we head back... but I'm really not sure what the service will be like."  
 
    "Oh, OK. Well then, we'll postpone for a few weeks..." 
 
    "Don't do that," interrupted Jack, "come down when you're ready. If you get here before I'm back, just call Nina and she'll come and give you a key... she's only about ten minutes away."  
 
    "Are you in a hurry Jack?" 
 
    Jack glanced at his watch. "Well yeah, kinda... we've got a schedule to keep." Mothers have an innate capability to make a grown man feel like an eleven-year-old kid again. "Uh... can I bring you and dad back some kind of souvenir or something?" 
 
    "How about a new daughter-in-law?" she mused. 
 
    Open palm, insert face. "Mom!" he groaned, “Can we please not go there?” 
 
    "Alright, just kidding. You be careful." 
 
    "Always..." 
 
    "Promise?" she prodded. 
 
    "Promise." Like the dutiful son he was, he told her he loved her and they said their goodbyes. He looked forward to seeing his parents when he got back, he didn't get to spend as much time with them as he'd like to. 
 
    "Let's go buddy!" Fritz followed obediently and eagerly to the front door. Jack paused at the mirror in the foyer, checking his image. His dark hair was neatly cut, combed back with a loose curl hanging on his forehead, his mustache full but trimmed. Steele's sharp features came from his father; tanned skin courtesy of the Florida sun, and blemish-free  skin from his mother. Long dimples on each side of his mouth deepened when he smiled, but his most striking feature were his eyes, dark and piercing. He decided he looked pretty decent for thirty-something. "You my friend," he told his reflection, "loook marvelous." Fritz danced impatiently in circles in the foyer his nails clicking on the foyer's floor tile. "Oooh my friend, you look marvelous too!"  
 
    The gregarious Shepherd was as excited for the car ride as Jack was about this trip. Before Steele made it to the back of the Cobra sitting in the driveway, the dog was through the convertible's open passenger window and sitting in the front seat. With a wild roll of his eyes, Jack tossed the bags into the trunk and closed the lid.  
 
    At the driver's door he was confronted by an unlikely motorist. "Get outta my seat you clown, unless you think you can drive..." Fritz happily relinquished the seat, jumping back to the passenger side. Jack opened the door and entered the car the normal way, releasing the clips for the convertible top and folding it back one-handed. Strapping the dog into his harness and pulling on his own 5-point harness, Jack started the Cobra which shuddered to life with an aggressive rumble. It loped at idle, the side-pipes burbling, the engine producing a distinct vibration in the wheel and stick shift. Backing out onto the street he didn't bother with the stereo. Shifting into gear, the Cobra rolled down the short side street to Estero Boulevard, the main road running down the beach.  
 
    Jack made a left on Estero and headed toward the bridge. It wasn't exactly clogged with cars, but beach traffic always seemed to move slower than anywhere else - maybe it had something to do with the beach lifestyle frame of mind. It always seemed by the time you had crossed the bridge to the mainland, things started moving faster. He couldn't really hot-dog on Estero, the traffic was too close with too many sightseers, he'd have to wait till he hit Summerlin Road. Steele had learned to just be patient and enjoy the view on the beach. Thank God for bikinis. 
 
    The dark sedan a few cars back never caught Steele's eye, it rolled on anonymously with the flow. As the traffic crossed the bridge to the mainland, boats scooted past on the water below, their owners enjoying the glassy emerald water of the intracoastal waterway. As always, when the bridge fell away in the rear-view mirror, traffic picked up the pace. There still wasn't a lot of room, he'd just have to wait. 
 
    Jack could see the intersection ahead and the steady flow of traffic. Finally, a place to hustle. Glancing at his watch, he turned right to go South on Summerlin and accelerated hard to jump into the traffic flow. To maintain his balance, Fritz leaned into the turn, his harness holding him securely in the seat. The pipes snarled viciously and the meaty rear tires broke loose, the rear end of the Cobra squirreling sideways. Jack felt the shudder in the seat with the slack in the wheel almost before it happened and instinctively steered the wheel into the break, feathering the accelerator to give the tires a chance to bite. In a split second, the tires hooked up and the car launched, snapping straight. A blink later, shifting through the gears and accelerating hard again, the pipes singing their big-block combustion engine harmony, he was looking for openings and a place to let the Cobra run. Flipping on the radar detector and laser jammer, a nice hole opened up in the traffic and he shot through, running free. Fritz sat quietly, watching the world go by in a blur.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “C'mon, c'mon! Step on it! Don't lose him...” 
 
    The driver checked his blind spot as he hammered the accelerator on the Crown Vic and swerved into the next lane. “He couldn't have seen us... could he?” 
 
    “I don't know, but he's sure driving like he did.” 
 
    “I wonder what triggered him...” The driver checked his mirror and changed back, weaving his way through the slower cars. “Jesus Christ, that thing is fast...” 
 
    “Next time I drive, grandpa...” 
 
    “Yeah, like I'm putting my life in your hands... that'll be the day.” He hammered the pedal and the police interceptor engine launched the heavy sedan ahead. “Holy crap, we're coming up on  ninety and he's pulling away like we're standing still...” 
 
    The other agent was pulling out a map, “he should, that thing's got like six-hundred horsepower...” 
 
    “Holy shit - really...?” The driver let off on the accelerator, “Dammit I can't even see him anymore... he must've been doing a hundred-twenty at least. I'm not sure how we're going to explain how we lost a bright blue car with white rally stripes on it...”  
 
    “The guy is driving a car that's bullet-fast, we're driving a sled. No real mystery there.” The passenger looked up, “You can't tell me you've never seen a guy drive fast before.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was more than just fast, I've never seen anyone drive like that before - makes me wonder if he's a pro.”  
 
    “I suppose it's not impossible, a street racer maybe. You've read the file, what do we know about him?” 
 
    The driver shook his head, “Apparently not enough. I'm still not sure how to report this...” 
 
    “We might not have to...” 
 
    The driver glanced over at the other man, “How so?” 
 
    “I'm pretty sure he's headed to the municipal airport,” he said, pointing at the map, “Just stay on this, I'll tell you when to exit...” 
 
   


  
 

 [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    FLORIDA, WHEYLAND MUNICIPAL AIRPORT: WILD BLUE YONDER 
 
    The powerful Cobra made the drive easy and exhilarating, especially since he got to break a few laws. Steele pulled into the gravel service road at only 9:05am, minus his sedan shadow and followed the service drive around the back of the airport toward the private hangars. Slowing his speed to reduce the dust off the road, he listened to the steady crunch of gravel beneath the car's tires. A twin-engine Cessna taxied past the fence to his right on its way to the main runway.  He thought to stop and watch the takeoff, but continued rolling. As the roadster rumbled toward the far side of the airport near the private hangars, Jack began to look for Brian's pickup truck. He smiled to himself, the truck was nowhere to be seen, he had beaten him there. Jack turned through the gate and pulled up onto the tarmac. 
 
    Driving past the first two hangars, he slowed the Cobra at the third, a well-kept aluminum building, larger than the others in the row. The doors had been rolled open all the way, the segments looking like an accordion folded against the wall. Jack let the roadster roll to a stop and peered into the hangar. Inside sat a beautifully restored B-25D Mitchell bomber from World War II. She looked stunning sitting in the shade of the hangar, looking as mission-ready as the day she rolled off the assembly line in 1944. 
 
    Brian strolled out from under the left wing grinning from ear to ear. "Where ya been Skipper?" Five-foot-ten and solidly built, Brian was a man with a ready smile and healthy sense of humor. His wavy, sandy brown hair, although a bit longer than Jack's, was neat and trimmed. 
 
    Miffed, Jack ignored the question. "I didn't see your truck, where'd you park?"  
 
    Brian was still grinning but not wishing to press the issue... “All the way in the back,” he replied, pointing to the back of the hangar. “With the security system, they'll be safe inside.”  
 
    Jack put the roadster in gear and rolled past his amused copilot without saying a word. Brian knew Steele's competitive spirit - he hated to lose at anything. As the Cobra rumbled slowly under the wing of the B-25, the echo of the car's low burble danced around the inside of the expansive hangar. Jack scanned the left side of the fuselage, his eyes pausing on the artwork of the reclining blonde pin-up girl who had been expertly repainted, her colors bright and crisp. As he passed under the tail and pulled up next to Brian's pickup truck at the rear of the building, Jack unlatched the dog's harness one-handed. Fritz disappeared out over the passenger door and hit the ground at a run before Jack had the Cobra at a complete stop. The pilot stepped out of the car just in time to see Fritz crash into Brian's open arms.  
 
    "Hey you big, overgrown hamster, ready to go flying?" Barking an affirmation, the Shepherd bounded around the inside of the hangar his voice ringing off the metal walls. 
 
    Jack marveled at how perfectly the old plane had been restored. As he lovingly tucked-in his prized roadster with its cover for its four-week nap, he thought about the first time he saw the plane... if you could call it that. Jack had met Stephen Miles, the owner, a year ago through the shuttle service when he delivered a replacement plane to Stephen's commercial seaplane business on short notice. Stephen took an immediate liking to the charismatic young pilot and was eager to share his most impressive project to date... the Sweet Susie. At that time, the B-25D had only been in the hangar about three months. The engines had been removed, the fuselage looked like hell, and the control surfaces were simply worthless. Jack couldn't imagine her surviving a stiff wind much less ever becoming airborne. 
 
    The B-25 "D" model was one of the later versions of the Mitchell Bomber series. A formidable aircraft, she incorporated some improvements with the combat proven standards. While retaining the twin 50 cal. turret on top of the fuselage, four 50 cal. guns were mounted facing forward. These four guns were fix-mounted forward below the cockpit on the fuselage, two on either side, in single mount pods. Two 50 cal. guns in the tail, one in the nose for the bombardier, and one on each side of her waist capped off the B-25D's armament. All the good it'll do her, Steele thought, the only battle this plane is likely to fight is with the rust creeping across her airframe. Jack figured Stephen probably wasn't rowing with both oars in the water but decided to humor him anyway. He thought, what the heck, when you work with unlimited funds, you can accomplish almost anything. And they did. Stephen's enthusiasm was severely contagious, and the next twelve months transformed the old wreck into a masterpiece. 
 
    Jack found out the reason for Stephen's desire; his father who had passed away prior to Susie's purchase was the plane's pilot during World War II. Stephen had paid Jack well for all the time devoted to the project and even gave him shuttles to do during times when they waited for parts. The young pilot became very fond of the B-25, as if it were his own and was extremely pleased when the Sweet Susie rolled out of the hangar for her first flight in over sixty years. All her systems had been completely finished, but the paint work had not yet begun. The B-25 was a patchwork of colors; red primer, zinc green and new, shiny silver wing and fuselage panels, not to mention remnants of her original camouflage scheme. Both Stephen and Jack flew her on the maiden rebirth run to test the systems and try out her new power plants. The hardest thing was to get used to the layout of avionics that had been added to supplement the original and updated gauges. As oddly as she looked on the outside, the Sweet Susie flew like a dream, lighter and faster than she had been when originally built. The engines were completely rebuilt and tweaked to wring out every last horse the power plants could provide thanks to Stephen's master mechanics and engineers. If Jack hadn't seen the remarkable transformation step by step, he wouldn't have believed it was the same plane he saw the first time he had walked into the hangar. The finishing touch was the paint, and that had been completed about a week ago. 
 
    Jack, bags in hand, strode towards the waiting copilot. "Damn, this place looks so empty." 
 
    "I was thinking the same thing," replied Brian, thinking back. "It looked so much smaller when all that equipment was in here."  
 
    Only a few months prior, scaffolding surrounded the plane, the engineer's office was filled with blueprints and plans, the machine shop, welding equipment... and of course, all the people filled every corner of the hangar. Crews worked independently on their own assignments, but together as a collective with the common goal to totally restore the historic B-25 to nearly factory-new condition. 
 
    "Is Susie ready to go?" Jack's voice snapped Brian back to present reality. 
 
    "Yeah, for the most part. She's fueled but I'm waiting for our weather report, and George is going to check all her fluid levels." 
 
    "OK, great, let's get George to move her out onto the tarmac skirt and we'll warm up the engines."  Brian trotted off to find George. 
 
    "Where's the cooler?!" Jack shouted, as the copilot departed. 
 
    "I put it in the plane already!" Brian shouted back, as he disappeared into the hangar. 
 
    Can't afford to forget sodas and sandwiches, thought Jack. While he waited, he tossed his bags up into the belly hatch, then began a preflight inspection of the aircraft. Just as he finished, Brian returned with George. The mechanic climbed into the seat of the tow tractor and started its engine, Jack calling Fritz to his side. Brian handed his skipper a copy of the weather report and the two airmen studied their paperwork while George towed the Sweet Susie into the warm Florida sun. The B-25 and her crew were going all the way to Brazil; getting a good handle on the weather was an important part of a safe flight. Sweet Susie and several other existing B-25s, all from the U.S. were headed to Rio De Janeiro for the filming of a new movie. The planes would rendezvous in Rio then move further South near Sao Paolo to meet the film crew and begin filming. 
 
    Jack motioned his copilot to the chart table. "I think we ought to skirt this weather here," said Jack, pointing to the tip of the Florida Keys. "We'll head east, pass Miami, and halfway to the Bahamas we'll swing back south. We'll stop in Puerto Rico to fuel up the tanks and take off in the morning." 
 
    Brian pulled on his lower lip, deep in thought. "Could we stay..." 
 
    "An extra day? " interrupted Jack, finishing Brian's sentence. "No." He watched the copilot frown. "Besides," added Jack, "where we're going, the scenery, both geological and female is stunning..." 
 
    The copilot's expression brightened quite noticeably, "No kidding..." 
 
    "Scout's Honor," said Jack, crossing his heart and giving the Boy Scout salute. Jack knew, because he'd been there the year before to deliver a plane and was simply inundated with women. He wasn't sure if it was him that attracted the women, or the simple fact that he was an American. Being the kind of man who found it difficult to turn down a beautiful woman, he didn't think about it much. 
 
    “I gotta call bullshit on that one...” challenged Brian, “you were never a Boy Scout.”  Jack gave him a dirty look. "OK, OK, I believe you, so where do we go from Puerto Rico?" 
 
    "Maracaibo or Caracas in Venezuela, where we'll stop for fuel again. We'll have to see how the fuel holds up. We have an estimate on her fuel consumption, but it's not carved in stone." 
 
    "Are all these places safe?" asked Brian with raised eyebrows. 
 
    "You got me, as far as I'm concerned, we sleep with the plane. Oh, and I sleep armed... just in case." Steele's face had become momentarily serious, and Brian wondered whether he should be concerned or not. The copilot hesitated, then lost his train of thought as he watched George unhook the tow tractor from the nose gear of the B-25. He disconnected the mechanism free with almost motherly care. Jack and Brian exchanged glances as they quietly watched the mechanic. He gave the warbird a loving pat on the fuselage, wiped an unseen smudge off of the starboard engine nacelle and strode toward the tractor without looking back. Without words, the two airmen turned back to the chart table to finish their flight plans. As they resumed reviewing their notes, the reclining Shepherd jumped to his feet and woofed softly, but loud enough to get the attention of the two fliers engrossed with their paperwork. A white pickup truck had pulled through the gate and was headed straight toward the Sweet Susie. Jack could see Stephen's company logo emblazoned on the door of the truck as it slowed to a stop in front of the right wing of the plane. A burly young man stepped out of the truck on the driver's side, while Stephen exited the passenger door. 
 
    "I couldn't let you leave without saying good luck and bringing you a going-away present," shouted Stephen. 
 
    "So, what did you bring us?" the two pilots queried, almost in unison, grinning widely as they strode out to the tail of the truck. 
 
    "Come see," chided the owner. At the back of the truck sat two long, skinny wooden crates and fourteen small metal military ammunition cans. Fritz jumped into the truck and gave all the containers a close examination. The dog stared blankly at his human partner. 
 
    "Well it's not drugs," said Steele candidly with a smirk. 
 
    "You know me better than that," Stephen injected with a hurt look. He opened a wooden crate to reveal twelve neatly packed M1 carbine rifles. "They're for the movie, so is this stuff," he waved at the metal boxes. Brian opened two of the metal containers, one containing ammunition for the carbines, the other, for the .50 cal guns of the Sweet Susie. 
 
    "Hey, this is live ammo..." Brian exclaimed, looking concerned. "What are we doing carrying real ammunition and real guns?” 
 
    "Relax, relax..." waved Stephen attempting to quiet the copilot. "All this stuff is for the movie company. That..." he said, pointing at the ammo boxes, "we could only get one way. It will have to be converted by the ordnance technicians on the movie site before filming begins." Stephen handed Jack a bulging sealed envelope. "All the proper documentation for this stuff is in here. If you have any customs issues, hand them this." Jack took it and left it sealed. 
 
    “OK, so let's load it up already, we're burning daylight." Jack slapped the apprehensive copilot on the shoulder to punctuate. "Quit worryin' will ya?" The pilot looked at his watch. "Let's go, let's go, it's after ten already!” 
 
    “Give him a hand, Kevin," prompted Stephen. The burly driver of the truck, who had stood by silent and unmoving, hefted a crate of carbines to his shoulder, in one clean motion. Brian grabbed two of the metal ammo containers. The two men carried their burdens to the open bomb-bay doors of the plane. Jack knew that carrying that type of cargo was illegal in most circumstances but dismissed the concerns, trusting Stephen's preparations. Besides, with as much as he had invested in that plane, Jack couldn't see him taking such a foolish risk as to do something that would jeopardize it. But he promised himself he would open the envelope and check all the paperwork while they were in the air before they left U.S. airspace. Jack and Stephen walked back to the shade of the hangar and the flight plans on the chart table. Fritz chose the shade under the wing of the B-25 so he could more closely watch the loading of the plane. 
 
    "These look just fine. Your fuel will be arranged and waiting, I'll see to it personally." Stephen handed the pilot another envelope, "There's ten thousand dollars here... just in case. Use it if you have any... needs," he said with a shrug.  
 
    "Cash? Thanks, I'll be sure to keep receipts..."  
 
    "Don't worry about that,” said Stephen with a dismissive wave, “just take good care of Suzie and I'll see you in Rio." The two men shook hands. 
 
    "Well, I guess we'd better get going," said Steele, as he gathered up his flight charts and logs. "C’mon! We're outta here!" he announced as he strode toward the plane. "Let’s get this show on the road and this bird in the air!" 
 
    "You got it, Skipper," called Brian as he jumped off the tailgate of the pickup. The reclining Shepherd rose to his feet and spun in a circle, excited about their departure. 
 
    The copilot disappeared up into the belly hatch, and Stephen's young driver climbed into the truck to move it off the taxiway skirt. Before getting into the passenger side of the truck, Suzie's proud owner stood at attention next to the open door and gave Jack an A1 military salute. "Clear skies, Skipper, see you in Rio." 
 
    The German Shepherd by his side, Steele turned, then saluted sharply. He watched as Stephen climbed into the truck and it pulled slowly away.  "Yep... definitely a rip in that man's marble bag..." mumbled Jack. Spinning around he moved to the belly hatch followed closely by the dog and passed the charts with flight logs to the hand extended through the opening. "You're next," he told the waiting dog. Fritz stepped forward and Jack lifted him, boosting him up through the hatch by his rump. The pilot took one quick look around and lifted himself through the hatch, the inside of the aircraft smelling like fresh paint, oil and metal. It smelled like history. Locking the hatch he glanced at his watch producing a wince. "Damn, ten forty-five, I hate being behind schedule," he complained, dropping himself into the command seat. 
 
    "Quit worryin' will ya?" retorted the grinning figure sitting in the copilot's seat. The two men exchanged glances and began laughing. They continued laughing during the pre-flight check, neither really sure why. But it was a new adventure and it felt good, almost electric. 
 
    Jack watched the control surfaces respond as he tested the controls. “Bomb-bay doors closed and locked...” he glanced back. “Check. OK, ready?” 
 
    "Yep," Brian nodded, checking his instruments and switching on the magnetos. 
 
    The engines primed and all systems checked and ready, Jack pushed the starter switch for the starboard engine. The starter whined, turning the large, three blade prop over slowly at first, then faster. A cylinder fired off with a pop, and the engine roared to life with a small puff of smoke from the exhaust pipes. He cranked the port engine, watching the prop spin. It too roared to life in similar fashion. He listened for a moment, then adjusted the fuel mixture knob for each engine. "That’s better..." He knew he'd be adjusting them again after the engines reached their proper temperatures. 
 
    "While they're warming up, call for clearance, I want to check our cargo." Jack rose from his seat and made his way through the plane, leaving the capable copilot to monitor the gauges and obtain clearance from the airfield's control tower. The bomb-bay box that normally contained the bomb racks would have restricted movement to the rear of a wartime plane, but had been removed during the renovation. A walkway was installed over the working bomb-bay doors from the front to the back. In the back, a cargo net held the crates of carbines securely in place. The ammo boxes fit neatly in places provided just for that need, all around the B-25's interior. 
 
    "Jack, we're cleared!" called Brian from the cockpit. 
 
    "Just a sec!" replied Jack. He climbed into the seat of the upper gun turret and working the foot pedals, rotated the turret to face the rear of the plane. Electric motors whirred as it spun smoothly around. Satisfied, he switched off the power, climbed down and returned to the cockpit. Dropping into his seat, he quickly surveyed the gauges and belted himself in. He released the brakes and increased power, just enough to begin a taxi roll. Fritz, wearing a tethered harness for his safety, laid on the cockpit floor knowing what would come next. Jack fitted his headset as the plane rolled slowly along the taxiway, Brian holding the controls. When they neared the end of the taxiway, Steele took the controls, adjusted the flaps partway down and edged the throttles forward. A small crowd had gathered at Sweet Susie's hangar, and several cars had pulled off the street and onto the grass that bordered the outer fence of the airfield. One was a dark sedan… the same dark, unassuming sedan that had attempted to follow Jack through traffic. It went unnoticed, maintaining its anonymity.  
 
    Jack decided to give them something to see. Edging the throttles up, he swung the left hand U-turn, from the parallel taxiway, onto the runway without slowing. The shining B-25 tracking smartly around the corner. Steele smoothly pushed the throttles forward as the plane straightened on the runway, creating a sling shot effect from the momentum of the turn. The crowd in front of the Sweet Susie's hangar cheered as the B-25 roared by on the runway at nearly full throttle, the new turbochargers kicking up the boost. Neither of the two men in the cockpit could hear the cheers, but they could see the waves, bidding them well. The B-25 raced down the runway, building speed. When she began to feel light Jack eased back on the control yoke and the plane separated itself from the concrete. "Gear up..." 
 
    "Gear up..." Brian pulled the levers for the landing gear as he said it. At an altitude of twenty-five feet, the hydraulic motors hummed steadily, and the gear clunked solidly as they locked into the up position. The gear doors closed, the indicator lights winking out one by one. "Up and locked," he announced. 
 
    Jack let her climb gently over the runway. "Retract flaps." 
 
    Brian slid the lever for the flaps. As the pumps whined, Jack glanced out over the wing to see the flaps slide neatly back into place. A final bump indicated they were all the way in. "Flaps in," said Brian. He glanced up at the approaching airport fence beyond the end of the runway. "Now might be good, Skipper..." 
 
    Jack had a wry smile as he eased the control yoke back toward his stomach. The Sweet Susie leapt upwards unhindered by wartime weight, her powerful new engines chewing up the sky. She climbed steadily at a rakish angle, and the stall warning light flickered momentarily but Jack eased his pull on the yoke before it was of any concern. Brian let out a long, slow sigh and inhaled deeply. He hadn't realized he was holding his breath. It was then that Elvis spoke, "Thank yew, thank yew very muuch. Yew bin a wonnerful awdience. Elvis has left the building..." The pilot curled his lip and sneered. 
 
    "Holy crap that's horrible," laughed Brian. 
 
    Jack decreased their angle of ascent, swinging slowly to a South-Eastern bearing which would take them over the middle of the state, over Miami and beyond. About thirty-five miles from the Bahamas, they'd swing south toward Puerto Rico. 
 
    "I think I could use a soda," said Jack, beaming. 
 
    "Yeah me too," piped Brian as he wiped the perspiration from his forehead. 
 
    "You weren't nervous, were you?" 
 
    "Oh no, not at all," he lied, "it was just a bit showy for my taste." He rolled his eyes as he made his way out of the cockpit. 
 
    Jack chuckled, "Quit worryin..." chimed the two men simultaneously, laughing.  
 
    Aahhh... thought Jack, a good dog, a good friend, a soda, and a great plane. What more could a man want? How about a good woman? said the little voice at the back of his mind. It had been nagging him lately and he'd been ignoring it. He wasn't quite ready for that yet. Go away, he told it. 
 
    Brian returned with two cold sodas and plopped into his seat. "Man, is it me or is it hot in here?" 
 
    "It is pretty warm," agreed Jack, taking the soda handed him. The pilot reached behind him and felt for the knob that controlled the air conditioning. It was decided during the renovation, that cold AC would be a must. He found the control by feel and dialed it up, the air sending its wash of cool air over the two men. The relief was well received as the small crew of the B-25 settled in for the long flight. 
 
    At 300 mph, the B-25 cruised faster than her wartime service speed, cutting briskly through the warm Florida air. With most of her armor removed, faster power plants and no bomb-load to carry, she felt more like an overgrown fighter than a retired bomber. However, the Radial Wasp engines were new and needed gentle breaking-in, so Jack throttled back and let her cruise considerably slower than she was able… there was no sense in pushing the new engines, their service life would be greatly extended with care. The lush green patchwork of the Florida landscape passed slowly beneath the plane and its occupants, later giving way to the crystal blue of the Atlantic Ocean. A few puffy white clouds played across the vivid blue sky, creating a movie-perfect scene. Almost. "I'm glad we decided to go around that..." Brian commented, thumbing Jack's attention out over the starboard wing, "It looks pretty nasty." Hovering over Cuba and the southernmost tip of the Florida Keys, the blackness of an angry storm front was noticeable, even at this distance. The towering clouds were swept and foamy looking. 
 
    "Looks pretty active too," Jack added. Dark, heavy streaks of rain fell away at an angle from the swirling sky off in the distance. The friendly puffy clouds, gave way to windswept, wispy pale-gray clouds, stretching out across the horizon to the right, spin-offs of the storm attacking Cuba and the Keys. As it descended, the afternoon sun was illuminating the spin-off clouds a vibrant pink, creating a strange, hand-painted, surrealistic look. 
 
    The two pilots took turns at the controls to prevent fatigue, switching between actually flying and sitting at the navigator's station, positioned behind the cockpit, which contained communication, navigation and radar equipment. The radar unit had been added, during the B-25's refitting. Brian stepped over the snoring Shepherd on the cockpit floor as he made his way to the copilot's seat from the navigation station. "The radar screen is almost completely blank ahead of us, but those poor bastards in the Keys are really catching hell.” Brian was shaking his head in sympathy. 
 
    "Hope it doesn't grow," said the pilot, wincing mentally. 
 
    Jack clenched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, rubbing... "I must be hungry, I'm getting a damn headache. Say, how about one of those sandwiches?" 
 
    "No problem, I'll be right back, don't go away." The copilot unbuckled and rose from his seat disappearing from the cockpit. The flight progressed quickly despite its uneventful nature, and the two men talked about their favorite subjects. The same thing all pilots talk about... planes, girls, cars, more planes... Jack felt much better after eating. He stretched, getting comfortable again, tapping absentmindedly on the glass of one of the gauges. They found themselves flying a wider arc than they had originally anticipated, to be sure they were clear of the moving storm and its effects. 
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 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    SAN JUAN, PUERTO RICO: STAINLESS STEELE 
 
    "Bri, can you check in with San Juan control while I start our descent?" 
 
    "You got it." Brian keyed the mic and called the air controller. 
 
    After running his fingers through his dark hair, Steele settled in for the task at hand. He eased the throttles back, watching the RPMs drop on the gauges and nosed the B-25 down for its long descent, the engines dropping to a low rumble. Darkness had come early, the storm had seen to that, the sky a deep blue twilight. But there was just enough afterglow to see the island below. The moon was only about half full and not high enough, but every little bit of light helped. It was dark enough to clearly see lights twinkling all across the island but the airport was not discernible yet. The descent was uneventful, local air traffic was light, and the Sweet Susie's crew received an easy, straight-in approach for their glide path.  
 
    "We're cleared for final." Brian spoke matter-of-factly. Landings, especially night landings, left no room for anything but strictly business, especially at an unfamiliar airfield.  
 
    Jack went down the checklist as the airfield came into view and grew beneath them. 
 
    "Here we go... Flaps, one-quarter." 
 
    "Roger, flaps one-quarter." As the copilot moved the levers controlling the flaps, the hydraulic pumps hummed.  
 
    Jack glanced out over the left wing to watch the flaps extend, "Landing lights, please." 
 
    Brian reached up and toggled the switches for the landing lights, "Landing lights on." 
 
    "Good..." Jack paused to run his hand through his hair and check their airspeed,"Gear down..." 
 
    "Gear down..." the copilot slid the levers and the lock lights on the indicator panel, winked on, as the landing gear dropped down and locked into place with a thump. "Down and locked, Skipper." 
 
    Steele adjusted the flaps, "Flaps one-half... OK, let's take her in." He reduced power further and the Susie dropped smoothly and gently, flaring cleanly. 
 
    Brian checked with the control tower. "The runway's all yours." 
 
    The runway lights shone brightly, leading the B-25 onto the long black ribbon of tarmac... the warbird touched down softly, the tires tamping the ground with a chirp. Jack cut the throttles back to idle and applied the brakes, slowing to a manageable taxiing speed to swing off the runway at the third exit skirt. A small Jeep with a rather large sign and flashing lights joined them, then pulled ahead to lead the plane. The illuminated sign read, FOLLOW ME. The pilots looked at each other and smirked. Proportionately, the vehicle looked ridiculous. "Geez..." laughed Brian, "check out Captain Obvious here." 
 
    Jack shook his head, "Wow. Just wow. I mean seriously... what the fuck... The thing looks like a leftover from World War Two..." 
 
    "Holy shit...!" snorted Brian. “I wonder if anybody's ever lost him...” Laughing, they executed an exploding fist bump with the appropriate sound effects, obviously tired from the long flight and anxious to get out of the confines of the aircraft to stretch their legs. 
 
    Jack retracted the flaps between jokes, as they rolled along behind the lead vehicle and cut off the landing lights. They passed the main concourse, they passed the commercial hangars, they passed the smaller private hangars... "Where the hell is this guy taking us?!" 
 
    Brian shook his head and shrugged. As if in answer, the Jeep angled left, toward a row of dilapidated old hangars. "Christ, they're putting us out in the slums." 
 
    “Well..." Jack scratched his head, "I don't really care, I just want to eat, clean up and get some sleep. I'm bushed." 
 
    "Yeah me too," agreed the copilot. 
 
    Fritz was getting impatient, he sat with his head on Jack's lap, staring up with those big brown eyes. He whined softly, wanting attention. The pilot absentmindedly stroked the dog's long snout to appease him and Fritz closed his eyes, remaining quiet. Light spilled out of the open doors of the very last hangar in the row, shafts of light extending across the concrete. As the Jeep got closer to the lit building, it slowed, the sign lights went dark and it peeled off, speeding away.  
 
    A flight-line worker with hand lights guided Jack into his rotation in front of the hangar. Jack reached behind him and switched off the air-conditioning unit, sliding open the pilot's vent window, a rush of wind off the port engine flooded the cockpit. It felt so good, Brian reached over and opened his as well. Completing their rotation, the B-25 faced away from the hangar and the line attendant signaled Jack to shut down. The tired pilot held the brakes. "Shut 'em down Bri."  
 
    Brian toggled off the ignition switches, and Jack rotated the selectors for the fuel cut-offs and the magnetos. The engines sputtered then went silent as the props spun down to a whirring stop. 
 
    Amidst yawns and groans, the two men unbuckled themselves and secured all the systems. The crew groped their way through the darkened aircraft. Feeling for the belly hatch, Jack found the latch handle and opened it, dropping his flight bag to the ground below. Fritz anxiously pushed his way past the two men and dove through the opening quickly disappearing from view. The two fliers dropped through the hatch one at a time, and Brian reached up to close it. "Too bad this thing doesn't have a lock on it, I'd feel better." 
 
    Jack shrugged, "It'll be alright, we're not going more than a hundred feet." Stepping out from underneath the plane, Jack stretched his arms toward the star-filled sky... "Aaarrruugh," he growled, releasing the tension from his body. Closing his eyes briefly, he inhaled deeply, breathing in the warm, moist air. The air was sweet and heavy. He stared up into the early evening sky, awed by its starry splendor. “Hmm...” he mused, “clouds are gone.” 
 
    "Good God, what a dump," grumbled Brian, breaking the silence. 
 
    "Huh?" Jack came out of his trance, "Oh, our accommodations... Yeah well, I've seen worse."  He snatched his bag up off the concrete and strolled towards the open hangar. 
 
    "Where, Beirut?" The copilot glanced at the gaping holes in the roof as he walked behind the pilot. Jack snapped his fingers and the masked Shepherd quietly appeared out of the darkness, startling the mechanic in the dimly lit hangar. 
 
    "Sorry pal, he does that to everyone at first."  The mechanic stood silently, unmoving, eyeing the pilot. Jack suddenly realized how much shorter than he, the mechanic was. He squinted to see facial features but the dim light defied his efforts. After what seemed a lengthy silence he decided to try again. "You speaka de Englais?" He hoped for English because his Latin vocabulary consisted of fast food menu items. 
 
    "Of course I speak English, you ass. And watch who you call pal, Mister Steele." The pilot stood wide eyed and a tad stunned as the mechanic removed his ball cap to reveal he was actually a she. A quite attractive she at that.  
 
    "I, uh..." Jack cleared his throat, "ahem, yes, well that is I, um... you, I mean we..." He suddenly realized, he had absolutely no idea what to say. Not accustomed to being caught off guard, his tired mind finally caught up to shut off his runaway mouth. 
 
    Cascades of raven-black hair fell out from under the hat, and Jack offhandedly wondered how all that hair could fit under that little cap. A quick glance to his left told him the speechless, open-mouthed copilot, was as surprised as he was. Fritz harrumphed, he wasn't fooled at all. He knew all along and couldn't see how Jack missed such an obvious charade. The dog strolled past the gaze of the female mechanic and away from the trio. "Where does he think he's going?" asked the girl, thumbing towards the dog's diminishing shadow. 
 
    Brian shrugged, not wanting to be left out, "Wherever he wants... pretty much." 
 
    Jack was fighting back the giggles, somewhat unsuccessfully. Regaining his composure and charisma, he got his mouth and brain in sync. "Look, let's start over again. Hi, I'm Jack Steele, pilot extraordinaire. This is my good friend and trusty copilot, Brian Carter. The hairy guy exploring your hangar," he looked above him at the hole in the roof, "such as it is, is my dog Fritz. We are the crew of that fine aircraft out there…" He extended his hand. The girl took his hand, tentatively at first, then shook it in earnest. 
 
    "Maria Arroyo, nice to meet you..." she smiled. "I think."  Standing this close, Steele could see her very well, even in the poor light. He stared into her dark eyes, still holding her hand. She did not look away. They remained there as if momentarily frozen.  
 
    "Ahem." Brian cleared his throat. 
 
     The man and woman recoiled, as if burned, suddenly feeling uncomfortable and not wanting to acknowledge what they both knew had just occurred. "Food," said Brian, patiently coaxing the conversation along. 
 
    "Ah yeah, we could use a hot meal, a shower and sleep, lots of sleep," said Jack slowly, not taking his eyes off the young lady as she began removing her work coveralls. 
 
    "No problem..." She wriggled out of her work suit and revealed a wonderful figure, obvious even under her street clothes. Jack felt mesmerized as he listened to her speak. He found her voice and Latin accent very pleasing. "The showers are that way through the office..." she pointed the way. "While you get cleaned up, I'll go get us all some dinner." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan to me," said Brian as he strode off through the office. What there was of it. 
 
    Fritz found the cots for the crew of the Sweet Susie. Bored with his exploration, he carefully inspected and chose one to curl up on. He lay quietly, with one eye open, casually watching Jack and Maria discuss available choices for dinner. The dog, sensitive to human emotions, could smell and feel the desire in the air and sleepily wondered what they were waiting for. Not able to resist any longer, the Shepherd dozed off and began to dream. The two people stood face to face without speaking. They had run out of things to say. The unspoken question was whether to make the transition from professional to personal and the only sound louder than their combined heartbeats was the dog's dream muttering. Maria stepped backwards when the pause became intense and uncomfortable. "Um... I guess I, um, I should um..." 
 
    "Go get the food?" said Jack, helping her along. 
 
    "Yes... yes, get the food..." she stared at him, backing up slowly, "I'll be right back!" She turned and ran from the old hangar.  
 
    Jack inhaled deeply, staring at the empty doorway. He picked up his flight bag and headed for the shower, wondering what would happen next and how he would handle it. Bingo! said the little voice in his head.  
 
    Shut up, he told it. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brian stretched out on his cot, tucking his hands behind his head, "Man, I'm stuffed. That was great, it really hit the spot." 
 
    "I'm glad you liked it," said Maria, somewhat preoccupied, although the copilot never noticed. Her mind was on Jack who had been distant all during dinner. Immediately after eating he quietly rose from the table and went outside. From her vantage point, his tall silhouette stood with his shaggy companion, out near the B-25 staring at the sky. 
 
    Maria turned out the hangar lights so the copilot could fall asleep and stood silently in the hangar's darkness, near the expansive front doorway. Almost transfixed, she watched the tall American pilot and wondered about his strange magnetism. No man had ever commanded her thoughts or desires like this before. Not sure whether it was envy or jealousy she felt, Maria decided to re-route some of the attention Fritz was getting. She grabbed a folded blanket off the foot of one of the empty cots and strode out of the hangar, the warm air smelling like sweet, freshly mown grass..  
 
    Steele could hear the light footsteps approaching from behind but chose not to turn around. He was watching the Shepherd rolling in the grass along the runway, enjoying his comical behavior. Jack could feel the girl's presence at his side, but he neither moved nor spoke. His heart quickened, but he fought to conceal the emotion rushing about inside. Aw, go on, goaded the little voice inside him. He ignored it. 
 
    Now it was the dog's turn to watch the humans. He righted himself and lay in the grass staring at them. 
 
    With the blanket tucked under one arm, Maria stood beside the tall, silent pilot. Her heart hammered as she gazed up at his handsome profile, standing so still he looked like he was made of granite. A gentle breeze rustled his open shirt and Maria wanted to touch him just to reassure herself that he was real. Unable to wait any longer, she reached out and touched his arm. The young woman was almost startled when he turned to meet her gaze. As he stared deep into her eyes, the blanket slipped from her limp hand, landing on the ground with a soft flop. "Do you..."  her voice squeaked, so she drew a deep breath and started again, her heart racing. "Ahem... um, do you think I'm pretty... I mean, do you find me attract..." Jack, smiling warmly, placed his fingertips on her lips. 
 
    "How old are you?" Jack asked softly. 
 
    "Twenty-five," she replied, "why?" 
 
    "Well, I'm almost ten years older than you..." 
 
    Still holding his arm, Maria smiled sweetly. "So what?” 
 
    Jack was playing absentmindedly with the satiny, black curls of hair falling across her shoulder. His eyes flicked back to hers, as he ran his hand through her luxurious hair. Her eyes closed slowly as she lost herself in his touch. "That's all I needed to know,"  said Steele in a raspy whisper. 
 
    He ran his hand up the nape of her neck and buried his fingers in waves of silky, raven hair. The girl, trembling, exhaled softly, as she passed her hands across Jack's bare chest. Drawing her body against his, he closed his hand around the cascade of dark, silken hair. Pulling gently, but firmly, the pilot tilted her head back to view her upturned face, awash with moonlight. Still grasping her hair, Jack ran his lips along Maria's neck, biting softly. She sighed and her knees buckled when he pressed his lips against hers. Holding her body tightly against his, the duo melted together, and the rest of the world ceased to exist. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    First light turned the inky blackness of the star-speckled sky to deep shades of blue smeared with scattered gray-white clouds. Gentle songs of the first morning birds woke the sleeping Shepherd. Maria's arm was sleepily draped across the Shepherd's shoulder, and he crawled slowly out from underneath, not wanting to wake her. He stretched, glanced at the sleeping couple and strolled off to check his surroundings in the light of day. 
 
    When Maria woke, Fritz was nowhere to be seen. She checked her watch and silently chastised herself for sleeping so late although it was only six-thirty. She pulled herself together reluctantly leaving the still sleeping pilot and headed to the shower in the office of the old hangar. Maria passed the copilot as she raced through the hangar. Like Jack, Brian was still sound asleep. Maria wondered if this habit of sleeping late was a guy thing, because she had always been an early riser. Jack awoke when the sun cleared the trees and passed between the old hangars. It was like looking into a spotlight. He ventured a look at his watch and winced painfully. "Damn, seven in the morning!" Steele lay on his back watching the clouds pass slowly overhead, wondering if he could fall back asleep. The beam of sunlight coupled with the grumbling in his stomach told him that this would not be a likely option. Yawning, Jack stretched, pulled himself together, picked up the blanket and headed to the showers with Fritz following close behind. 
 
    "Holy cow, you look like shit!" said the ever cheerful copilot as he lay stretched out on the small cot. 
 
    "Thanks, but I feel better than I look," mumbled Jack, as he shuffled past, smiling wryly. Steele didn't often allow himself those pleasures because he was not yet comfortable with the idea of someone getting that close to him. He had let the intensity of the moment overtake him because he knew there was no chance of it progressing. Given their separate geographies, Jack reasoned that it would be a safe encounter. 
 
    "You didn't..." said the wide-eyed Brian. 
 
    "Well, I hadn't planned it, but yeah, we did. And it was awesome."  
 
    "Oh man..." interrupted Brian as he sat up on the cot, waving his arms, "I can't believe you. You are unbelievable!  We're here what, four hours? And you end up...” he was shaking his head in disbelief, “Jiminy Christmas...” 
 
    “Jiminy Christmas...?” sputtered Jack, laughing, “Seriously? What the hell is that...? It's not Jiminy Christmas anyway, you freaking tard, it's Jiminy Cricket!” 
 
    “Fuck you, you know what I meant...” 
 
    Jack shrugged, "OK, so you'd feel better if she was weapons grade ugly, right?" 
 
    "Never mind..." Brian flopped back down on the cot. "I wish I knew how you do it," muttered Brian out loud to himself.  Fritz made himself comfortable on the empty cot while he waited for Jack to return from his shower.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele strolled out into the hangar, refreshed, clean and dressed. Khaki uniform shirt, dark blue Levis and boots. The only adornment on Jack's shirt was the silver pilot's wings, pinned above his left pocket. Jack plopped his flight bag on one of the cots, checked his reflection in the office window and headed to the chart table, which someone had thoughtfully loaded with breakfast items. Brian wandered up to the table looking crisp and awake. "Wow, nice spread! Good thing too, cuz I'm starved!" 
 
    "Yeah, me too. Say who brought all this stuff anyway?" Jack lifted a jelly sweet roll off the selection and poured himself a glass of milk. 
 
    "Maybe your new girlfriend," said Brian, picking up a pastry and pouring himself a cup of coffee. Fritz appeared next to the table as if by magic and Jack slipped him a sizable sweet roll. Brian's eyes widened. "Y'know that overgrown hamster eats better than most people do..." 
 
    Jack shrugged, unconcerned. "So what, he earns it." He turned to the dog with a bowl of milk. "Right buddy?" The Shepherd gave no answer other than to happily consume the whole bowl of milk. “And she's not my girlfriend...” added the pilot, while handing the dog another pastry.  
 
    "Hi sleepyhead." Jack looked up to see Maria walking through the open door of the hangar from the plane, tool bag in hand. "She's all set, I checked all her fluids and looked her over real good. The fuel truck just left, Susie's tanks are full..." 
 
    There was a quiet sarcastic voice behind Jack saying something about fluid levels, dipsticks and someone else getting the once over... Jack raised his eyebrows, "Boy, you've been a busy little beaver." 
 
    Maria frowned in thought, "Huh?" 
 
    Jack wasn't sure which she had heard. He reached to wipe a smudge off her face, "Oh, um, never mind, forget it." He looked past her to the plane, "Hey, who's that?" Brian stepped forward and Maria spun around to follow Jack's gaze. The coverall clad man exiting the open belly hatch, saw he had an audience and began to run towards the departing fuel truck.  
 
    "Hey you! What're you doing?” shouted Steele. “Come back here! You don't fuel a plane from inside it..." he growled. Without a word exchanged, Jack and Brian sprinted off in foot pursuit before Maria could react or speak. With his long legs, Jack quickly pulled ahead of Brian. Fritz, eager to participate, passed between the two running pilots and accelerated ahead like they were standing still. The speeding Shepherd was closing the distance to the man in the coveralls with almost alarming speed. 
 
    A Jeep suddenly appeared, careening from across the field and slid to a stop, scattering pebbles off the asphalt. As the escaping figure jumped into the Jeep he drew a pistol from the pocket of his coveralls, but the Shepherd, rocketing across the ground, created an extremely difficult target. Popping the clutch as the driver sped away, the man in the coveralls fired, his shot going harmlessly wide and high. Fritz slowed to a trot and looped back, heading to Jack and Brian standing next to the plane.  
 
    Winded, Brian stood bent over trying to catch his breath. "What d'ya... think... he was looking for?" 
 
    Jack wiped his forehead on his sleeve, "I don’t know, but I'm gonna' find out...” The pilot disappeared up into the belly hatch to search the plane. He didn't have to look far. "He found the carbines and the ammo!" he yelled. "Doesn't seem to be anything missing though." Jack fastened the top back onto the crate and re-secured the ammo boxes. 
 
    "Why was he looking in the first place?" asked Brian. 
 
    Jack jumped down through the open hatch to the tarmac. "Curiosity? I don't know and I don't care. We're not taking any chances, let's get the hell outta' here." 
 
    Brian nodded. "Good idea let's get our stuff. 
 
    Jack called the dog over to the hatch and boosted him up into the plane. "Fritz, you stay...” he told the dog, who peered down at him from the dark opening. “Watch the plane."  
 
    Maria met them at the doorway of the hangar, "I've seen him before..." 
 
    "Yeah? Who is he?" interrupted Jack. 
 
    The group talked as they hustled to gather their gear, "I think... I'm not sure, but I think he's a member of the Secret Police..." Maria looked genuinely afraid. "They pretty much do whatever they want, they're very corrupt. They even deal openly with the drug cartels who move contraband through here." 
 
    Brian rolled his eyes and groaned, "Great, we're in the shit now...!” He stuffed his things haphazardly into his bag. “What do you think they want?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter want they want," snapped Jack, gathering their charts and flight log, "they're not going to get it. We're outta' here!"  
 
    "Take me with you..." said Maria, grabbing Jack's hand. 
 
    "What!? Oh, hell no... Look, I don't have time to discuss this, I can't take you with us, end of conversation." 
 
    "There's no reason for me to stay, no family, no job after today, and it won't be safe for me here anymore... 
 
    "Not safe, why?" 
 
    "They'll think I helped you... they know who I am - they'll kill me..." 
 
    "Who... why..." Jack rubbed his forehead, this was becoming more complicated by the second. 
 
    "The police. Look, just take me with you... please..." Her voice was filled with urgency and the sound of sirens in the far distance hastened the situation. 
 
    "The police? Oh for the love of G... OK. OK," said Jack, holding up his hands. "Whatever, just get your stuff and let's go!" 
 
    "No one is leaving!" A man in dirty pants and torn shirt emerged from the office holding an old, large caliber revolver, a remnant from another era. He took the trio completely by surprise, a twisted smile on his face. 
 
    "Who the hell are you?" growled Jack through clenched teeth.  
 
    "Paulo," hissed Maria, "what are you doing here?!" She turned to Jack, "He is an ex-friend of my brother who thinks he loves me. But he is estupido, I HATE him!" she snarled, her voice filled with venom. "It's because of him that my brother is dead." 
 
    "But I do love you!" The man stepped closer. "And your brother died because of his foolishness - I had nothing to do with it.” He stood taller, more erect, “I am saving you from the fate these American pigs will share..." The man's voice was filled with hate and contempt. His wicked smile had turned to a fierce show of teeth resembling a snarl. Stepping closer, he menaced Jack with the revolver. 
 
    Jack grit his teeth, "What next? We don't have time for this bullshit!" 
 
    "It was I who reported you to the police," gloated Paulo. "I told them you had drugs on your plane." The wicked smile returned. "They don't like people who don't pay their transport taxes... They will take everything you have and imprison you for life..." He stepped closer still, gloating, self-involved with his impending victory, looking smug. "Maybe they'll even kill you." 
 
    "Jiminy Christmas..." whispered Brian. 
 
    "Really?” whispered Jack, shooting him a glance, “we're back to that one...?” 
 
    “Sorry...”  Shrugged the copilot. “That explains our first visitor,” he added, changing the subject. "And I'll bet that's him on his way back with friends...” 
 
    "Probably..." replied Jack. 
 
    "Shut up, you!”  The man waved the revolver and took another step forward.  
 
    Jack's mind was racing, he glanced over at the cot, his 1911 was in the flight bag. That'll never work. He began calculating the distance to the man standing before them... Maria spoke and Jack grabbed her sleeve, keeping her from moving forward or getting in the way. He needed to draw the man closer.  
 
    "Paulo, how could you do this to me? They will put me in prison too! They might even kill me!" Maria's voice did not waver, but tears of anger rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    "NO!" he objected. "They promised me you would not be involved!" Sirens wailing in the distance, grew louder, closer. Brian fidgeted. Jack needed Paulo closer, so he tried baiting him...  
 
    "Fucking brilliant Paulo... and you believed them?” He waved his arm dismissively,  “Are you that stupid? Of course you are...” he waved again. “You've got to be the biggest pendejo on the planet! Have you looked in the mirror lately? Your mother must have fucked the village idiot to produce a person as shit-stupid and monkey ugly as you..." 
 
    "Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!" Paulo drew closer, his common sense, if there was any to begin with, was gone. There were bits of foam at the corners of his mouth and his eyes were wild. He pulled courage from the impending arrival of the police. The sirens were close, too close. Paulo waved the revolver inches from Jack's face. "I will kill you myself..." he pulled the hammer back with his thumb. 
 
    Brian had never seen anyone move so fast in all his life. Jack's reaction was a complete blur feinting right as his left hand, open, swept the gun high and to the left where his hand closed around the cylinder to prevent the gun's function. To his dismay, Paulo never got the hammer all the way back. He struggled to pull the hammer or the trigger, but Jack had total control. The pilot's right fist shot into Paulo's solar plexus with the speed and intensity of a pile driver. Paulo crumpled to his knees, instantly releasing his grip on the gun, his hands clutching his chest in agony. Close to unconsciousness and gasping for air, Paulo's tortured face registered a look of complete and total disbelief... then the lights went out, induced by a brutal strike in the face with the handle of his own gun. 
 
    Jack spun on his heel, "Get to the plane! NOW!" Pulling his Kimber from his flight bag he slung the holster over his shoulder, sliding extra loaded mags into his pockets. A quick press-check assured him there was a round in the chamber. 
 
    "What are you gonna do?" asked Brian, grabbing his bag. 
 
    "Give these clowns something to do, while you warm up the plane." 
 
    "We're not leaving without you," cried Maria. 
 
    "I've got no time to argue. Now get going! Brian, you know what to do, she's gotta be ready to take off fast! Here, take my bag..." Brian caught the nylon bag and took off at a dead run with Maria in tow. 
 
    Jack ran to the back of the hangar and looked out the rear door, down the airport's gravel access road. What he saw was not reassuring. Several police jeeps loaded with officers were racing up the road to the old hangar. The dust rising from the road prevented Jack from counting the vehicles. He checked over his shoulder to be sure Paulo was still laying on the floor in a crumpled heap. 
 
    Brian slid to a stop under the belly of the B-25, almost losing his footing. He threw the bags up into the hatch. Fritz peered down through the opening to see who or what was coming up next. Brian pulled the parking chocks from the landing gear and tossed them clear into the grass, then hoisted himself up into the belly. 
 
    Standing at the back door of the old hangar, Jack could easily see the B-25. When he glanced over his shoulder, it was just in time to see Brian disappear into the fuselage. Knowing they were safe, Jack drew the 1911 from its holster, "OK baby, I guess it's just you and me..." Trying to stay concealed, he peered out of the doorway - the lead vehicle so close he could see the faces of the policemen, their white uniform shirts glowing in the sun. "Nice target," he said aloud.  
 
    Jack needed to stall for time, no matter what it would take. The vehicles did not look like police cars – more like whatever they had at hand. Captured or arrested was not an option. He was certain these were not real policemen... more likely drug cartel dressed as police. Jack stepped from the doorway in a crouch and dumped two rounds through the grill of the lead vehicle, taking the men dressed as police totally by surprise. The hood of the lead vehicle blew open as the bullets from the .45 ripped through the grill and destroyed the radiator. The startled driver swerved and crashed the steaming jeep into the mesh airport fence, the officers spilling out and scrambling for cover behind the wrecked vehicle.  
 
    Jack ducked back inside. Behind him, he heard the B-25's port engine sputter, then roar to life. He ventured a quick glance out of the door. A second jeep roared past the first and turned between the buildings to head for the Sweet Susie. He knew he couldn't allow them to reach the plane. He jumped out of the doorway in a crouch, having to expose himself to get a shot at the jeep as it rounded the corner of the hangar. Slamming his shoulder into the building as he scampered the few feet to the corner he snapped off two shots, the muzzle flame reaching out briefly and the empty shell casings pinging as they dropped to the gravel. The driver died instantly, his head disappearing in a furious splash of red, covering the passenger with bloody gobbets of flesh and bone. The jeep, uncontrolled, careened into the east side of the old hangar, smashing the vehicle and killing the other man, who, thrown from the jeep, bounced off the side of the building like a rag doll. The three men in the back seat survived only by bailing out before the crash. Jack scrambled across the ground on hands and knees to reach the safety of the doorway as the police returned fire from the cover of the first jeep. Bullets spattered and ricocheted off the metal building around him like angry bees. Once inside the doorway, he took a quick account of his body, astounded that he had not been hit. He took another quick peek. Two other jeeps had arrived and slid up abreast with the first near the fence, creating an effective staggered cover for the white-clad police. They fired a volley again and he drew back inside as the bullets clattered like hail against the metal building. 
 
    Steele spun around as he heard the B-25's starboard engine roar to life. From their vantage point, the police had a field of fire that extended to the plane... it was a no-man's-land run he was not likely to survive without help. He was going to need a distraction... Paulo stirred on the floor... Jack stared at him for a moment, hmmm... it might work. Holstering the Kimber, Jack picked up the man by the shirt, shaking him viciously and dragged him to the doorway. "Wake up, Paulo, time for some exercise..." 
 
    Paulo came around, vaguely aware of his surroundings. "You might be of some use after all..." Jack snarled, holding him up. Jack used Paulo's gun and fired through the doorway at the police until it was empty, one man tumbling to the ground. He pushed the gun in Paulo's hand and shoved him out into the chaos. "RUN... RUN!"  Still holding the revolver in his hand, Paulo, confused, stumbled, ran, then stumbled again, waving his arms to surrender. His body twitched, jerked and spun uncontrollably, violently, as the angry police gunned him down without hesitation. 
 
    Jack had not stayed to watch the results but was reasonably sure of the outcome. He was running for the huge open doorway at the opposite end of the hangar, taking advantage of the confusion outside. He slid the .45 out of its holster as he ran. The Sweet Susie was rolling slowly... "What the hell is he doing?" hissed Jack through clenched teeth. He was facing the possibility that maybe things looked even more impossible from Brian's vantage point. Jack was almost to the door when two white shirted men, stepped around the corner of the doorway and blocked his escape. 
 
    Surprised by their presence, Jack tried to stop and lost his footing on the smooth concrete floor. The officers fired as he slid to the floor, their bullets passing over his head. Jack fired by instinct as he fell. One officer dove head first for cover, the other crumpled  in a heap with a gaping hole in his chest, an obscene crimson stain creeping across his white uniform shirt. Steele scrambled behind assorted crates and barrels for cover as automatic gunfire splashed about the inside of the hangar, from both sides. Police had stormed the rear of the hangar. Things were looking grim and Jack decided if he was going to die, he was going to take as many of them with him as he could. He fired between the crates at the men in the rear of the hangar, one man fell to the floor, bleeding profusely. The familiar clack of the slide locking open on an empty mag sounded loud even among the staccato of gunfire. The fire from automatic weapons chewed at the crates around the pilot, showering him with splinters of wood and lead. 
 
    Pressed against the wall of the hangar, fairly well protected by the crates and barrels, he popped the empty mag from his pistol and replaced it with another one, tucking the empty in his pocket. He thumbed the slide release, dropping the slide. Time was running out, they would overrun him soon. He peered between the crates towards the front of the hangar and was surprised to see the B-25 was still there, sitting motionless on the runway with the engines running. He could no longer hear the engines over the gunfire. Jack pulled back as gunfire ripped into the crate next to him. He fired blind over the top of the crates in response. This is not going the way I planned it...  
 
    The cool, almost cold, moisture creeping across the concrete under his left hand interrupted his train of thought. He smelled it. Paint thinner...? He turned and read the label on the leaking fifty gallon drum with the skull and crossbones on it: methyl ethyl ketone. Holy shit, MEK! A paint thinner yes, but also one of the main ingredients in refining cocaine. And beyond flammable, explosive was a much better description. The unmistakable thumping sound of twin .50 caliber machine-gun fire snapped his train of thought. Jesus Christ! That’s all I need!  
 
    Heavy .50 caliber rounds ripped through the hangar, punching holes through the corrugated steel walls like paper. Jack curled himself in a ball on the floor in an attempt to avoid the destruction tearing through the building, praying none of the hot rounds would hit the drum behind him. Lying on the floor, peeking between the shredded crates, he discovered the source. The twin .50 cal. Browning machine-guns in the upper turret on the Sweet Susie was giving the police a glimpse of hell. The white uniformed officers at the mouth of the hangar, lay sprawled on the concrete in pools of blood, their bodies literally cut in half and twisted in grotesque shapes. The wrecked jeep against the building exploded, throwing sheets of corrugated metal into the building as a large section of the wall disappeared. In fear of extermination, the men dressed like police withdrew from the rear of the hangar, dropping their weapons as they ran. They were greedy and corrupt... stupid, not so much. Nothing could override their instinct for survival. They were simply outgunned, not something they were used to. Used to getting what they wanted through intimidation and terrorism, they had no stomach or training for facing military level firepower. The Police Lieutenant had lost about half his men; some real cops and some loaned to him by the local cartel... He would most likely lose his commission, but right now he was more concerned about losing his life. So he ran with his men, what was left of them, and they fled past their vehicles leaving them abandoned. Unfortunately for the Lieutenant, his failure might mean death anyway. 
 
    The .50 cal. guns fell silent and Jack extracted himself from his cover, his Kimber still clutched in his hand. He felt drained, shaken. Maria dropped to the runway from the open belly hatch, followed by Fritz. The duo ran toward the hangar, fearing the worst, unable to see Jack in the shadows of the interior. Jack ran into the sunlight, his legs feeling a little like lead. Maria covered her mouth to stifle a cry of glee and Fritz bounded happily to his friend. The pilot dropped to one knee as he shoved the .45 back into its holster. The Shepherd jumped into Jack's outstretched arms almost knocking him to the ground. Maria reached out to him, crying.  
 
    "Quickly, they may come back!" she urged. The pilot glanced over his shoulder at the carnage, as Maria helped him to his feet. The exploding jeep had started a fire which was quickly consuming the whole East side of the old hangar fed by the containers and crates inside. An intense fire, so hot, the corrugated steel on the outside of the building began melting, the slag running down into silver-gray pools on the ground.  
 
    The leaking drum of Methyl ethyl ketone exploded in an eye-searing fireball, tearing out nearly the entire east wall and half the roof, sending sheets of flames into the air and flaming debris onto the next hangar, a sphere of molten metal spraying out in all directions. The concussion wave sent Jack, Maria and Fritz sprawling onto the asphalt. A dirty black column of dense smoke billowed and rose from the open mouth of the hangar, hot, angry orange flames reaching up towards a perfectly blue sky. The three rose and Maria covered his face with kisses while hustling to the plane. "Hurry sweetheart," she said, urging him along. 
 
    Standing below the fuselage, the prop wash felt refreshing and Jack watched Maria boost Fritz through the hatch before climbing up herself. After one last look around, he pulled his weary body up into the plane, helped by the hands reaching down to help guide him up. 
 
    "Go! Go! Go! Get us out of here!" Maria reached down and pulled the hatch shut with a metallic clang and latched it tight. 
 
    "OK, I'll call for clearance and we're outta here!" replied Brian, releasing the brakes. 
 
    "NO!" she shouted. "They will try to stall you, or block the runway, just Go! GO! Get us up in the air!" Feeling the surge of power as Brian throttled slowly up, she felt a moment of relief. 
 
    Brian surveyed the gauges, adjusted the flaps and swung onto the runway, right across the grass from the taxiway, knocking down a runway marker. "Hold on!" he yelled. He cut in front of other planes waiting for takeoff and hammered the throttles wide open, the radio chattering with frantic calls from the tower and startled pilots alike. Brian ignored their calls and turned down the volume. With the engines roaring at full power, the props hungrily devoured the air. Brian eased the yoke back and the B-25 lifted easily off the runway, leaving an airport in complete chaos. Retracting the landing gear and flaps, he kept the warbird at low altitude maintaining full power to get maximum speed. Brian flew her on the deck, just barely above treetop level for almost fifteen minutes, frequently changing headings to avoid tracking or pursuit. Having dutifully filed their flight plans first thing in the morning, Brian chose an alternate flight path not listed on their submission. Instead of flying straight South-Southwest across the Caribbean Sea, to either Maracaibo or Caracas, Brian decided they would fly a half moon, following the British and French islands that created a dotted line from Puerto Rico to the coast of Venezuela. Avoiding cities they logged, he figured they could land and refuel in Bogota, flying on from there. 
 
    Jack lay on the floor of the plane across Maria's lap, his eyes closed as she wiped the dirt and blood from his face. Maria wept as she spoke, "I can't tell where all this blood came from." 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked into hers, "Don't worry, it's not mine... at least I don't think so." He smiled, and she half giggled, half cried, releasing a mixture of emotions all at once. Jack reached up and touched her face. "I'm OK, really, everything'll be just fine. Enough laying around, I'd better get up to the cockpit and see where we're headed, see what Bri is up to..." He looked down at his torn and soiled shirt, covered with blood and grime. "Dammit, ruined a perfectly good shirt..."  He sat up and grimaced, "Aaaauuugh!" Pain in his left side lanced deep down his ribs and took his breath away. 
 
    Maria held him. "Oh God, oh God, I knew you were hurt... that was your blood!"   
 
    Jack held up his hand and Maria stopped ranting.  "Just bruised..."  he opened his shirt slowly, interesting shades of pink and purple across his ribs. "Bruised I think...” he inhaled slowly, “I hope." 
 
    "What do you mean, you hope?" she inquired, confused. 
 
    "Bruised, as opposed to broken." Jack said calmly, trying to control his breathing and reduce the pain. 
 
    Maria looked a little sheepish. "Oh." 
 
    Jack carefully peeled off the torn shirt, wincing. Maria helped him to his feet, handing him a fresh shirt from his bag. After washing with a towel and some cold water from their cooler, he gingerly slid into the clean shirt, leaving it unbuttoned. The ice-water felt good on his tender ribs, making it a little easier to breathe. Maria gingerly pinned his wings above his left pocket and Steele looked down at the young beauty standing before him whose life had been changed so suddenly and completely. What seemed so incredible to him was that she had retained so much composure. Hmm, a rather unusual and remarkable trait for a woman. "Can you read a radar unit?" 
 
    "Yes... I can fly too," she replied. 
 
    "Good..." Jack guided her to the navigator's table and flipped the power on for the unit.  "Can you run this one?" 
 
    "Yes..." she replied without hesitation, "are we looking for anything special?" 
 
    Jack ran his hand through his dark hair. "Any possible pursuit, or any other conflicting flight traffic, because when we come up off the deck, we're going to suddenly pop up on somebody’s scope somewhere, and we may have some unwanted company." 
 
    "No problem," said Maria smiling sweetly, sliding into the navigator's seat.  
 
    Damn, I just love that accent. Of course, the rest of the package is nothing to sneeze at either, said his little voice. This time Jack agreed with the voice. He turned and made his way to the cockpit, Fritz at his heels. The pilot winced and exhaled sharply as he stooped to duck under the avionics console getting into the cockpit. Brian looked back over his shoulder from the captain's seat. "Need your seat, Skipper...?" he unbuckled to vacate the seat. Steele closed his eyes and shook his head, putting his hand on the copilot's shoulder. He eased himself into the copilot seat, gritting his teeth. Glancing at the gauges the pilot drew a long, deep relaxing breath.  
 
    Jack belted himself in loosely. "OK, first, let's ease power a bit and open the cowl vents, she's running a tad hot from all this work. Good evasive work, by the way." 
 
    Brian nodded as he reduced throttle, "Thanks, did the best I could, did a little sweating too." He adjusted the cowl vents to let more air past the air-cooled cylinders of her radial engines. 
 
    Jack smiled. "Yeah, welcome to the club." 
 
    "You alright?" 
 
    Jack nodded, "Yeah, a little bruised, but I'll live." Steele eyed the gauges as the oil pressure, head and manifold temperature gauges slowly crept down out of the yellow. "OK, now, let's get off the deck and grab some sky, gently though...” Nodding, the copilot eased the yoke back and the B-25 nosed up towards the scattered clouds.  
 
    Nobody had ever saved Jack's life before and he wasn't so sure he was comfortable discussing it. He tried to formulate in his mind, how to broach the subject. After several aborted attempts to organize thought and reason, he finally resigned himself to the reality that he would have to just blurt it out. "Listen, um, thanks." Completely uncomfortable, Jack stared at the gauges. 
 
    "For what?" Brian wasn't trying to be difficult, he really hadn't a clue as to what the pilot was referring to. 
 
    "Um, well, for the heavy artillery support." Not speaking, Brian just shook his head, thoroughly confusing Steele. "What d'you mean no..." he said flatly. 
 
    The copilot looked over at Jack. "Dude,” he whispered, “I couldn't leave the controls..."  He adjusted the fuel mixture with one hand. "I just moved the plane..." he thumbed over his shoulder, "where she told me to." Brian paused, letting this sink in, watching reality hit home. 
 
    "You mean..." 
 
    "Yeah..." Brian interrupted, as he eased the yoke forward leveling the plane off at four thousand feet. "She loaded the belts into the guns, figured out how they worked and figured out the turret controls... all on her own. 'Cause I was busy up here." 
 
    "Holy shit..." said Jack slowly, his voice trailing off. He felt a sudden chill run up his spine. There was definitely more to this girl than met the eye... a lot more. He wondered if he would ever really know how much... or if he really wanted to know. 
 
    Feeling a little like he was caught in someone else’s dream, Steele rubbed his face with both hands. He wanted, no, needed to think of a new subject. "So where do you have us headed?" 
 
    Brian explained the route and the destination of Bogota while Jack pinched his lower lip in thought. "Hmmm..." He pulled their charts out of the pouch, unfolding them across his lap. "A good route basically, but it takes us to a destination too close to our original plans. Bogota is also quite large and will probably be well informed. We need a more back-water place with little connection...” He scanned the chart, “Aaahhh here we go, on the east coast..." he said pointing on the paper, "Georgetown...”  He checked it with a protractor and line. “Take a heading of one-seventy-seven...” He glanced at the fuel gauges, and checked his math with a calculator.” We should have plenty of fuel to make it, no sweat. Let's go up to about ten-thousand." 
 
    "Angels ten. Got it.” Brian adjusted course and eased the nose up again. “What next?" 
 
    "I'm really not sure, I think we ought to try to get word to Stephen, we definitely need distance between that airport and us... as quickly as possible. We need time to affect damage control... and I'm not really sure how to do that yet. It's a U.S. Territory, so I would expect FBI involvement - maybe CIA since we're outside of the country now...” He pinched the bridge of his nose in thought. “Those weren't cops... at least not most of them. They were cartel.” 
 
    Brian shot him a glance, "How could you tell?" 
 
    “Hard to say... gut feeling maybe, something I saw that I'm not remembering. I don't know for sure... what I do know, is that's not how the story will break.” Jack slid the charts and protractor back into its pouch. ”We'll be gun and drug runners who mercilessly slaughtered an entire platoon of gentle, noble policemen doing their job of protecting the innocent public.” 
 
    “You're right, that does sound bad...” 
 
    "Yeah..." Jack ran his fingers through his hair, deep in thought. His dad was a cop, his uncle was a cop, and he had been a cop. He grew up knowing cops were the good guys. And even when they weren't, as was the case here, killing a cop was close to blasphemy. This didn't sit well with Jack's conscience, even though he knew deep inside, he had done nothing wrong. It was survival mode, plain and simple. Jack looked up and scanned the skies around them after a long stare at the gauges. A long unblinking stare, the kind of wide-eyed blank stare that a man in all-engrossing thought succumbed to. Looking but not seeing. The dry sting in his eyes brought him back to the living. 
 
    "Watcha thinking about?" queried the copilot, tapping on the glass of one of the gauges. 
 
    "Everything... nothing..." Jack's voice trailed off. He scratched his mustache and ran his fingers through his hair. This statement was not altogether true however, because like most men after experiencing a crisis, Jack was reviewing the events in his mind, over and over again. Like game films in his mind, he hoped to glean another speck of information in order to help solve the predicament they were now in. To his intense dismay, there were no answers there, only more questions. Things like; Paulo had told the police that the plane contained drugs and guns. Of course, there were no drugs, but what about the guns... a good guess? Coincidence? What about the drum of methyl ethyl ketone. He hadn't noticed any painting equipment around the hangar. What was really in those crates? He hadn't time to look. And why was it so important for Maria to leave with them? He could see no real danger there if she had stayed. There was probably a logical explanation for all of these, but not knowing truly irritated him. Steele wanted to forget about it for a while. 
 
    He noted, with a passing interest, that while his ribs had turned an interesting shade of purple they didn't hurt quite as much as they had earlier. 
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 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    WASHINGTON DC: CIA OFFICE   
 
    A woman’s voice, crisp with professionalism spoke through the intercom, "I'm sorry to bother you sir, but there's a messenger here with an important communiqué for your eyes only." The man behind the large mahogany desk leaned forward from the overstuffed leather chair, put down the official papers he was reading and reached over to the comm-phone on the desk. "Thanks, Maggie, send him in." 
 
    The young man in a suit and tie entering the office, sealed manila envelope in hand, was not an ordinary messenger. "This came for you only minutes ago, sir..." he said, handing over the envelope to the man behind the desk. "I got it here as soon as I could..." The young man's voice trailed off, he always felt a little uncomfortable in this office, too close to the top he decided. 
 
    "Sit down, Special Agent Cummins," said the man behind the desk with a sweep of his hand. "Coffee?" 
 
    The young CIA agent was surprised by the offer but did not refuse. "Why, yes sir, thank you very much." He sat at the table in the center of the room, surveying the trappings of rank. The walls, paneled in mahogany, were covered with souvenirs of foreign wars, medals, decorations and commendations for every conceivable valor. Behind the desk hung two large flags, the Stars and Stripes and the flag of the CIA. A silk banner strung between them read; John 8:32: "Ye shall know the truth and it shall set you free."  
 
    The man behind the desk spoke into the comm before walking out to the conference table in the middle of the room, "Maggie, coffee for two please." Before he reached the table, Maggie entered with coffee service for two. She poured the fresh, steaming coffee into two white mugs emblazoned with the seal of the President of The United States. "No interruptions, Maggie," said the Director of South American Operations.  
 
    "Yes, Mr. Miles," said the girl as she left the office. 
 
    Stephen Miles could not bear to review bad news without a good cup of coffee. "OK, let's see what this is all about." The CIA man of twenty odd years tore open the envelope after a sip of smooth Colombian bean. Cup in hand, he read the confidential report. “Holy shit," he grumbled, staring at the paper trying to read between the lines. He took a sip from the cup as he stood. "OK Cummins, you were there when this thing came in, weren't you?" Stephen's back was turned to the agent as he slid the document into the shredder, the pieces of confetti falling into a confidential burn-bag underneath. 
 
    "Yes sir, I was." 
 
    "What other information came in," said the veteran, sitting back down at the table. "That..." he said, pointing at the document going through the shredder, "was pitifully brief." 
 
    The young agent took a sip from his cup. "Yes sir. The details are still coming in..."  
 
    Stephen offered a curt nod of encouragement.  
 
    "But there wasn't much more than that. At this point, quite a bit is supposition, like our Latin Island operation has been compromised. That the B-25 aircraft owned by Miles Aviation, has disappeared with its cargo and crew..." The young agent had suddenly made the name connection but tried not to hesitate. He sipped briefly from his cup before going on, "Our Latin operative is believed missing too."  
 
    Stephen Miles rubbed his face, he hated involving civilians in operations because when things went wrong it always made damage control so much more complicated.  
 
    Agent Cummins continued, "There was also some communication traffic about a number of San Juan Police Officers killed - but that is unconfirmed and may be totally unrelated." 
 
    Stephen groaned, rubbing his temples, this was getting more complicated by the minute. "Maggie!" 
 
    Stephen's aide poked her head in the door, "Yes sir?" 
 
    "Get Bob Wolf on the phone, tell him I want a plane, not one of mine and not one of the Company's. Tell him to rent one, a Lear maybe, something fast, but we need complete anonymity..." he stood up, "and I need it yesterday, got it?" 
 
    "Got it," she replied, attempting to leave. 
 
    "Oh, and tell Kevin to bring the car around. He and Mr. Cummins here, will be going along." 
 
    "Yes sir." She disappeared. 
 
    "Cummins, go home and pack. Pack light. Call Maggie, she'll have your directions for the plane... don't be late." 
 
    The young man rose, straightening his jacket, "Yes sir." 
 
    The Director stood at the window looking out over the city, his back to the agent as he left the office. Stephen Miles had fixed his share of fuck-ups in his career, he'd fix this one too. Dammit, he wanted that plane back. And in one piece. Which means he had to find it before anyone else did, no small task in an area littered with islands. And if Steele hit the South American Continent, shit, he didn't even want to think about that. His only hope was that the kid was a skilled pilot, resourceful too. To find that plane, meant thinking like a civilian. A civilian on the run with police and combat survival experience. An extremely dangerous combination, he decided. 
 
    Maggie knocked then entered. "Sir, Kevin is waiting." 
 
    Stephen downed his coffee, "Thanks," he muttered, grabbing his jacket and setting the coffee mug on the table. "Call you later." He handed her the sealed burn-bag of shredded documents, “Burn this for me, will you...?” 
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 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    U.S. AIRCRAFT CARRIER, SHENANDOAH: BERMUDA TRIANGLE 
 
    The Ensign walked down the seemingly endless corridor, lined with officer's quarters, looking for one in particular. Finding the correct stateroom, he knocked on the open doorway. The occupant was reclining comfortably, fully clothed, on his bunk and looked up from the book he was reading. The lines on his face and the sparkle of silver in his sandy blond hair gained him the nickname Pappy by some of the other pilots. 
 
    Though he was only forty-two years old, he was still years older than most of the other pilots who were barely in their twenties. He had also flown extensive combat sorties in the Gulf War which made him somewhat of a legend with the newer officers. All in all, the Lieutenant Commander kind of enjoyed the attention because it had never been done with any disrespect intended. 
 
    "What can I do for you Ensign?" he asked, with his legendary smile, the crinkles around his blue eyes deepening. 
 
    "Sorry to bother you, Pappy, but the Skipper wants you in briefing right away." 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Paul Smiley looked at his watch, "What gives? I'm not due to go up for another hour and a half." 
 
    The Ensign shrugged, "Beats me, sir, but he said right away." 
 
    "OK... Warren too?" 
 
    "Yes sir..." replied the junior officer, "do you know where I might find him?" 
 
    Smiley swung his feet over the edge of the bunk. "Try the forward lounge; he said something about a football game on TV." 
 
    "Thanks, Pappy." The Ensign saluted and disappeared down the hallway, leaving the pilot alone with his thoughts. 
 
    Being called to briefing this far in advance of a scheduled patrol launch meant you weren't going out for just a patrol, there was something brewing out there somewhere. Smiley dropped off his bunk to the deck. His five-foot eleven-inch frame was solid and muscular, remaining so due to the rigors of being a fighter jock. A graduate of the Navy's Top Gun program, he had long since traversed the stage of being a cocky young hot dog to a cool, calculating, tremendously skilled, fighter pilot.  
 
    After donning his flight gear and checking himself in the mirror, he headed off to flight briefing. Lieutenant Commander Smiley met his wingman, Lieutenant JG Mike Mad Dog Warren, in the corridor just outside the briefing room. Mike Warren was a wiry kid from Iowa with curly auburn hair. His freckled face made him look much younger than his twenty-five years and his small town, Midwestern upbringing, made him sound as naive as he looked.  
 
    Still, despite his sedate childhood, his clear, brown eyes sparkled at the thought of flying just about anything. Mike's enthusiasm was evident in his flying. He had a strong aptitude, and the advanced combat maneuvers Paul had taught him were coming along nicely. 
 
    Pappy inspected Mike's flight gear. "Ready?" 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "OK... let's go." They entered briefing together. 
 
    Smiley was surprised to see eight other pilots already there, each one a combat veteran. In fact, the only one without combat was his wingman Mike Warren. This could be... hmmm, hell, he didn't know what to think. He sat down as they all did, when the Air Boss entered the room. 
 
    "OK gentlemen, find a seat and button up your faces..." he waited until everyone was seated and continued, "We have a situation which dictates we must search for, locate and escort a possible hostile aircraft, so listen up. Does everybody know what a World War Two, B-25 Mitchell Bomber, looks like...?"  he watched the nodding heads. "OK fine, it seems late last night or early this morning, the details aren't clear on this, an armed B-25 called the Sweet Susie, landed at the San Juan airport and logged some time in at an abandoned hangar. Responding to an anonymous tip, the San Juan Police went out to investigate. They were fired upon and in the ensuing gun battle more than twenty officers were either killed or wounded."  
 
    A low chorus of whispers erupted from the pilots. The Commander never looked up from his report, "Shut up ladies and listen... In their escape, they dynamited the hangar, destroying thousands of dollars of equipment being stored there. Not to mention all the criminal laws, they also violated numerous civil air traffic laws, endangering countless lives." He paused before going on. "It is also suspected that they have abducted a local woman. These are dangerous, vicious, people. It is reported that they have a load of drugs and guns in a plane capable of defending itself. Our job is to find it and escort it back to the San Juan airport where there are police and military units waiting for it. These people are desperate, and hostage or no, if you locate them and are fired upon, splash 'em... I don't want anyone returning with holes in their aircraft. Understood?" 
 
    "Aye aye, sir..." was the somber response that rippled through the group. 
 
    “Dismissed...” The pilots rose and were issued their search pattern orders as they exited two by two, heading for the elevator that would carry them to the hangar level, two floors below the flight deck. 
 
    Walking through the hangar level, the pilots joked and jousted verbally, exchanging good-natured insults and challenges. Pausing only momentarily to be serious, the aviators wished one another luck before dispersing to do pre-flight inspections of their aircraft. 
 
    As Smiley and Warren strolled across the hangar deck, the senior officer pointed out his wingman's plane sitting on the aircraft lift. The engineer standing next to the F-18 waved the two airmen to the lift. The pilots stepped onto the platform and it moved smoothly upwards. "Your bird's already topside Pappy. You guys'll launch first." 
 
    Smiley guessed the grizzled engineer's age over fifty. "Chief, what're you still doing way out here?" 
 
    The engineer smiled a crooked smile. "Well, I got seven kids, n'it seems like every time I go home, another one pops out! This' the only place I git any peace 'n quiet!" He guffawed at his own joke, slapping the pilot on the shoulder. Smiley laughed along with him. Having come from a small family, the thought of seven kids all in one house seemed simply ludicrous. The Chief climbed onto the tow truck as the lift squeaked to a stop. "Your bird's over there." He said, pointing the way, as he started the motor on the truck. The pilot waved. 
 
    Warren waved back as he followed his aircraft. They would be on their own now until they were in the air. 
 
    Paul Smiley examined his Hornet inch by inch. He handed the line assistant his helmet to climb the ladder to the cockpit and paused to run his hand gently across the Desert Storm logo just below the cockpit. He was proud of that logo and what it stood for, along with the four kill badges to the right of it.  
 
    The line assistant buckled him in and handed the pilot his flight helmet. After switching on all systems, Paul spun up the engines. While they warmed, he proceeded through his lengthy pre-flight checklist. By the time he finished, Mike Warren's Hornet had just left the catapult and Smiley got the nod to roll. He released the brakes, slowly rolling to the catapult under direction of the Line Boss. Smiley closed and latched the canopy, stopping at the Boss' signal.  
 
    Several more F-18s sat behind him on the deck, their engines warming, waiting their turn. The catapult linkage connected to the nose wheel of his Hornet, he waited, watching the Line Boss. The Boss was the Maestro of the deck. That deck and everything on it belonged to him. Conducting deck traffic like an orchestra, the LB controlled aircraft, deck equipment and men alike. Everyone watched him, a missed cue could spell disaster.  
 
    A blast panel rose from the deck behind the plane to protect the fighters waiting next in line. The Boss rotated his hand in the air and Smiley throttled up, the catapult holding his aircraft in place. Exchanging the thumbs up signal with the LB, the pilot's hands left the controls to hold onto the grips on either side of the canopy. The line-controlled F-18 being control sensitive on carrier-launch meant hands-off until the plane was clear of the deck and over the water..  
 
    The Boss took a quick look around, saluted the pilot sharply from his crouched position. As his arm dropped, the catapult fired, shooting the Hornet across the deck and out over the ocean. As soon as he was over the water, Smiley took the controls and guided the F-18 into a climbing turn, out of the traffic pattern. He breathed deeply in his mask and grinned; any day flying was the best time of your life. He raised his landing gear. "Blue One to STC, feet wet, proceeding as planned..." 
 
    “Roger Blue One,” replied the traffic control officer from the carrier, “happy trails.” 
 
    "Blue One to Blue Two... location?" 
 
    “Blue Two, coming around on your port side, Pappy.” 
 
    Paul Smiley glanced over his left shoulder, "Roger Blue Two... come to a heading of two-four-zero, let's climb to Angels 10." 
 
    “Roger Blue One." The two pilots pointed their aircraft on course and before long, began their search. "Why do you suppose they sent the Navy on a mission like this?" Warren asked his senior officer, over a more private air to air channel. 
 
    Surveying the sky and glancing at his scope, Pappy shrugged mentally, "I guess there really isn't anyone else."  
 
    It was about as good an answer as any. The pilots flew along in virtual silence except for occasional radio traffic and updates to the carrier. 
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 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    SWEET SUSIE, SOUTH OF THE BERMUDA TRIANGLE : HIDE N' SEEK 
 
    Having switched seats, Brian and Jack munched happily on the ham sandwiches Maria had passed into the cockpit, and Fritz watched with interest as they ate. The Shepherd nudged Jack's elbow and he tore off a piece of his sandwich, handing it to the dog. 
 
    "How're you doing back there?” Jack called. 
 
    “Fine,” she replied popping up in between them. “How are your ribs?” 
 
    “Colorful...” 
 
    "Wow... wook at dat coud formafin!" Brian mumbled, his mouth full of ham sandwich. 
 
    Jack looked at his copilot's bulging cheeks instead. "Really?” he said sarcastically, “Tower, message garbled, please repeat...” he chided. “How about you swallow and try that again...”  
 
    The copilot smiled sheepishly and Fritz stared intently, hoping some of it would fall on the floor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    In the search for the B-25, Blue flight was the first to encounter anything in the sky that day. Mike Warren keyed his mic, "I got a bogie, Pappy... Wait, damn it's gone." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "On the edge of my scope, bearing one-seven-nine." Warren peered out over the port wingtip of his F-18, knowing he wouldn't see it from this distance. 
 
    “OK, Mad Dog, let's go check it out. Head up one-seven-nine. Blue One to STC, did you copy?" 
 
    "Roger, Blue One. Keep us informed." 
 
    The two Navy jets did a wing-over and swung to their new heading, throttling up. "I got my blip back again..." called Mike. 
 
    "Yep," replied Commander Smiley, "I got it too. Maintain course and speed." They flew on in formation. The two Hornets quickly closed the gap, approaching the B-25 from behind and above. Ten minutes passed. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Maria stuck her head into the cockpit between Jack and Brian. "I've been getting a tremendous amount of interference on the scope and nav systems, but there seems to be a weather front ahea..." It was at that moment she glanced up and gazed through the moisture streaked cockpit windshield. "Saint Mary..." she whispered, "it's even bigger than I thought..." She realized they were headed straight for it, which made a chill run through her body. She rubbed the goose bumps off her arms. "You're not going through that, are you?"  
 
    Jack had never been fond of discussing his decisions once he'd made them, especially when he was unsure of the outcome himself. "You've got a better idea?" 
 
    "Going around it, immediately comes to mind!" she said, waving her hand expressively. 
 
    Not that he was truly pissed, but his voice and composure turned to a controlled calm, he spoke in a low, controlled voice. "Well... thanks to your fucking buddy Paulo and the keystone cops, we had to make a hot exit, not to mention changing routes. We don't have the fuel to go around it." 
 
    Brian remained silent, he knew better than to intervene. Besides, Jack was right, if not for her, they wouldn't be in this mess... or would they?  He decided that might take some deeper and lengthier consideration. Maria returned silently to the navigator's table, tears of frustration burning in her eyes. She hated to cry and fought her emotions. Right then she hated him. She cut herself off in mid thought, wiping the tears from her eyes to focus on the radar screen. At the age of twenty-five, she still hadn't learned to fully control her emotions. 
 
    "JAAACK!" The scream took him by surprise, a quick glance told him the copilot too. The frantic girl stumbled over the dog as she scrambled back through the cockpit opening. "Jack..." she was breathless and as white as a ghost, "two bogies, moving fast!"   
 
    Bogies? The thought that flashed through his mind was that it was a military term... He decided he didn't have time for contemplation right now and put the thought aside. "Where?" he fired at her. 
 
    "Directly behind and high, about two thousand feet up, twenty miles out and closing." 
 
    "What do we do?" asked Brian, jumping in. 
 
    "I don't know..." he turned back to Maria. "How fast?"  
 
    She shook her head, "Real fast! About triple our speed!" 
 
    "That's around Mach One! Shit, shit, shit!" he said in a growl, pounding his fist on the control yoke. "They gotta' be military, damn!" 
 
    "Kinda rules out running huh?" 
 
    Jack looked at Brian. "Yeah, I would think so, unless you have a jet engine hidden up your sleeve."  
 
    Brian shrugged. “Think they're ours?” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “Probably; but it doesn't matter whose they are, it's still bad news for us...” 
 
    Maria went back to the scope. She was having a hard time reading the radar because of the distortion on the screen from the storm. "The scope... I can't find them... Wait! There they are. They're about a mile out, they're just pacing us now... damn this interference!" She tried to adjust her avionics. "Sorry, I just lost them again." 
 
    "See if you can tell what they are, or who they are." Jack envisioned being shot down without warning, and if that was the case, he preferred to go down fighting, no matter how futile the effort. "OK, don't panic, we still don't know what they want," he said, rubbing his chin in thought. "Maybe they're just curious... I hope." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    They could see it now, quite clearly in fact. There was no mistaking that twin tail section. They had located the B-25. 
 
    "OK, Mad Dog, reduce speed I want to hang back here for a bit." 
 
    "Roger, Pappy." Mike eased the throttle back to stay in formation with his wing leader. 
 
    Smiley switched frequencies. "Blue One to STC, we have a positive visual contact with the B-25." 
 
    "STC... Roger that, Blue One. Good job. Proceed with caution, we will vector additional birds to your location." 
 
    "Roger, STC, Blue One out." 
 
    The old warbird looked rather majestic, flying through the clouds below. "Damn, Pappy, that thing's in beautiful shape. She looks brand new." 
 
    Smiley had noticed that too and for some reason that seemed odd and out of sync with the circumstances. He looked at the mountainous clouds looming in the distance, and the heading they were on. "Mad Dog, we want to corral these folks before we reach that weather front out there." 
 
    "Copy that. I'll follow your lead." 
 
    "OK kid, hang on my port-stern quarter and keep an eye on that gun turret. If it moves give me a shout, then get the hell outta' the way." 
 
    "Got it... I'm getting some real distortion on my radar. How about you?" 
 
    Smiley looked down and the image was so distorted he couldn't read it. "Yeah, mine too. Must be coming from that weather front. Let's round these people up and get the hell outta' here. Follow me in, kid." He proceeded to search for the radio frequency being used by the B-25 as he eased up alongside her. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brian's brow knitted in consternation, "Jack, look at the gauges..." his voice was calm, if not a bit curious.  
 
    Jack switched his gaze to the dash to see the gauges doing strange things indeed; their needles bouncing, flat-lining and coming back to life. The closer to the storm front they got, the crazier the electronics and instruments behaved. His eyes widened, "I've got an idea, it just might work too."  
 
    Brian had a strange feeling he wasn't going to like this, in fact, he was almost positive. 
 
    Fritz distracted the pilot before he could speak, the Shepherd obviously agitated, excited even, standing with his front paws on Jack's thigh to see out the window, fidgeting and whining. The pilot ran his hand across the dog's head, rubbing his ears, trying to keep him calm. The Shepherd, enjoying the attention, remained still. "See? Even he feels it." 
 
    Brian, who had been watching the dog, looked past him out over the port wing. "We've got company," he pointed calmly. Jack looked left to see a Navy F-18 Hornet, barely fifty feet off the Sweet Susie's left wingtip. Above and to the left of him was yet another F-18. 
 
    "Christ, he's got missiles," muttered Jack. The pilot of the closest F-18 gave a wave, then in sign language conveyed to Jack that he wanted their radio frequency. Jack glanced ahead to the looming storm front, trying to gauge their closing speed. Steele held up fingers for numbers. "I gotta' stall," he told Brian and Maria, who was kneeling next to Fritz. "That front is our only chance." 
 
    "I was afraid he was going to say that," groaned Brian. 
 
    The fighter pilot found the frequency and amidst the noise and interference, identified himself to the crew of the B-25. "Hello B-25, can you hear me?" 
 
    Jack keyed his mic, "Yes I can, what can I do for you, Navy?" Despite his nerves being on edge, his voice was friendly and calm. He glanced at the horizon, they were so close. Stall... stall, he thought. His body tingled all over; although quite a unique feeling it was somehow familiar. He tried to put it out of his mind. 
 
    "I'm Lieutenant Commander Paul Smiley, United States Navy..." he thumbed toward the other F-18, "that's my wingman, Lieutenant Mike Warren. We are off the aircraft carrier Shenandoah and have orders to escort you back to San Juan airport." The pilot's slow, calm voice, with its hint of southern accent, almost made it an appealing proposition. It was obvious this man was a true professional, completely comfortable and confident. Steele could also see the row of victory badges painted on the fuselage under the cockpit canopy. That was a man who could seriously ruin your day if so inclined. Commander Smiley continued, "I will ask you to totally comply with my instructions, if you attempt to evade or take any hostile action, we will shoot you down. Do you understand?" 
 
    Jack's mind was racing.  "Yes, Commander..." stall, he thought. "Commander, I have just one problem..." the three planes entered the fringes of the weather front and visibility was closing in rapidly, "I don't have enough fuel to return there." In reality, this was close to the truth. “I do, however, have enough fuel to reach the coast...” 
 
    "Stand by B-25...” There were several tense moments of open static. “Negative, B-25, come to a heading of zero-nine-nine." Smiley seemed totally calm and under control.  
 
    Jack smiled to himself, this guy needs to get out of this soup too... probably to call for redirection. Hell, with all this static interference, they could barely communicate plane to plane and they were within spitting distance of each other. He had one trick up his sleeve, and the timing had to be just right. When compared to the Hornets flying off his starboard wingtip, the B-25 was about as maneuverable as a flying grand piano... but there was such a disparity between the flight envelopes of the B-25 and the Hornets that Jack hoped the playing field just might tilt in his favor.  
 
    He was trying to see if the F-18s were flying with their flaps deployed... dammit, he couldn't tell through the dwindling visibility. "Please repeat, Commander Smiley, we could not copy." Jack needed just another second or two, their only chance... 
 
    "Jack..." Maria grabbed his shoulder, startling him, "the radar screen and nav system just went completely blank..." He shot a glance at the gauges, some were bouncing uncontrollably, others had flat-lined, completely dead. He hoped the systems on the two F-18's were suffering the same problems. “Before they quit, I saw two more bogies coming in...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant Commander tried without success to re-contact the B-25 flying beside him, hell, he could barely reach Warren's aircraft. He was trying to decide what to do, he couldn't even reach the ship for assistance. This was undoubtedly the weirdest weather he had ever seen, and it was quickly getting worse. 
 
    "Pappy, can you hear me?" 
 
    "Yeah kid, go ahead." 
 
    "Pappy, I just lost my radar and all my nav gear, my readouts are scrambled... shit, I can't even tell how much fuel I've got left." Warren's voice was filled with uncertainty, possibly fear.  
 
    Hell, losing all your electronics could unnerve even a veteran pilot but Smiley needed his wingman to keep a clear head. "Yeah, me too, but don't worry kid, we'll be alright. Just chill out and hang onto my tail." His voice was calm and stable. 
 
    "OK, Pappy."  Warren concentrated on keeping visual contact with the tail of Smiley's F-18, gathering mettle from his wing leader's confidence. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack could still see Smiley's F-18 off their port wing, although a little farther out than before. A strange observation suddenly presented itself. For such a large storm front, there was no wind, none... not only that, but there was no rainfall either... just the moisture held aloft in the clouds. Jack had no time for lengthy consideration, but he decided this was worth a mental note. 
 
    "OK, Bri... full flaps on my command, got it?" Brian nodded, still uncertain of what Jack was planning. Shrouds of clouds came and went between the planes and Jack could see the other pilot watching, even attempting sign language. Flying without a physical horizon to see, was extremely disorienting. It was difficult, to say the least, to tell if one was flying level or not. He was relieved to see, out of all the gauges not working, the artificial horizon was still operating, perhaps because it was the original and not electronic. 
 
    He eased the throttles back, a little at a time, knowing the Sweet Susie could fly slower than the Hornets... They watched and waited, their hearts pounding... suddenly the whole left wing of the B-25 disappeared in murky veils of moisture, obscuring the Navy jets from view. Jack snatched the throttles back, cutting the power to almost one-third. "Full flaps... now!" Brian pulled the handles and the pumps whirred, hydraulically extending the control surfaces. In the span of only a few seconds, they reduced their airspeed by almost a hundred miles per hour, maybe more, without gauges it was all guesswork. But... it worked. Jack saw a quick glimpse of a tail pass by in the murk, at least the shape looked like a tail. It would be impossible to be sure. Hopefully, they would continue on for a while at present course and speed, without discovering the absence of the B-25 in the foul weather. "Retract flaps, we're coming ten degrees to starboard." 
 
    Brian shook his head, smiling as he followed the pilot's instructions, "That was really slick, really, but now what?" 
 
    "We climb," said Jack, as he pushed the throttles gently forward and nosed the B-25 upward. "Anything on the radar?" 
 
    Maria left then returned quickly. "Not only is it blank, but dark too, same with the nav system." 
 
    The sky started to lighten and Jack leveled off the plane, not wanting to leave the protection of the clouds. "This is gonna be real seat-of-the-pants flying without gauges or compass. We should be, on a heading of..." His voice stopped abruptly when both engines started to sputter. He shot a look at Brian. "Did you touch anything?" 
 
    Brian raised his hands, "No, not a thing, swear to God." 
 
    "Shit, now what?! This can't be happening! This is all part of someone else's nightmare, they'll wake up and I'll get to go home..." Working while he ranted, nothing seemed to help, fuel mixture, throttle, switching fuel tanks, nothing. If anything, it got worse. With a shudder, the port engine wheezed as the prop windmilled slowly to a stop. He feathered the prop on the stricken engine and added power to the other. Steele ran his fingers through his hair and keyed the mic on his headset, "Pan, Pan, Pan... this is the Sweet Susie, we have engine failure, losing altitude..." He broadcast their last known coordinates. "Brian, keep calling," Jack busied himself with trying to restart the stalled engine, he was not willing to give up on it. 
 
    Steele became aware again of the tingling sensation creeping across his body, it was quite annoying, like pins and needles. Fritz fidgeted incessantly and Jack had to refrain from scolding him. Everyone seemed to be experiencing the same feeling. Jack refused to quit on the port engine, working feverishly to restart the stubborn power plant.  He stared at it, out over the left wing, as if by sheer desire or virtue of his will, he could get it to run. 
 
    When the sky lightened and the B-25 broke through the wall of clouds, the starboard engine began to vibrate wildly. 
 
    "Fuck," growled Jack. He triggered his mic, "Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, this is the Sweet Susie. We have total engine failure, we're losing altitude, we're going down..." 
 
    "Sweet Jesus..." Brian's voice was low, almost hushed. 
 
    Maria's voice quivered, "Madre mia, save us..."  
 
    "I know, I know..." growled Jack, "I'm trying..." Maria grabbed his arm. "NOT NOW!" exclaimed Jack, shaking his arm free. She grabbed his arm again, this time with the strength of a vice. “I'm kinda busy here...” Jack looked away from the port engine controls and up into Maria's face with surprise. Her face was pale and her eyes wide with fear. He turned and followed her gaze. Letting go of the controls and running his hands through his hair, Jack sat back in his seat, stunned.  
 
    Speechless, he covered his mouth with both hands, unable to voice his thoughts. He blinked, wide-eyed and inhaled deeply. When the starboard engine chugged to a stop, the prop windmilling slowly, no one moved or spoke, transfixed by the vision they saw before them. Everything became clear but more complex at the same time; the radar and electronics, the gauges, the engines, even that queer tingling sensation. “What the hell am I looking at...?” he breathed. “Someone please tell me what the fuck that is...” 
 
    The sky above them, glowed brilliant blue, crisp and clear. Below them, stretching as far down as the eye could see, was a deep circular valley of clouds. Canyon walls made of moisture reached up from the bottom, so thick, they looked solid. Suspended motionless in the center, fifteen thousand feet off the surface of the ocean, floated an immense, dark, titan on a halo of blue light. Something so incredible, the mind's ability to comprehend was stilted... a ship of massive proportions. At least two miles long and half a mile wide, it lay in hiding, creating its own camouflage. 
 
    The technology that had created this monster was not from Earth, that much was abundantly clear. The largest aircraft carrier on the planet looked like a bathtub toy compared to this behemoth. 
 
    Bleary-eyed and drowsy, he tried to absorb and comprehend all he was seeing but found it hard to believe something that size could fly, let alone sit suspended in mid-air. Although the ship was long and generally rectangular in shape, it was by no means smooth or even remotely streamlined. The alien ship looked more like a floating city than anything he would have expected. Staggered rows of low profile domes covered almost a quarter of the top of the hull. Farther forward, past the center, was a large dome, glittering in the sun... glass? He couldn't be sure. The gray-black hull made it difficult to see details clearly... or was it his eyes?  He sat back and rubbed his eyes. 
 
    The B-25, silent and without power, was no longer flying, but yet still continued to move forward. She floated through the air, drawn to the dark shape from deep space, like a moth to a flame. Jack felt at ease now, calm and relaxed. Organized thought was somewhat difficult, it seemed to come in disjointed segments. He looked to the others and found both Maria and Fritz lumped together, asleep on the floor. Brian, like Jack, was having great difficulty keeping his eyes open. Though he felt some distress at being unable to react, there seemed to be no point in resisting the great waves of warm sleepiness that washed over him, urging him to close his eyes. It had been a long time since he'd visited the Dream People... 
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 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    U.S. AIRCRAFT CARRIER, SHENANDOAH: BERMUDA TRIANGLE 
 
    CIA Director of South American Operations, Stephen Miles, stood on the bridge of the U.S. aircraft carrier, Shenandoah. How he got there was unimportant and to the dismay of the ship's skipper, details of why were classified well beyond Top-Secret.  The fact was that Stephen had gotten wind of the drama unfolding and finagled a ride in a U.S. military chopper, from San Juan to the carrier Shenandoah. 
 
    Steve Richards was the Skipper of the Shenandoah. A lifer, he'd climbed steadily through the ranks since graduating from the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland and passing through OCS Training in Newport, Rhode Island. Now fifty-five and as protective as a mother hen, he had an affinity for the aviators that flew off of his ship. Today had not been one of his better days, but he could ill afford to demonstrate his foul mood to the distinguished visitors, even if they were from the intelligence community. It wasn't that he hated intelligence people, it's just that his experience illustrated, that in many cases, the terms military and intelligence were highly contradictory. He also observed that this was not isolated to the military only. 
 
    "Captain Steve Richards, skipper of this boat." The tall, silver-haired man seemed at ease despite all the activity surrounding them. He extended his hand in greeting, "I hope you don't mind meeting up here, but as you can see, we're quite busy today." 
 
    "Yes, thank you for seeing us. I'm Stephen Miles, CIA, Director of South American operations, and this is Special Agent Cummins." Everyone shook hands as proper manners dictated.  
 
    "So, what can I do for you gentlemen?"  The Captain was eager to get these men on their way, so he could get back to the urgent matters at hand. 
 
    Stephen spoke calmly and matter-of-factly. "We understand you have a World War II, B-25 Bomber, under surveillance in this area, is this true?" 
 
    Captain Richards raised one eyebrow as this happened to be a bit of a sore subject. "Had..." 
 
    "Had? What do you mean had?" Stephen snapped. 
 
    "Had, as in no longer have," said the Captain with some irritation. 
 
    "You mean you lost it? What happened to it?" Stephen growled, fighting to keep his composure. 
 
    The Skipper of the Shenandoah was both annoyed and suspicious. "If we knew, then it wouldn't be lost, would it? Look Mr. Miles, what's really going on here? We get a direct request from the DEA office in Washington for assistance in locating and escorting this aircraft back to Puerto Rico. Something about drugs, gun play, dead police officers... and that's fine, we're happy to help. But now, not only is the B-25 missing, but two of my birds as well. SO, exactly what is your involvement?" He quickly added... "And I don't want to hear need to know either; unless you gentlemen think you can manage to swim back to wherever it is you came from." 
 
    "I'm here because that B-25 is ours." 
 
    "Oh really..." 
 
    "It was on a classified assignment. What happened in San Juan and why, is unclear. It'll take some time before we sort that out.  But the aircraft definitely needs to be recovered. Bring me up to speed. What kind of progress have you made?" 
 
    Captain Richards led the two CIA men to a plotting table which showed flight and search patterns. "We're here," said the Skipper pointing to an icon on the table. 
 
    Using the plotting table, he illustrated the chain of events. "Two F-18's, Blue Flight, had a visual on the B-25 about here. It was on a direct heading with this weather system here..." he said, tapping his fingertips on the table. "The F-18's approached and contacted your plane, staying with it. We were monitoring the bird to bird communications and found the closer to the storm they got, the worse their signals got. I've seen a lot of strange weather out here in my time, but nothing like this." 
 
    "What do you mean," asked Stephen, scratching his head. 
 
    "It was so dense the radar couldn't see into it. It produced some kind of intense interference. We're thinking EM – electromagnetic, though I'm not sure how that's possible. The pilots had serious difficulty communicating, both with each other and with us. By their own admission, there was no rain, no wind and no lightning. Just lots of interference. We tried to recall them, but they got so close to the front... well, we lost all contact. Period. All three aircraft went in, none came out. We had a second flight of two birds we vectored to join Blue Flight when they first reported contact. As the second flight approached the intercept point, they lost radar and communication started to break up. We recalled them to a safe distance, as they egressed, their electronics returned to normal...” 
 
    "What do we do now?" Stephen rubbed his face with both hands. 
 
    Richards pointed to the table. "We've got search and recovery birds out, here, here and here. They're flying overlapping patterns. We've even sent two birds through the front on the same heading. The odd thing is that the interference has stopped and communications are completely normal now." 
 
    "They wouldn't have shot it down would they?" Stephen was beginning to get increasingly worried, and the headache gripping his temples wasn't helping. 
 
    "No, it's not likely, unless they were fired upon. They would need clearance from me to fire upon a civilian aircraft. Besides, that wouldn't account for my two missing birds, and anything going down would've left some kind of debris." 
 
    "So what you're saying is that you haven't found anything yet?" 
 
    "That's right, not a thing." 
 
    Stephen was trying to wrap his head around the whole situation, "So what the hell happened to them? They can't just disappear into thin air!" 
 
    Richards shrugged. "Well, it's a big ocean... technically we're not in it, but we are near the edge of the Bermuda Triangle," he said offhandedly. “Lots of unexplained stuff happens out here. I don't have to like it, but it is a fact.” 
 
    Stephen Miles never believed in the mysterious stories and was in no mood for levity. There always had to be a logical answer, even if it wasn't immediately apparent. He sat down on a chair at the Con and rubbed his throbbing temples. "Got any coffee?" 
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 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    SWEET SUSIE, LOCATION UNKNOWN: DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE 
 
    Jack Steele opened his eyes with a start and smacked his knees sharply on the control yoke. He was greeted by a totally enveloping darkness and slowly came to realize he was still strapped into the pilot's seat of the Sweet Susie. After unbuckling himself, he rubbed his smarting knees.  
 
    Fighting the strange disorientation he felt, his mind slowly began to work, and vague recollections of the F-18s came to him. He struggled to remember more, but could get no further than the memory of the failure of the port engine. Jack slid open the vent window and peered into the darkness. The air smelled unusual, but the quiet distant thrumming interrupted his train of thought. Wanting to see into the inky darkness, he flipped on the landing lights but they only produced a weak glow. "Damn..." he turned them off and turned on the interior cockpit lights which weren't much better. 
 
    Whatcha doing?" asked the waking copilot, yawning. 
 
    "Trying to figure out where the hell we are... any ideas?" 
 
    "Not a clue... Wow it's really dark...” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “Thank you, Captain Obvious...” 
 
    “What's with the lights?" 
 
    Jack toggled first the port then the starboard engine starter with no results. "Batteries must be down." 
 
    Fritz stretched, dumping Maria on the floor with a thump. 
 
    "Ow! Thanks a lot dog..." she mumbled, rubbing her head. 
 
    "Mmmmmnnphhh!" sneezed Fritz, as he shook his coat into place. 
 
    "Well, I think Fritz is right, we ought to get out and take a look around, see what's what." Jack worked his way out of the cockpit and to the rear of the plane. He sat on the floor in the near darkness and opened his flight bag. Brian and Maria moved to the back and sat with him, Brian opening a soda from the cooler. 
 
    "OK skipper, what do we do first?" 
 
    Jack pulled his stainless 1911 from the bag and ejected the empty magazine into his lap. "Not knowing where we're at, I think it's prudent to go fully prepared..." he said, sliding a full mag from the bag into his gun. "Take a carbine and a couple of mags, load 'em up, don't want to go out empty-handed... in fact, give me one too." 
 
    Brian crawled past him and opened a crate, pulling out two of the M1 carbines. 
 
    "Hey, don't forget me..." urged Maria. 
 
    "Are you sure you..." Brian suddenly recalled who had operated the Sweet Susie's gun turret, "yeah, sure." He pulled out a third carbine and canvas belt pouches for the mags. Maria was already searching the ammo boxes for the proper shells. Finding a box, she dragged it back to where Jack was busy reloading the empty magazines for his 1911. 
 
    The copilot slid himself beside Jack and handed one of the M1 carbines to Maria, "Here, this one's yours, take good care of it." 
 
    "Thanks," she said with a smile, sliding the container of shells in the middle so everyone could reach. 
 
    Jack, sitting cross-legged, remained silent as the trio went about the task at hand. Fritz sat on the pilot's seat in the cockpit, looking out through the open vent window into the darkness, trying to identify the strange smells only his sensitive nose could detect. What really bothered the Shepherd was that he couldn't find anything vaguely familiar about this place. Even the sounds were completely alien to him. He grew more and more unsettled, anxious to explore this curious place. 
 
    Steele stood, having traded the shoulder rig for the thumb break thigh holster. He belted it around his waist, which put the butt of the 1911 down on his upper thigh. Securing the holster to his lower thigh with an adjustable strap, he tested the height and draw. Satisfied with the results he snapped the holster strap over the gun. 
 
    "You about ready there, Wyatt Earp...?" said Maria with some cynicism. 
 
    "Oh, you're a real riot, Alice.." he said in his best Ralph Cramden imitation. "A real riot. Keep it up and bang, zoom... to da' moon!" 
 
    Fritz barked, he had just about enough of this, he wanted out. 
 
    "Chill, you overgrown hamster...!" snapped Brian. 
 
    "Are you two ready yet?" asked Jack, almost as impatient as the Shepherd. 
 
    Maria and Brian stood, carbines in hand. Jack picked up his M1 and a loaded magazine, sliding it into the rifle and pulling back the bolt, chambering a round. "Do it just like that..." he instructed. Jack briefly instructed them on the use of the sights and safety switch. Maria, he thought, grasped it far better than she should have. The trio picked up their mag pouches and headed to the belly hatch. Fritz danced around the exit until Jack made the dog sit quietly. 
 
    Laying the M1 down next to the open hatch Jack descended down the ladder. With one hand and foot still on the ladder, he stepped onto the ground below. "Aaaarrrrggghhh...!" The shock of static electricity that arced through his body threw him off the ladder and to the ground, numbing his senses. He lay on the ground, stunned senseless. 
 
    Maria descended the ladder, "Are you OK? What happened...?" 
 
    Steele was still too numb to speak although he tried to warn her before she touched down. 
 
    "Aaaaaiiiieeeee...!" Jack saw the blue flash of the shock as it flung her bodily off the ladder with an electric snap, the light momentarily illuminating the fuselage of the Sweet Suzie. 
 
    Brian, fearing a catastrophe and getting no response to his inquiries, jumped straight to the ground from the hatchway, carbine in hand. Fritz followed him down, neither being shocked. 
 
    "What the hell is going on out here...?" Brian, seeing the two people prone but alive and responsive, confused him. Scratching his head, he turned to rest his M1 against the B-25's ladder. 
 
    Jack sat up. "NO...!" he was a millisecond too late. 
 
    "Yyyyeeeeoooowww...!" It sat Brian three feet away, legs splayed. It was obvious the buildup was dwindling, the copilot had not been shocked as severely as Maria or Jack. Fritz, running in circles, got the surprise of his life when his tail touched the ladder. He spun, barking into the darkness, soliciting giggles from the crew. 
 
    Jack went cautiously back to the ladder, with a substantial amount of apprehension he put his hand on the rung... nothing happened. With a sigh of relief, he lifted himself inside to retrieve his carbine. When he dropped back to the ground, his crew was waiting. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" 
 
    Jack shook his head, "Some kind of static charge buildup I guess... he touched the ladder again, "the tires isolated the machine; we made the ground connection..." 
 
    "Did you notice this?" said the copilot, pointing at the ground, "it's weird, it doesn't look like concrete to me..." 
 
    "It's not..." came a voice from the darkness. 
 
    The trio spun in unison, carbines leveled, safeties clicking to the off position. Fritz spun, growling, irritated at being surprised. In normal conditions, he could hear or smell someone long before a threat occurred, but this strange place baffled his sense of smell and sound did not seem to carry very far. 
 
    "Whoa, take it easy..."  said the bodiless voice. 
 
    "Step over here... slowly, where we can see you..." said Jack. The three people from the Sweet Susie stood together under her wing in a crouch, fingers poised over the triggers of their .30 cal carbines. 
 
    Two men stepped out of the darkness, their hands raised, dressed in flight suits. Jack recognized the Navy flight suits. Lowering his carbine he snapped the safety back on. Maria and Brian did the same. "Commander Smiley, I presume..." said Steele. 
 
    "Fancy meeting you here..." said Smiley, putting his hands down, "say, that was some neat maneuver you pulled out there, ditching us like that..." 
 
    "Thanks, timing is everything... didn't get us very far though, did it...” It was more of a rhetorical question. “So are we friends or enemies...?” 
 
    "Do we have a choice?" 
 
    "Sure. You go your way we go ours," said Jack. "Or we work together. As far as I'm concerned, there's no hard feelings here, and besides, there's safety in numbers..." 
 
    "Well... you sure don't sound like a murdering drug runner," said Paul. 
 
    "Drugs...? Funny...” he snorted. “Have a seat..." Jack said, motioning to the ground. “Let me tell you a little story... you'll laugh, you'll cry, you'll be amazed.” After everyone introduced themselves, Steele went on to explain what actually happened - from the very beginning. 
 
    The conclusion reached and all questions answered, the five people sat in a semicircle in reflective silence. Brian was the first to speak. "Paul, I think you're right, this doesn't feel like concrete, it's too smooth..." 
 
    "Like it's not hard enough..." said Mike Warren. 
 
    Strange foggy images filled Jack's mind and he changed the subject, "Do you guys have any idea where we're at?" 
 
    "None," said Paul shaking his head, Mike was shaking his head too. 
 
    "Do you remember landing?" 
 
    "No..." said Pappy, scratching his forehead in dismay. "Y'know, that hadn't even occurred to me... till now... How did we make it to this landing strip? We were over water, lots of water." 
 
    "My point exactly..." said Jack, standing up, "none of us can remember anything either. Our landing gear has been deployed, our batteries are near dead..." 
 
    “Ours too,” added Paul. 
 
    "The last thing I remember," said Mike, "was getting lost in that cloud, no navigation, no electronics of any kind..." he paused, staring off into the darkness, deep in thought. "I remember a flame-out... and as I tried to restart it, I closed my eyes to say a little prayer... when I opened them again... I was here." 
 
    "Our planes landed themselves," said Jack without emotion, “how is that possible?” 
 
    Mike shrugged. "It's the best I can do for now." 
 
    "Anything else?" asked Jack. 
 
    "Climbing out of my plane and getting the damn shock of my life!” commented Paul. 
 
    "Us too," chimed Maria with a grin. "Knocked us on our butts. Jack thinks it was some kind of static charge buildup." 
 
    Paul nodded, “That might explain the whacked-out avionics and dead batteries...” 
 
    Jack had random images floating through his mind and was finding it difficult to tell which were real and which were manufactured by his imagination. The pieces were disjointed but began falling into place, the puzzle gradually becoming whole. His recollections flooded forth, all the blanks gradually filling in, the pieces fitting together... it still didn't seem real but he knew it was... He stiffened and his eyes widened, watching it play again in his mind. 
 
    Brian was the first to notice, "What the hell man, you look like you've seen a ghost!" 
 
    Maria grabbed his arm, "What? Jack, what is it?" 
 
    Jack spoke slowly, "Think real hard... does anyone remember what was in that cloud?" 
 
    They stared blankly into the darkness, struggling to remember, laboring to make sense of the bits and pieces. Time passed slowly, one by one, the expression of enlightenment crept over each one of them. They sat speechless, pie eyed, fighting to comprehend what would normally be passed over as a dream. 
 
    "We're inside it," said Jack softly. 
 
    "Get outta town..." said Mike, standing up. 
 
    "Holy shit..." groaned Brian, “I don't want to believe that... I don't want to,” his stomach knotted. “It can't be, we can't be there...” he had to work hard to control his breathing. 
 
    "Now wait just a minute..." said Pappy, "I've never disbelieved in UFOs but this is a little hard to take... there's got to be a reasonable explanation... something logical..." 
 
    “Who's to say it isn't a reasonable explanation, Commander? Just because it's beyond our realm of knowledge or experience doesn't make it illogical.” Jack waved his hand, “Do you think the idea of a man on the moon to an early explorer who thought the Earth was flat, would've thought that possible...?” 
 
    “I get your point Steele, but I'm just not ready to accept that reality yet.” Paul Smiley rose casually to his feet. 
 
    "OK, Commander, no sweat. You go with that... lemme know when you're ready."  
 
    Steele glanced at Maria, who was wide-eyed but quiet, in fact, she looked like she was in shock. He felt the need to inject some levity,"I think we ought to face the fact, boys and girls, that we're not in Kansas anymore..." Even though it seemed everyone else was struggling with it, he seemed to be getting more at ease with it, if you could call it that. There was something vaguely familiar about it all. Deja vu perhaps? He couldn't put his finger on it. 
 
    Maria stood up and shot him an icy stare, "Is this all a joke to you? We end up who knows where, with who knows what... or who, and you think it's amusing or something?" The rant was semi-coherent but not by much and it looked like there was more to spill out but she stopped, wild-eyed. 
 
    "Frankly," shrugged Jack, "I think it's pretty obvious this is an alien ship. You can say it; c'mon, boys and girls, can you say aliens?" 
 
    "Stop it!" she said poking the pilot in the chest for punctuation. "I didn't spend four years at Harvard and a year in the Academy to end my career as somebody's guinea pig!" 
 
    “Why do you instantly assume you would become someone's pet?” frowned Steele. “For God sakes, you think a superior race with the technology to cross the stars would stop on our planet because there's a shortage of suitable pets closer to home? Don't be ridiculous...” His eyes narrowed, "Wait, Harvard? As in, Harvard University?" You spent four years at Harvard to be an aircraft mechanic...?" 
 
    "Um well..." 
 
    "Wait a minute, wait just a freaking minute," said Jack waving his hand, "something's not right here. You studied at Harvard and went to an academy? What academy would that be...?" 
 
    "I didn't say academy..." she said weakly. 
 
    “Yes you did,” said the men together. 
 
    His suspicions peaked, Steele pressed further. "Tell me about this academy. Tell me about four years at Harvard...” His hands on his hips, he towered over her. “So what's the story here? All of a sudden I don't trust you. Why is that?" He backed her up against the B-25's landing gear. In a flash, a landslide of things came into question. 
 
    Maria could see Jack would not likely relent and decided that in their present position, telling him the truth had no bearing on the bigger picture. And it was probably the only way she could get the pilot back under control, but she'd have to do it carefully. “I was born in Puerto Rico and my parents...” 
 
    Jack was in no mood for a lifetime special, “We haven't all night here, skip to the Harvard part...” 
 
    “I'll get to it in a second,” she said, pushing him back. “My family moved to California and that's where I grew up. I was a straight-A student and got a scholarship to Harvard. I studied business and communications...”  
 
    “Something every good aviation mechanic needs,” commented Jack wryly. 
 
    “You want to hear this or not...?” Maria didn't wait for an answer. “In my third year, I was approached by corporate recruiters for a company that needed international experts in communication. I began training with them involving intelligence communication as well as working on my studies at Harvard. At the end of my last year, I ended up in Langley to finish my studies there...” 
 
    “Langley, as in the FBI?” asked Paul. 
 
    "CIA,” she corrected. “I didn't know what I had started in my third year at Harvard," she said, rather matter-of-factly. “Had I known what I was getting into, I wouldn't have...”  
 
    "CIA..." repeated Brian, automatically. 
 
    "Special Agent Maria Arroyo," she mumbled. 
 
    "Well whaddya' know..." grumbled Jack, "a spook." His voice was filled with sarcasm as he ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. "That's just great! I knew there was something strange, but I was hoping... aahhh, forget it," he said with a wave of his hand. "I'm not saying another word." Something clicked into place and his brain switched gears, "Wait, Stephen Miles...?" 
 
    Maria nodded, "CIA..." 
 
    "Son of a bitch," growled Jack, waving his arms in exasperation. "What did you people drag me into? This was some kind of operation wasn't it?" She nodded and shrugged at the same time. "What kind? And just how long did he have this planned?" Suddenly everything he'd done for Stephen in the past came into question as clandestine. 
 
    "That I don't know. I was just supposed to check the plane," confessed Maria, "and send you on your way." 
 
    "Well you did a wonderful job!" snapped Jack. "So did you arrange for that wonderful little sendoff? Or was that what you people lovingly call a little snafu? And last night...! Oooh, last night...” he groaned, slapping his forehead. “I suppose that was just part of the assignment eh? Anything for the mission, right? Anything for the cause... keep the dupe happy, keep him in the dark..." It might've been a cheap shot but Jack couldn't help himself. 
 
    "No it's not like that, you've got it all wrong..." This is not what Maria expected at all, he was furious and it was spiraling out of control. The fiasco in San Juan was a simple fluke of fate. What really hurt was now he thought her feelings for him had simply been part of the job, when the real truth was, she felt something very special for him. "Jack you've got to believe me, last night was very special..." 
 
    Steele cut her off with a wave of his hand. "Oh, save it." If there was anything he couldn't stand more than being taken advantage of, it was being lied to, especially when it involved his personal feelings. "Spare me all the bullshit rhetoric you were taught at the academy... cause I don't want to hear it." He turned to walk away and hesitated. "If it wasn't for you, we'd be on our way to Rio... instead of here, wherever here is...” He moved close putting his finger in her face, “Do yourself a favor lady, unless you want your ticket punched, stay out of my way." 
 
    She was crying now, she hated to cry. "If it wasn't for me, you'd be dead, remember that!" 
 
    Jack bared his teeth in an evil snarl, "If it wasn't for you people and your stupid operation, I'd be home on my beach or driving my Cobra..." It took a moment for that to register, “Holy fuck, my Cobra, that asshole has my car in his hangar... son of a bitch!” 
 
    Pappy stepped in between them, before it could come to blows, "Look y'all, I hate to break up this lover's spat, but there are more important things to deal with here!" 
 
    "He's right Jack," added Brian. 
 
    “You have a Cobra?” Mike Warren's eyes widened, “Those are sweet! What year?” 
 
    "It's a '66, 427 Shelby,” he grumbled. “Hey, whose side are you on?" he asked Paul. 
 
    Brain sympathized because he was stuck too, but he knew this was getting them nowhere fast. "Give it a rest Jack, let's move on."  
 
    "You got any more of these?" said Paul, taping on Jack's carbine. "Because all Mike and I have are these Beretta 9mms," he said, tapping the gun in his shoulder holster. 
 
    Steele sighed, "Uh yeah, sure, c'mon up." He motioned to the open belly hatch and paused to shoot a glance full of daggers at Maria. "Bri, stay here, OK? Keep an eye open." The copilot nodded as Jack, Pappy and Mike climbed into the Sweet Susie. 
 
    When the men reappeared, Paul and Mike both had their own M1's and loaded mags. 
 
    "OK..." said Pappy grinning, "let's go hunt some green, bug-eyed, scum-sucking, space freaks." 
 
    "Ahh, a man after my own heart..." said Jack with a smile, "I think we're gonna get along just fine." 
 
    "We're missing something important, aren't we?"asked Mike. 
 
    "What's that?" said Brian. 
 
    "What if they're friendly? I mean, after all, if they didn't like us we'd probably be dead by now, right?" 
 
    "If they're this advanced, this thing might be completely automated," said Paul. "We could be the only ones on it..." 
 
    Steele shot Paul Smiley a glance, “You're a believer now?” 
 
    Paul shrugged, “Undecided. But I'm keeping my options open.” 
 
    "And maybe," continued Jack, sardonically teasing Maria, "we're their Sunday dinner..." He grinned an evil grin then turned to the others in a more serious fashion. "In either case, we're not getting any closer to an answer standing around. I don't know about you guys, but I'd like to find a way off this tub." He shot one last hateful glance in Maria's direction, "Because I got a personal score to settle back home."  
 
    The group decided on a direction and set out. "Hey, where's Fritz? FRITZ! COME FRITZ!" Steele suddenly felt a pang of fear. Fear for the life of his closest friend, suddenly realizing, he hadn't seen the dog for almost twenty minutes.  "Shit! FRITZ!" The worried pilot picked up his pace. 
 
    Brian raced forward, grabbed his friend by the arm. "Easy Jack, let's not lose our heads here, we can't afford to rush, he could be anywhere, this looks like a pretty big place." 
 
    Jack clicked the M1's safety off, "If any harm comes to him I'll..." 
 
    "Hey relax, he probably just can't hear you, besides, he can take pretty good care of himself, we'll find him." 
 
    Steele clenched his teeth and relocked the carbine's safety, "Yeah well..." 
 
    "C'mon let's keep going," urged Brian. 
 
    The group continued on, forging through the semidarkness; Jack and Pappy in front, Mike, Maria and Brian, fanned out behind. The soft, distant thrumming of some alien machinery drew closer as they progressed. Only being able to see about twenty feet or so in the poor light, the group moved slowly, cautiously. Soft, muted sounds, their sources hidden by the darkness, drifted through the still air. They had walked quite a distance, two city blocks by Jack's estimation, and yet had seen absolutely nothing.  
 
    Nothing except the cruel visual tricks perpetrated upon them by their imaginations. It was curious, that though it was indeed dark, there was some light. Strangely, it seemed to emanate from the ceiling although the ceiling could not be seen and it only glowed above where they stood, not producing enough light to see any great distance. 
 
    It came out of the darkness without warning, whizzing across the floor on rubberized treads.  It looked about three feet tall and maybe four feet long, basically cubical, with one small arm and a single photoreceptor on a stalk above its body. 
 
    "Look out!" 
 
    The group scattered, diving out of its way. The speeding automaton passed through their ranks and off into the darkness, mindlessly pursuing its errand, oblivious to their presence. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" 
 
    "Christ, it almost killed us...! Whatever it was." 
 
    Jack was crawling on the floor. "It was an automaton..." 
 
    "A what?" said Maria, bending closer to see what he was looking at. 
 
    "An automaton... y'know, a robot... hey you guys, look at this," the others crowded around him. 
 
    "What is it?" asked Mike, getting closer. 
 
    "This line, it glowed green when that thing went by, some kind of guidance line or something," explained Jack. They looked at the line in the floor, which basically, looked like an ordinary seam. 
 
    "Hmmm..." said Paul thoughtfully, "maybe we should try to follow it, see where it leads." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan to me..." Jack stood up, "except, let's not walk the line, if you get my drift, I have no desire to become a hood ornament for the next one that comes by." 
 
    The five explorers gathered themselves up, turned and followed the line, heading in the direction the automaton had appeared from. They walked as before, only now, had a direction to follow. From time to time, Steele would call for his missing partner, hoping to find him frolicking irresponsibly like he was known to do. They came to a cross junction of guide lines and stopped to discuss the best route. 
 
    Maria heard it first, "Ssshhh! I hear something...!" It was coming from behind them, much slower than before. "It's coming back again." 
 
    "Shit, let's hitch a ride," commented Mike, "beats walking." 
 
    "I don't think it was large enough..." 
 
    "This one is! Look!" Pappy pointed to the barely visible form approaching in the darkness. As it approached, it became clear, the unit that had passed them earlier had been sent to retrieve a load. It pushed in front of it a large platform laden with containers of various shapes and sizes. The platform, having no wheels or tracks, was not touching the floor, a blue glow reflecting off the surface underneath. The unit stopped at the group and waited. 
 
    "Jack! Look at that, it's not touching the floor!" 
 
    Jack dropped to one knee and looked underneath. "Bri's right! Whoa, that's cool... OK,” he waved, “let's not look a gift horse in the mouth, everyone jump on." A pang of excitement rolled in his stomach. He was in awe of the technology. 
 
    "I hope it can hold us all," remarked Maria as she jumped on. 
 
    "If it doesn't, you can get off and wait for us here." 
 
    "Funny, Steele, real funny." 
 
    The platform dipped under the increased load as each person boarded, but the deft hand of the automaton, quickly compensated for the weight, on the platform's keyboard. 
 
    Brian spoke in hushed tones. "Wow, did you see that?" 
 
    "Must be some kind of... I don't know... antigravity device...?" Jack wondered, aloud. 
 
    Maria snorted. "Somebody's been watching too many Sci-Fi movies..." 
 
    "And yet here we are...”  remarked Jack, shooting her the evil-eye. “You got a better explanation... Miss; I Know Everything cause I'm a Harvard graduate?" 
 
    "Well no, but..." 
 
    "Hey, do you think he knows we're here?" interrupted Mike. 
 
    "I don't know, ask him." said Jack flippantly, not wanting to be interrupted while he was poking fun at Maria. 
 
    "OK..." Mike Warren proceeded to address the automaton controlling the platform and was startled, along with everyone else to receive an answer. It spoke in a low voice, remarkably clear and human, but in a tongue foreign to the group. Its photoreceptor glowed brightly in the dark and glanced at each person in turn; leaving no one out, as it conversed, using its single hand for expressive gestures. After a time it fell silent but remained animated, watching the riders and making an occasional short observation. 
 
    Robot, platform, riders and cargo, glided smoothly and quietly through the seemingly endless darkness, the only constant noise being the rubberized tracks of the robot rolling against the floor. It was probably a good thing that the containers on which everyone sat were sealed, otherwise their overwhelming curiosity would have forced them to become impolitely nosy. 
 
    They all seemed to notice, that wherever it was they were headed, it was getting lighter. Ahead could be seen giant columns and Jack wished the automaton spoke an intelligible language so they could find out where they were headed and if Fritz had been seen. Curiously, the unfamiliar surroundings, however alien, seemed too unreal - like a Hollywood movie set, to provoke any real feelings of fear. 
 
    As they neared the columns, it became evident that they weren't really columns after all, but towering stacks of bins and containers. Their mechanical escort spoke, pointing at the aisles as if to explain their significance, oblivious to the fact that his riders hadn't the foggiest idea what he was saying. 
 
    Brian whispered to Jack, "What is this thing, a reject from the tour guide factory?" 
 
    Jack shushed his copilot. "We don't understand him, but he might understand us. So let's not upset him, shall we?" 
 
    Nearing the entrance to the aisles, the robot slowed its platform to better navigate the narrow aisle clearance. It spoke to its riders, waving its arm expressively, which they finally understood to mean; all arms and legs inside. When they complied with this request, the satisfied automaton resumed its previous speed, slowing only at aisle intersections to check for traffic. The light was better here, and they could see the racks of containers, towering to the ceiling far above them. In the limited light, the aisles stretched almost as far as the eye could see, a truly impressive sight. Twice while passing an intersection, they caught a glimpse of other machines, down other aisles, going about their duties. 
 
    Coming to another junction, the machine slowed, then turned right down a larger aisle, promptly spilling Maria and Mike Warren onto the floor. Motors whirring to a stop, the machine voiced an apology and waved the lost riders back aboard the platform. Picking their carbines up off the floor, Mike and Maria scrambled back aboard the transport. 
 
    Squeaking its rubber treads on the floor, the mechanized driver resumed its task, accelerating smoothly to a speed faster than before, presumably to make up for lost time. In less than a minute, a large octagonal door loomed ahead. The automaton slowed the transport platform to a stop just short of the door. Next to them stood a control pod on a pedestal. 
 
    "What now," whispered Paul. 
 
    Jack shrugged, "Stay put, can't really do anything else, besides he's done alright for us so far." 
 
    The robot reached out with its arm and fingered the keyboard on the control pod. With a loud hiss, the massive door split down the middle and slid open. A whoosh of sweet, fresh air, flooded through to greet them, soliciting oohs and aahs from the riders. 
 
    Passing slowly through the doorway, the transport and its riders entered a softly, but well-lit corridor. 
 
    Mike Warren leaned forward, "Did you see those doors?" he said in a hushed voice. 
 
    Jack adjusted the carbine resting in his lap, "Yeah they're pretty thick, probably like a fire door or something." 
 
    Pappy rubbed his forehead, "Fire door? Man, I've seen smaller blast doors in missile silos." 
 
    The smooth hallway floor was thoroughly streaked with rubber marks from the caterpillar treads of assorted automatons. 
 
    "Think this is a service corridor?" 
 
    Jack shook his head, "I don't know, Bri, the whole thing could look like this. We haven't seen anything but robots so far and not even many of them." 
 
    "I don't know if I want to see anything else," said Maria reverently. 
 
    The big door swished closed behind the group. A corridor stretched out on either side of them, but the automaton moved the transport platform straight across into a short hallway with another octagon at the end. This door hissed open automatically. The robot entered without hesitation and the door hissed shut behind them, enclosing them in a room barely large enough to fit the machine and its load. Jack had fully expected the door in front of them to open as well, but since it hadn't, they were trapped. 
 
    The room was so small, there was no room to even get off the platform. "I don't have a good feeling about this..." said Brian, his voice uneasy. 
 
    Jack didn't like it either, but wasn't about to show his concern. So sarcasm seemed the best answer. "And here we have the voice of the eternal optimist," he said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    "Oh that’s just great, Jack," said Maria in a snit, "they have us in a potential trap and you're making jokes." 
 
    "And now we have the calm voice of reason,” remarked Steele. “Just who might they be...? Aliens," he whispered. 
 
    "Oooohhhh!" she growled, her fists clenched. Jack glowered at her, taking some satisfaction in her discomfort. "STOP IT" she snapped, "you're driving me crazy!" 
 
    Pappy had more than he could take, "Both of you stop, or I'll shoot the two of you!  Christ, don't you ever give it a rest?  You two are worse than a couple of children! What the hell is wrong with you?" 
 
      
 
    “She started it,” joked Steele. 
 
    Paul Smiley inhaled deeply and adjusted his composure before continuing. "Now, while you two were practicing your attempts at verbal homicide, you probably failed to notice we are actually on an elevator... going up I believe." He glanced at Brian who confirmed this with a nod. "So let's show some decorum, shall we? I don't want to be standing next to two raving lunatics if perchance, someone happens to greet us at the door." 
 
    They sat quietly, if not a bit on edge, waiting for the lift to reach its destination. Progress was slow, presumably because it was a freight elevator and not built for speed. When the lift hummed to a stop at its appointed level, the five riders were united and ready to meet whatever fate had dealt them. Prepared for the worst, they crouched along the walls, facing the door at the front of the elevator, weapons ready for whoever might be on the other side.  After a short pause that seemed extensive, the door hissed open automatically to reveal an empty corridor, the group released a collective sigh of relief. 
 
    Shooing the people off its transport platform with a lone hand, their mechanical tour guide pointed the way down the corridor, explaining the desired route, and that he needed to leave them to complete his delivery. Neither Jack nor his companions understood more than the fact that they were now on their own.  
 
    Standing in the empty corridor, they said goodbye to the helpful automaton, who gave a hearty wave before the door whooshed shut, leaving them feeling lost and alone. 
 
    This part of the ship looked much different, the corridors, thickly carpeted, looked warm and livable. Where walls met ceiling and floor, the surfaces curved rather than meeting at right angles. There were no sharp corners at intersecting corridors, walls were heavily padded and they curved around.  All doorways were still octagonal, but, were inset almost two feet and luxuriously padded. Colors were in pleasant shades of blue-gray and charcoal. Lighting was good but soft and easy on the eyes. 
 
    "Well, this sure looks like it's set up for some kind of habitation, what do you think?" said Pappy shouldering his carbine casually. 
 
    "Yep... and five-star accommodations by the looks of it," commented Jack, brushing his hair back one-handed. "Think it could be... maybe, a pleasure liner or something?" 
 
    "I never thought I'd say this, but at this point, I wouldn't doubt anything," said Pappy shaking his head. 
 
    Brian shrugged, "I stopped thinking an hour ago, I was getting a headache." 
 
    They looked at Warren who threw up his free hand, "I'm just along for the ride," he said, smiling weakly. He hugged the carbine with crossed arms, "So, now what?" 
 
    "Voices!" whispered Maria. 
 
    "We hide!" whispered Steele motioning around the corner. 
 
    They waited until the voices disappeared before peeking down the intersecting corridor; it was empty. "We'd better start moving, we're not accomplishing anything this way." 
 
    "Exactly what are we trying to accomplish, Jack?" 
 
    “Well Ms. Arroyo, when I figure it out, I'll let you know. Let's go." 
 
    The small group filed down the corridor, in the direction given them by the automaton. Hugging the walls, the explorers would shrink into doorways for cover whenever they heard voices near intersections. They had covered quite a distance, and so far their luck was holding out. They seemed to be on a level primarily made up of sleeping quarters and suites, but that was just a guess. The traffic the companions encountered was fairly light. They were all dying for a peek to see just exactly who or what was roaming the halls, but their need for secrecy was paramount and they dared not risk revealing themselves. 
 
    "OK, it's clear, let's go." 
 
    The group exited the doorway in single file and raced across the intersecting walkway. Passing several more doorways, they came upon a rather wide but short corridor, richly appointed and decorated. Jack and Pappy ventured a quick look and found a huge door at the end, similar in size to the very first door they had passed through with the robot. The exception was, this one was lavished with intricate designs, gilded in what looked to be gold. They stood wide-eyed, staring at the extravagant show of wealth and design which seemed so inconsistent with what they had observed so far. Momentarily forgetting themselves, Mike, Brian and Maria, also crowded around to gawk at the intricate gold inlay. 
 
    The door split down the middle and swooshed open without warning, catching the five gawkers off-guard. They stumbled and fell trying to clear the corner before being seen. "C'mon, c'mon, move it." Steele growled, dragging Maria by the arm and trying not to fall on her. 
 
    Loud, intense, rhythmic music, poured through the open doorway, flooding the corridor. Revelers streamed into the hallway, singing and dancing, presumably returning to their rooms, drinks in hand. Their voices preceded them as their mass dispersed and filtered down different corridors, laughing and talking. 
 
    "Casino?" asked Pappy in hushed tones, as the five explorers huddled in the recessed doorway. 
 
    "Could be. Sounds like a nightclub to me," whispered Jack. It was then he realized several partiers were headed down their corridor. "Shit, shit, shit!" 
 
    "What do we do now, genius?" hissed Maria. 
 
    Five people tried to force themselves into a corner of the entryway and become invisible, Brian played with the entry's keypad, "Maybe we can get in..." He had always been good with gadgets. "Be patient." 
 
    "Patient...? Patient...? Are you nuts...? they're right on top of us, hurry the hell up!" Maria hissed again. 
 
    "Don't rush me..."  said Brian coolly, "these things take time." He'd removed the cover and was pursuing a trial and error/educated guess method, of finding the right circuit to open the door. 
 
    The alien partiers were so close Jack could swear he smelled the air of alcohol, he switched off the safety on the carbine, not sure whether he would use it or not... "Anytime now would be nice Bri..." 
 
    "Wwooooaaaaahhhhh...!" 
 
    Jack, Pappy, Mike, Brian and Maria tumbled simultaneously backwards through the door as it slid open. Sliding closed automatically, it left them laying on top of one another in a semi-darkened room. 
 
    "So, how's that for timing?" asked Brian, grinning to himself in the darkness. 
 
    "Just fine..." Maria gasped, "now would you mind getting off of me?" 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    "I hope this isn't their room..." said Jack, listening at the door on his hands and knees, " Hmmm... well, I guess we're OK for now." Sitting with his back against the door, Jack stretched his legs to relax. 
 
    "Were you really gonna' use that thing?" asked Maria, pointing to the M1 in Steele's lap. 
 
    "I don't know..." said Jack winking at Paul Smiley, "it depends on how bug-eyed ugly and slimy they were." The two men laughed, primarily to irritate Maria. She sat quietly, sulking. 
 
    "We could use some light," said Mike, standing. The room grew perceptibly lighter as he said it. "Wow, did you see that?" They verbally played with the lights, exploring their new discovery. The room was fairly sizable and well laid out. It had all the standard features one might expect of a fine hotel suite on earth, except the architecture was completely foreign in style. Every surface was either padded or curved, and no corners existed anywhere. Coupled with the shades of gray color scheme and no windows, the occupant got the feeling of inhabiting a plush cave. All in all, the effect was very pleasing and comfortable. 
 
    "Paul, you ready to do some exploring?" 
 
    "Sure Jack, what do you have in mind?" 
 
    "Well, maybe Brian can get the door to function on command..." Brian nodded, "and we can come and go at will. Y'know, scope things out." 
 
    "You want to look for your dog." 
 
    "Yeah well, it did cross my mind, but I figure food is important and maybe we can figure out if the natives are friendly or not. In any case, it would be easiest in singles or pairs, because keeping five people from being seen is just too much." 
 
    "It would also give some of us a chance to rest while others are out..." explained Maria. 
 
    "Right, so it's settled then, Paul and I are going out for a bit, Bri'll rig the door console and you three can catch some shut-eye." 
 
    Jack and Pappy decided to leave the carbines behind, feeling they might be a burden to stealth or a hasty retreat if needed. Jack hoped this would not prove to be a mistake. 
 
    Brian removed the door's control pad from the interior wall, "Hold on, I'll have this open in a jiffy..." He worked with the circuitry, "Ahh, here's the little rascal..." the door swished open. 
 
    The two security operations officers, standing on the other side of the door, were as surprised as the five people standing inside the suite to actually be face to face with someone. Jack moved out of reflex and instinct rather than conscious thought. Feinting to the right and dropping into a combat stance, Steele had drawn the 1911 before the two security people could comprehend the action.  
 
    Pappy had no room to move in the doorway and so remained motionless, but Mike Warren had managed to bring the muzzle of his carbine to bear, past his Flight Leader's shoulder. He clicked off the safety and watched one of the ship's security officers shift her eyes to his.  
 
    The officers were holding their own weapons but made no attempt to bring them up to action, which was the single reason they remained alive. Jack had thumbed off the safety on the 1911 as he drew and his icy stare told the security officer any hasty movement would mean her death. 
 
    Time seemed to be frozen, and for a while, no one moved or spoke. 
 
    This gave everyone a moment to take a breath and absorb what they were seeing. The two security ops officers, had seen humans before and knew them to be, what they were; kind and compassionate, but cunning... and fiercely dangerous if challenged. Jack and his group, however, had never seen an outworlder and no amount of Sci-Fi movie-going could have prepared them for this stranger than fiction reality.  
 
    Raulya and her companion Myomerr, also a female, were members of a bipedal feline race, from a world known as Ketarus III. Raulya, standing in front of Jack, was an inch short of six feet tall... and the taller of the two Ketarians. Other than their tails and ears, Raulya and Myomerr were very human-like in physical shape, especially since they no longer had full body fur like their ancestors. 
 
    Raulya had a thick, golden mane of hair sweeping across her shoulders and down her back. Wild curls hung in her face and fell across her furless chest. Soft wisps of gold and chocolate striped fur stretched from her mane and dissipated at her cheekbones. Her yellow-green eyes gazed back at Jack intently while her little black nose twitched with curiosity. Raulya's tongue darted out to lick her dry lips, lips as human as Jack had ever kissed. Myomerr's mane and sparse fur were charcoal gray with black stripes, her eyes a shiny platinum color. Both Myomerr and Raulya wore a smart light gray uniform made of a clingy material which showed off their sleek, muscular bodies. 
 
    No one had moved for nearly half a minute, which can seem like an eternity when standing on the brink of death. Raulya could tell Jack's eyes were no longer seeing her as a target but seeing her as a living, breathing, feeling being. She would not foolishly take this as a weakness but rather a strength of character.  
 
    The Ketarian slowly lowered her hand weapon, a small disruptor pistol, and let it drop to the floor. Myomerr, who had been watching out of the corner of her eye, did likewise, with reluctance, but trusted her partner's judgment. They were both relieved to see Jack's finger move away from the trigger of his firearm. 
 
    Raulya took a deep breath and then spoke. Steele found the sound of her voice pleasing but, of course, didn't understand the tongue, as was the same with his companions. Raulya watched the humans exchange odd glances and realized they must not be wearing any type of translator. 
 
    "Myomerr, do you have an extra disc with you?" 
 
    "Yes Raulya, I think so." 
 
    "Take it out and give it to me please, but do it very slowly, the weapons they're holding are primitive by our technology but..." 
 
    "Yes, I understand," said Myomerr, interrupting. She searched a pouch on her belt and produced a small plastic bag, handing it to Raulya. 
 
    "Be very still," she explained to Myomerr, "he must trust me, understand?" Myomerr nodded. 
 
    Jack had relaxed his stance but the gun remained fixed on the tall Ketarian, watching her every move. 
 
    Raulya dumped the small disc out of the plastic bag into the palm of her hand and held it out for him to see. It was extremely thin and about as big around, as a watch battery. She pointed to the disc, then to her ear, then to his ear. Jack nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Be careful, Jack," said Maria, "I don't trust her." 
 
    "Relax." Jack knew if anyone was compelled to say anything at that point, it would, of course, have to be Maria. 
 
    Raulya moved closer, slowly. She found the Earth man strangely attractive and as she got closer, his scent filled her nose, heightening her feelings. She stared into his eyes, eyes so deep and dark it gave her a chill. Raulya noticed the man had begun to lower his weapon, she took gentle hold of his hand and guided the muzzle of the gun between her breasts, holding it there firmly. She wanted to make him understand, she was to be trusted. 
 
    OK, Jack thought, now what? In an answer to his unspoken question, Raulya took his face in her hands and turned it gently to the left. Jack could feel her soft, warm breath on his neck and unconsciously closed his eyes.  
 
    When she licked behind his right ear, he shivered. Holding his face firmly but without causing discomfort, she pressed the disc against Jack's wet skin. There was a momentary pinch that was forgotten as soon as she spoke softly in his ear, "Can you understand me now?" He stiffened and his eyes grew wide with amazement. "Good, now put your finger on it. That one is not permanent, but it will do for now." 
 
    "Wow..." he breathed. 
 
    "It's a translator disc, you'll all get one. Might we all step into the room? We don't want to alarm any of our guests." 
 
    Jack holstered the stainless 1911 and ushered his group into the room, explaining to the rest of the group what had transpired. 
 
    Everyone went about introducing themselves. "I don't mean to be rude," said Myomerr, "but this would all be much easier if we got you each a translator, besides, we need to report to the bridge." 
 
    “She's right," said Raulya. 
 
    Jack, Pappy, Raulya, Mike, Brian and Myomerr walked in a tight group with Maria trailing behind, sulking because she was no longer the sole female. Allowed to keep their side arms, the carbines remained in the suite. 
 
    "She doesn't like us, does she?" said Myomerr, motioning towards Maria. 
 
    "Let's just say, she prefers to be the center of attention," said Steele with a sly grin. 
 
    "She regards you as hers..." said Raulya, more a statement than a question, "she has marked you with her scent." 
 
    "Guess I'll have to wash that off..." said Jack raising an eyebrow. 
 
    "She clings to the tradition of one mate. You do not...?" Raulya seemed truly confused over human mating practices. 
 
    "Let's just say, I choose to remain a free agent." 
 
    "Mmmm... good, I will remember that." 
 
    The group walked from one interconnecting corridor to the next, until they reached the air tunnel system. It was sort of a subway system, stretching the length of the ship, in the center corridor on every other, of its nine levels. The narrow cars were torpedo shaped and ran in a deep channel suspended on and propelled by a cushion of air. The cars sat two people abreast, five rows to a car. There were two lanes, one traveling to the bow and one to the stern of the ship. 
 
    They waited no more than a minute for a bow-bound tunnel car. It hissed to a stop in front of them, summoned by Myomerr on a wall panel in the corridor. They climbed down into the car and after Raulya punched in its destination, it sped away. 
 
    Halfway to the bow, the walls and floor disappeared around them. Only the air tunnel tube supported them, the effect quite breathtaking to say the least. Two levels directly above them, another air tunnel tube could be seen. To the left and right stretched about a quarter-mile of open air, surrounded by a glass dome of almost incomprehensible size. Even with the Ecosphere's lights turned down, strange, exotic birds could be seen, flying through the treetops below them. Myomerr pointed out the nine levels of rooms and suites bordering the Ecosphere, as the most expensive on the ship. 
 
    Jack looked up through the Ecosphere's dome and saw the endless stars stretching out around them, a chill racing up his back and a pang of excitement gripped his stomach like he had never known before. He took a deep breath and swallowed hard to control the immense thrill welling up inside, "Oh God..." he whispered. Now he understood what the astronauts felt. 
 
    The only one who heard him was Raulya, sitting next to him. "I felt the same way my first time..." she said squeezing his hand, "it's spectacular, isn't it?" It was all he could do to nod. 
 
    Half a minute after passing out of the sphere and back into the corridor, the air car hissed to a stop near the crew's elevator at the bow of the ship. Trading the air car for the elevator, they rode to the bridge, the only place on the ship with a tenth level. 
 
    Pausing in the outer briefing room, Raulya instructed Myomerr to stay with the others while she entered the bridge with Jack. Jack translated to the group before leaving. 
 
    Mike Warren looked to his frowning wing leader, You worried, Pappy?" 
 
    “No kid, just tired." Paul rubbed his face, stopping in time to catch Myomerr staring at him. She quickly looked away. 
 
    "I think she likes you, Pappy," whispered the young pilot. 
 
    "It's not polite to whisper kid, besides, she probably hears better than we do." He thought he caught her smiling but couldn't be sure. 
 
    Raulya and Jack entered the bridge, the Captain turned to greet them. He appeared almost human with his wizened, lined face, full but trimmed white beard and grandfatherly paunch. What gave him away was probably his webbed fingers and sparkling, sapphire blue eyes. 
 
    “Aaah, Raulya, you've brought one of our stowaways..." he gurgled at his personal little joke and extended his hand in greeting, "hello, welcome aboard the Princess Hedonist." 
 
    Jack switched hands to hold the translator disc before shaking hands, "Jack Steele..." he shook hands, "thank you." 
 
    The Captain pointed at Jack, "You hurt, boy?" 
 
    “Oh. No, sir, it's this disc..." 
 
    "Raulya! Shame on you! Take these people to the infirmary and get them some regular discs, then feed them and find them some quarters..." He turned to Jack, "I apologize, we don't get many visitors like this. It's late, we'll talk in the morning. Raulya, we shall all meet at the Ecosphere Lounge, on two, for brunch... goodnight Mr. Steele." 
 
    "Goodnight, sir." 
 
    The group of seven, returned to the air tunnel system via the elevator and took it aft, toward the stern of the ship, to the only infirmary open at this late hour, the one on level nine. 
 
    Translator discs were inserted just under the skin, behind the right ear. The medibot did an admirable job, accomplishing the task with no pain and very little discomfort. The only one to put up any fuss, was of course, Maria, complaining about mind control. The others ribbed her about her CIA gibberish and she finally gave in, letting the medibot install the device. 
 
    Raulya checked the security log on the ship's computer for any clues to Fritz's whereabouts while Jack and the others were in the infirmary. She also checked the number of accommodations available, finding an ample number of open suites. She returned to the infirmary as Myomerr was leaving with the group. 
 
    The two Ketarians stood aside from the others and spoke privately while waiting for the elevator. "So, you want him then?" 
 
    Myomerr nodded "I think he's yummy." She looked over at Paul Smiley who was talking with Jack. 
 
    "Elevator's here," called Brian. 
 
    More tired than hungry, everyone decided to go straight to bed and eat in the morning.  On the lift, they decided to split into two groups, Myomerr would show Brian, Mike and Pappy their rooms and Raulya took Maria and Jack. Saying their goodnights, they parted.  "That suite you found yourselves in earlier, will be yours," Raulya told Maria, "Jack's is on a different floor." Maria nodded, but she was not keen on the idea of splitting up the group. If she could have had her way, they would all have shared a room. 
 
    The elevator stopped at the third level. "Jack, would you mind waiting and holding the elevator? I'll be right back."  He shrugged, watching Maria and Raulya disappear down the corridor. The key panel on the room they had broken into, had been replaced and Raulya punched in the entry code. The door swished open. "Goodnight, Maria." 
 
    Maria stepped into the doorway. "Yeah..." she cleared her throat, "listen, I saw the way you looked at him earlier, but don't get any ideas, Miss Kitty, because Jack is mine!" 
 
    Raulya remained calm, "Oh really? Well, Jack doesn't see it that way..." 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    Smiling wryly, Raulya gently nudged the stunned Maria back through the doorway, "So, tonight he's mine!" The door swished closed and Raulya entered a security code, locking Maria inside. She could hear Maria screaming profanities and pounding on the door. 
 
    Smiling to herself, Raulya returned to the elevator. "Ready?" 
 
    "Just waiting for you... where to now?" 
 
    "Level nine," she pushed the button. 
 
    "I thought those were the crew's quarters?" 
 
    "It is. Oh, by the way..." she said, strategically changing the subject, "I've located your animal..." 
 
    "Wow, that's great! Can we go get him? Is he OK? Where is he?" The elevator door opened and they stepped out on level nine.  
 
    "Slow down... he's fine. He's with a crew member and we will get him in the morning, it's too late now, so let's just go to bed." 
 
    Steele nodded, he felt better now, like a great weight had been lifted from him. But something she said triggered a thought. "Um, when you said let's go to bed, did you mean; let us go to our beds, plural, or, let us go to a bed, singular?" 
 
    Raulya stopped in mid-stride and turned to him, backing him up against the padded corridor wall. "Do you mean to tell me..." she began seductively, "after all I've done for you, you'd begrudge me some show of gratitude?!" 
 
    "I guess a handshake wouldn't do it?" 
 
    "I don't think so..." she smiled demurely, her feline fangs showing.   
 
    Steele cleared his throat nervously, "Well, what have you got in mind?" 
 
    She pressed herself against him, pinning him to the wall and covered his mouth with hers. She kissed him long and hard, grinding her body against his. Finally she released him. 
 
    "Whaa..." he blinked hard and inhaled deeply. 
 
    "So?!" She stood with her hands on her hips. 
 
    "Well I, you, that is, we, I mean I..." 
 
    She smiled crookedly, "You mean to tell me, you haven't even thought about it?!" 
 
    "Well yeah, I mean no, not exactly, but I..." 
 
    She pinned him again, this time even longer. While she licked his lips, she asked him again, breathing gently on his face, "Sssooo?" 
 
    He nodded. His brain felt like jello. 
 
    "Good. I knew you'd see it my way." Taking him by the hand, she turned sharply and headed for her quarters. Jack wondered if he was the entertainment... or the main course. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Raulya stood in the bathroom, facing the mirror, "Come, take your shower, we don't want to be late to brunch."  
 
    Steele opened his eyes in the darkened room and, inhaling deeply, filled his lungs with a sweet, heady perfume, forcing recollections into his foggy mind. He stretched achy arms and legs, casually wondering what was in the incense Raulya burned or the perfume she wore. It seemed to have a very strange physiological effect on him. Hell, she had quite an effect on him. He thought that erotic dance she performed for him last night would drive him insane. But no, she had other plans, she wanted to give him a heart attack through sexual exertion. He was glad he stayed fit. 
 
    Jack sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, "Sure, I'll be there in a second," he yawned. He looked up and eyed her profile, a silhouette in the light of the bathroom. Christ, what a figure, he thought. He stood and stretched, watching the silhouette primp and apply makeup. "Hmph, women and make-up. Good to see there are some constants," he muttered to himself. 
 
    "Did you say something, my sweet?" 
 
    Jack cleared his throat and made a mental note about her exceptional hearing, "Ahem, um no, just talking to myself," he said, as he padded past her to the shower. 
 
    Smiling, Raulya leaned back as he passed and pinched his bare butt, "Just don't do it in public or you may find yourself in a rubber room somewhere..."  
 
    Or another night or two like last night might do it, thought Jack. 
 
    Steele stepped out of the shower feeling refreshed and sharply awake. Raulya called him into the other room as he toweled his hair dry. "I had some clean clothes sent up from the commissary for you, I hope you'll like them... boots too." 
 
    "What's wrong with my boots?" 
 
    "Oh, nothing, it's just that these are meant for the outfit." 
 
    Jack held up the pants, "These will never fit, they're much too small." 
 
    "They stretch, try them on before you decide." 
 
    Jack sat on the bed and dressed. The pants were dark blue, a heavy material like denim, but they stretched remarkably well and fit to every curve of his muscular legs. The boots were black leather and highly polished. They snugged over his pant legs and ended just below his knees. The shirt was a blue-gray, double-breasted button down, with embossed brass buttons. The material was weighty like a dense cotton, but much smoother, almost like satin. It reminded Jack of the shirts worn by Union Cavalry soldiers in the late 1800s. He remembered John Wayne wearing shirts like this. 
 
    Looking in the mirror, Jack unbuttoned three buttons on one side and let the flap fold down, smoothing it with his hand. "Hmmm... something's missing... ah!" He went to the bedside and picked up the 1911 and holster, belted it on and returned to the mirror. Strapping the holster to his leg he stood and scrutinized himself in the mirror. The black belt crossed his waist at an angle, holding the holster perfectly at hand height for his right hand. He turned to Raulya and smiled, "I think you've found me a totally new look." 
 
    "Then you like it?! Oh, I'm so glad I think you look absolutely dashing! I got the idea from the Ketarian Royal Air Force, their uniform is similar, only theirs is red with gold braid. Frankly, I thought blue and gray would suit you better." 
 
    "Good choice," he snorted, “I'm not a red kinda guy.” 
 
    "Anyway," she said, "I thought a pilot should look like a pilot. Pilots are greatly respected, no matter where they're from." 
 
    "Well yeah I'm a pilot, but I'm a little outta' my element. Not much to fly out here..." 
 
    "You'd be surprised," she interrupted, stepping forward. Raulya pinned his flight wings neatly on his new tunic, kissing him on the lips. "There, perfect! Now, let's go we're late!" 
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 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST: TOROMEDE SYSTEM 
 
    The air car hissed to a stop, just short of entering the Ecosphere. Jack and Raulya stepped out and onto the second level platform. The car sped away and disappeared through the trees and foliage rising from the floor of the forest, one level below. Hand in hand, Jack and Raulya strolled down the short carpeted ramp from the platform to the famous Ecosphere Lounge. 
 
    "Well, if it isn't the lost expedition..." Of course, Maria would be the first to open her mouth, thought Jack. He didn't dignify it with a reply. Instead, he greeted everyone at the table, except her, and shook the Captain's hand. 
 
    "You look well this morning, Mr. Steele..." 
 
    "Thank you Captain. Please, call me Jack if you like." 
 
    "Fine, then I must insist we dispense with all these formalities, you must call me Gant, it is short for Gantarro. Now, please, sit, eat, the food here is wonderful." 
 
    The table was at the edge of the balcony, overlooking the floor of the Ecosphere. Below them sprawled a small grassy meadow surrounded by trees and dense foliage. Obvious footpaths left the meadow and disappeared into the forest. The sound of a small waterfall could be heard, and the voices of birds of all types abounded. "Quite a sanctuary, is it not?" 
 
    Jack swiveled in his seat to face Gant, "Yes, it's beautiful, but how does it survive without sunlight?" 
 
    "Mmmm..." Gant paused between bites, "synthetic sunlight, it's quite easy to duplicate." Jack nodded, he knew of grow lights, they were common on Earth, but he never imagined it could be accomplished on this magnitude. "Oh, by the way..." Gant continued, "your friend Fritz is down there somewhere. Playing hide and seek with one of my crew members I suspect. They'll be up when they get a whiff of all this food." 
 
    Jack surveyed the various foods on the table that despite their unfamiliar appearance, smelled delicious. His grumbling stomach reminded him to do more than just look and smell. Conversations swirled around the table as they ate, and it was quickly noticed that although the colors varied somewhat, Jack, Brian, Paul and Mike Warren all had the same tailor. It was unanimously decided that not only did they look outstanding, but the clothes were extremely comfortable as well. 
 
    "It looks like we've got some kinda' squadron image developing here..." said Mike. 
 
    "Some squadron..." snorted Pappy. "Four pilots and nothing even remotely familiar to fly..." 
 
    "Oh, I wouldn't say that," interrupted Gant, "I've been thinking, this ship has three shuttles... and only one shuttle pilot. If you would be interested, the simulator could teach you how to fly shuttles, and it's not really all that different from your kind of flying... besides, it would compensate for your food and quarters." 
 
    "You mean like a job?" queried Brian. 
 
    "You could call it that," said Gantarro, smiling, "but unless we're at a scheduled planet tour-stop, there isn't much to do besides relax and enjoy our hospitality until we hit port. Pretty easy actually."  
 
    "Well, we weren't really planning on staying," commented Jack. "We appreciate the offer and at any other time, believe me, I'd take you up on it..." he glanced at Maria and back at Gant, "but we have unfinished business at home. So if you'd just drop us off..." 
 
    "Where?" Asked Gant. 
 
    "Where we came from, of course," answered Jack. 
 
    Gant shook his head, "Impossible." 
 
    "What...? Why?" 
 
    "Because that was almost a week ago, Jack. We're almost two systems away from Earth already. To return, you would delay our cruise schedule two more weeks, and we're behind as it is..." 
 
    "But we just got here yesterday!" protested Jack. 
 
    Gant shook his head again. "Five days ago. We didn't know you were here till yesterday when we noticed an overage on our weight. Our guidance system for our shuttles must have drawn in your aircraft before we departed." 
 
    "You mean we slept for four days?" asked Paul. 
 
    "It appears so," answered Gant. 
 
    Jack cleared his throat. "Just how long will it be, before we can return home then?" 
 
    Gant rubbed his chin, calculating the equivalent earth time. "Well, considering the cruise line doesn't always run voyages along duplicate routes... and including our return time... hmmm, anywhere from about twelve months to maybe, oh, say four years." 
 
    "You're kidding," said Brian, deadpan. 
 
    "No," said Gant, sipping his tea. 
 
    "Geez... isn't there a faster way?" asked Jack. 
 
    “Yeah," added Paul, "I figured maybe a month or so, but one to four years? That's nuts!" 
 
    "Look," said Gant, "pilots are hard to come by out here, they make exceptional money, get a tremendous amount of respect, travel whenever and wherever they please and generally lead privileged lives." 
 
    "You make it sound so rosy," quipped Pappy. 
 
    "I may be exaggerating, but not by much. Besides, I thought Humans were the pioneer type, ready for a challenge, fearless and all that..." 
 
    "Well, we are..." said Jack, "but usually by choice." 
 
    "Don't be so picky, my friend, an opportunity is an opportunity, no matter what form it comes in. Recognize it for what it is and take advantage of it." 
 
    "No offense, Captain, but I guess it doesn't seem like we have much choice, does it?" remarked Jack. “We're pretty much in it for the duration... whatever that happens to be.” 
 
    "If you're in, I'm in," said Paul, “like you say, it's going to be a while...” 
 
    The others concurred. "Sounds like an adventure to me!" said Mike with a grin. Brian glowered at him; he was going to miss at least one whole football season, and a Superbowl to boot. 
 
    Gant smiled. "Good, it's settled then, we'll find quarters for each of you. On level three, of course, that's the same as the flight deck. Oh, I just thought of something! Your air ships are probably worth a great deal to a collector, I'll see if I can dig up a reliable dealer for you before we get back to port. That alone could set you all up quite well!" 
 
    The four pilots agreed things could be worse and decided to make the best of the situation, after all, this was going to be home for a while. After some thought and contemplation, Steele was beginning to like the idea of selling Stephen's B-25 out from under him and living well off the cash proceeds... It seemed like more than a fair trade for the Shelby Cobra he left sitting in that bastard's hangar. There was a feeling of ironic justice to that.  
 
    Notified by a crew member he was needed on the bridge, Gantarro excused himself and departed, leaving the pilots to finish their breakfast and discussion. Fritz, looking freshly groomed, trotted up, tail wagging, tongue lolling, and promptly began to beg for food. Jack frowning, feigned anger, "Where have you been, mister?!" In turn, Fritz feigned hurt feelings, he lowered his tail and ears, put his face on Jack's lap and blinked his big brown eyes. It was a contest of wills and Jack was losing, he couldn't stare into those beseeching brown orbs and not react. Fritz knew this too, and his tail began to tic slowly from side to side.  
 
    The moment Jack's face cracked to a smile Fritz was up in his lap licking his face, tail wagging madly. "OK, OK, I forgive you, you rotten mutt! Now get off me and behave like a gentleman!" Jack slipped Fritz two large pastries and a bowl of milk which were devoured with pleasure. 
 
    Raulya and Myomerr went on duty after breakfast, leaving Jack, Brian, Paul, Mike and Fritz to explore the ship, unguided. Maria seemed to have vanished on her own and none of the pilots seemed to have any comment. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    After shuffling a guest or two, the pilots were assigned four consecutive rooms in a corridor on the third level, overlooking the forest in the Ecosphere. The Ecosphere Lounge, one level, almost directly below, quickly became their favorite place to meet and dine. The four fliers sat at a table in the lounge after inspecting their newly assigned quarters. Jack moved their drinks aside and unfolded a brochure he received from an olive-skinned ship's porter. Spreading it on the table revealed a series of maps for the different levels of the ship. 
 
    "Well, looks like we're here..." said Jack pointing to the Ecosphere Lounge on the map. 
 
    "What's that? said Mike, pointing at a rather large room toward the bow. 
 
    Most of the symbols on the map were self-explanatory, but this one was completely unfamiliar, "Don't know," said Jack pulling on his lower lip. "Looks important though, it's on five levels according to this map." Jack looked through the index that had been printed in English for the new human passengers. "Says here, it's the C.H.A.I.R. room." 
 
    "Oh, yeah sure, the chair room, I know what that is..." Brian rolled his eyes and slurped his drink. 
 
    "You do? What is it?" asked Warren. 
 
    "I was being sarcastic Mike, don't be an idiot, I haven't the foggiest idea..." 
 
    "There's a note here, says CHAIR stands for Computerized Holographic Assisted Interactive Room." 
 
    "Oh, that's a big help," said Pappy. 
 
    Jack shrugged, "So, let's finish our drinks and go explore, that's the best way to find out." 
 
    The men up-ended their drinks and stood. "I say, chaps," Jack mused, "shall we walk 'round, or take the rail?" His attempt at an aristocratic English accent was excellent. 
 
    "That's a bit of a far plod, old boy, Wot?" Pappy grinned at Jack, pleased at his own attempt. "Time is of the essence, I daresay we should take the rail!" 
 
    Jack nodded approvingly, "Well done." 
 
    "Then we're off!" Brian suggested. 
 
    "Tally-Ho!" added Mike. 
 
    Fritz bounced excitedly in circles and bounded off to lead the way to the air tubes. 
 
    Startled offworlders stepped away, relinquishing the awaiting air car to the excited Shepherd and his four human companions. Fritz jumped in claiming two seats all to himself as Jack and the others seated themselves, waving to the apprehensive aliens to find seats. None moved, declining his invitations. Shrugging, Pappy punched in the destination and the car sped away, entering the Ecosphere and passing between the trees and foliage. Fritz leaned over the side, tongue hanging, to let the wind whip his face and watch the birds zip past. Jack could see the waterfall cascading into an emerald pool of water on the far side of the forest. Several nude forms frolicked in the spray, but try as he might, Jack could not see more detail through the trees. 
 
    Fritz bounded out of the cockpit of the air car as it hissed to a stop and slid on the carpet in front of the CHAIR suites, scattering strolling offworlders. 
 
    "Fritz!" Jack snapped, "behave yourself!" the Shepherd shook his hair into place and sat, obediently waiting for Jack. The four pilots climbed out of the car and headed for the entrance to the CHAIR suite with the Shepherd following closely behind. 
 
    Jack found it difficult not to stare at some of the more bizarre looking offworlders and voiced this quietly to the others who agreed whole heartedly, laughing. It was quite amazing to see the different shapes, sizes and colors. The four men were quickly becoming good friends, and Jack was enjoying the camaraderie. 
 
    The entry to the CHAIR suite slid open, and the pilots strode through the archway, into a hallway lined with art and colorful graphics that oddly enough, resembled movie posters. Fritz wandered down the hall to sniff an unusual piece of sculpture, something that resembled a human but had a technical flair to it. Cautiously, the wary Shepherd walked around it, inspecting it in great detail. Jack watched, unmoving, "You pee on that buddy and I'll smack you!"  Brian, Pappy and Mike instantly burst into laughter. Fritz broke his concentration and ambled away sheepishly, watching the statue over his shoulder as if he expected it to move. 
 
    Still laughing, the pilots turned their attention back to the posters. Fritz growled a deep-throated snarl and the four men spun, Jack's hand already on the butt of the 1911 at his hip. "I'm terribly sorry if I've startled you," said the moving statue, "I would have greeted you sooner, but I was doing a systems check when you entered." 
 
    Jack called Fritz back to his side, who glowered at the figure over his shoulder disapprovingly. "Great way to get shot, pal... say, what are you anyway?" Jack suddenly realized his rudeness. "No offense intended." 
 
    "Oh, none taken... my name is CABL 5..." His skin was a pallid gray-white, one eye socket held an infra-red photoreceptor and he only had hair on the very top of his head, a wavy shock of gold. In various places, small tubes or strands of wire protruded from his skin only to re-enter somewhere else. His voice sounded metallic and raspy. 
 
    "What kind of name is CABL 5?" interrupted Brian. 
 
    "Well, it's not a name exactly. It stands for Computer Assisted Biological Lifeform, and I am proud to be your host today and every day, here at CHAIR." 
 
    "What does that mean... exactly?" asked Pappy, rubbing his chin. 
 
    CABL 5 began to explain the word "host". 
 
    "No, no, no," said Pappy, "your name, what you are..." 
 
    "Oh! Well, I was born a lifeform, and in adulthood, altered by means of electro-micro surgery. Wherein mechanisms, electronics and bio-chips are permanently added to my being, so I may function more efficiently." 
 
    "You mean you elect to have this done?" Jack felt slightly indignant that an intelligent being would allow this to be done to his or her own healthy body for the simple sake of efficiency. 
 
    “I do not know, all memories prior to the bio-work are erased." 
 
    "Wow." The pilots exchanged puzzled glances. "Um, look CABL old boy, tell us about CHAIR, OK? What is it?" 
 
    CABL 5 took the men into an open CHAIR suite and closed the door. In the small room about nine foot by nine foot, sat a solitary hi-back, padded leather chair with a control panel on a pedestal. The pilots clustered around the chair as CABL 5 switched on the control panel. The room lights dimmed as CABL 5  initialized the panel and turned into a three-dimensional holograph of an eerie, alien landscape. Brian stepped away from the chair and reached forward but touched nothing. CABL 5 explained; "Computerized Holographic Assisted Interactive Room..." 
 
    "OK, OK, we get that, and the image is fantastic, granted..." said Brian excitedly, "but what does it do?" 
 
    CABL 5 motioned to the seat, "If one of you would please be seated..." Mike jumped forward and plopped into the seat. CABL 5 continued. "As you can see, the computer's information is converted into a very realistic, three dimensional world, including the vehicle that you have chosen to use." Jack looked down to see he was standing through the middle of a wing on Mike's aircraft. "Now, it's called interactive because you control the program," he moved the acceleration handle and instructed Mike to use the control stick on the module. The aircraft cruised above the surface of the cratered red planet. The men were extremely impressed and said so. "You can also smell and hear if there is an atmosphere to do so, this is a dead planet, so there is none in the program. You may also change the program, at will," CABL 5 punched some memorized numbers and Warren was flying an intercept fighter into a dense interstellar battle. "There are over a half a million cataloged titles, and I can assist you in any choices, or even help you write a new one." Impressed with his demonstration, the pilots thanked CABL 5 and since it was dinner time, excused themselves, promising to return soon. 
 
    Mike was exuberant. "Man! That was soooo cool!" 
 
    "No doubt!" added Brian, bouncing as he walked. 
 
    Jack grinned wildly, "Like the ultimate video game! Can you imagine the fortune you could make with that back on earth!?" 
 
    Paul shook his head in disbelief, "Simply amazing..."  The four men and Shepherd strode down the corridor headed for the air tubes, acting a little like overgrown juveniles. 
 
    "Well, I know where we're gonna' spend our spare time..." said Jack, as he pushed the button on the wall to summon an air car. 
 
    "Wanna' come back after we eat?" 
 
    "Sure, Mike, don't see why not!" 
 
    An air car, partly full, hissed to a stop and they piled in, Fritz lay across Jack and Brian. It was dinner time. The tube system and corridors were busy with passengers headed for restaurants in different sections of the ship. 
 
    The pilots disembarked the air car at the exit for the Ecosphere Lounge and strolled down the carpeted ramp. A tall gangly waitress who recognized the pilots met them on the balcony. "Hello, boys, the Captain left a message, he wants you to meet him in the Nova Restaurant on level five." She explained how to get there, they thanked her and departed. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Nova Restaurant was rather elegant, and a formally dressed maitre'd escorted the pilots to the Captain's table. The maitre'd looked disdainfully at Fritz as they made their way through the restaurant, wondering how the patrons of his fine establishment were going to react to such a hairy beast. 
 
    Two men were already seated and involved in a cheerful conversation with the Captain. "Aahhh, gentlemen, good of you to come. I took the liberty of ordering for you, I hope you don't mind. You'll find the food here is beyond compare." Handshakes were exchanged across the table as the men found their seats and were introduced to those already present; Professor Walter Edgars and his nephew Derrik Brighton. Professor Edgars, a noted British historian, spent over fourteen years teaching history and anthropology at Cambridge University. His truly human appearance and British identity, gray tweed jacket, pipe, salt and pepper hair and aristocratic accent, revealed nothing of his true off-world origin.  
 
    As a historian and anthropologist widely recognized through more galaxies than he could remember, he often spent time on a planet doing research. He found a school of higher learning was often the best place. Determined to track not only the history and ancestry of individual planets, but of entire galaxies, he discovered the migration and colonization of solar systems by early explorers, widespread. In his one hundred ninety-odd years of research, he found reason to believe almost all life in the universe was linked with a common origin. He wanted to find that origin, the place Universal Historians referred to as Base Alpha. Though it was a hotly disputed theory, more historians believed it than not. 
 
    Born to Professor Edgars' late wife's sister, Derrik Brighton was indeed, an earthling. In an attempt to pull himself above his rather dull middle-income upbringing, Derrik joined Great Britain's, Royal Air Force. Standing a slender six-foot even, with ginger hair and trimmed handlebar mustache, Derrik did fairly well with the ladies. He enjoyed the added notoriety and attention that a RAF uniform brought with it and was deeply saddened when discharged after being wounded in combat.  
 
    First Lieutenant Derrik Brighton was flying a close ground support mission over the Falkland Islands in a Harrier Jump Jet when it was struck by ground fire. Wounded and with a heavily damaged, smoking aircraft, he refused to abort his mission and completed his run. Determined to return the crippled Harrier back to safety, Brighton was forced to ditch in the ocean, just short of his carrier when the aircraft's leaking fuel tanks ran dry. For his heroism, he was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross and discharged honorably for medical reasons. Unstimulated and bored as a civilian pilot, Derrik jumped at the chance for the excitement of interstellar travel when his uncle revealed his true identity. 
 
    Personally, Derrik was a neat and meticulous person, brought up in the strict stiff upper lip style of English tradition. His gray-green eyes were expressive and mischievous. At a late forty-something, his square jaw and chiseled features had lost none of their appeal and, in fact, had probably improved with age. His short wavy ginger hair and handlebar mustache conjured images of the dashing young British pilots of WWII. Blessed with a sense of humor, although dry and occasionally a bit macabre, his personal belief was that life itself was a challenge. Challenges entailed risks and without risks, life would not be worth continuing, as man only endures to conquer more challenges. 
 
         Jack, Pappy, Brian and Mike found the Professor fascinating and Derrik very likeable. In the middle of dinner, Maria appeared, drink in hand and plopped into a chair at the table, waving a sloppy hello. All conversation halted. 
 
    "You're drunk," said Jack with quiet distaste. 
 
    Maria shook her head slowly, "Nnooo noo..." 
 
    "Completely snockered, old boy," offered the Professor with a wave of his pipe. 
 
    "So-oo I'm a little sstwizzled, showat?" She brushed lightly at some hair hanging in her eyes. 
 
    "A little swizzled?" Derrik stroked one end of his long mustache, "Oh I say girl... you're totally stinko!" 
 
    "Iamnot," she countered defiantly. 
 
    Jack rose from his seat. "If you gentlemen will excuse me, I think I'll escort our little lush to quarters and put her to bed." There was a general wave of acceptance to this idea, as the best solution to preventing an embarrassing public scene. 
 
    Derrik rose to his feet as well, stretching his lean, tailored, six-foot frame. "Mind if I tag along? Love to give m'legs a bit of a stretch." 
 
    Jack shrugged, "Sure, c'mon." Jack and Derrik lifted Maria from her chair and supported her by her elbows. "We'll be back soon, save us some dessert." Jack called Fritz as he and Derrik guided Maria through the crowded restaurant. 
 
    The open corridor was both refreshing and a relief. Jack thought Maria would surely do something unpredictable before they could leave the restaurant, but this was not the case. 
 
    Fritz trailed the trio slowly down the hallway, taking time for an occasional short study of a passing offworlder. Although he was becoming more accustomed to their bizarre appearances, there were still many he felt compelled to stare at. 
 
    Derrik broke the silence as they walked down the hall, "Uncle tells me, you gents are forming some sort of squadron. Is that true?" 
 
    "Well not exactly, I mean there really isn't anything to fly other than the shuttles..." Jack thought a minute, "unless we find a way to acquire our own craft somehow." 
 
    Derrik shook his head, "Don't have the foggiest how you could do that... but it seems you have an idea." 
 
    "Nothing solid yet, but having our own ship seems to be the only way to get back home with any expedience." 
 
    "Home? Why would you want to go back? The future and the grand adventure lie out here!" The Englishman made a wide gesture with his arm. 
 
    "Well that may be true, but unlike you, the rest of us had no choice in departure... which has a tendency to leave lots of loose ends." 
 
    Derrik nodded slowly, "Yes, quite. They can be a beastly nuisance on the conscience" 
 
    "I think the biggest thing is, knowing there are people we care about back there, who think we're dead and are mourning us. I want to go back and tell them not to worry, to tell them I'm still alive and love them... maybe to give them the option to leave with us if they want... if that's what we decide. We want the option to be able to decide for ourselves when and where we come and go." 
 
    Derrik nodded his understanding. Jack was talking about the freedom of deciding one's own fate, something man had strived for since the beginning of time. "Listen, Jack old boy, would you consider an addition to your group? I've no real spot yet, and it seems you've the right idea." 
 
    They had arrived at Jack's quarters and Jack punched the code in on the door's keypad. The pad beeped merrily at him and the door swished quietly open. Jack scooped Maria up off her feet and carried her through the living area to the bedroom. Fritz followed. Jack nodded towards the bar, "Fix yourself a drink if you like, I'll be out in a minute." Derrik turned and headed towards the bar and Jack entered the bedroom. Maria was already asleep in his arms. He knelt on the bed and laid her gently down, pulling a pillow under her head. Realizing she would probably be uncomfortable, he decided to undress her. Struggling with her limp body, he stripped off her clothes and covered her nude form with the sheets and a blanket. 
 
    Jack stared at Maria's sleeping face. How is it, he wondered, that such a beautiful woman, with so innocent a face, could be such a royal pain in the ass?  And why was he so attracted to this pain in the ass? 
 
    Fritz sat patiently to one side and watched intently, he knew what would come next. Jack turned to Fritz and playfully tousled his head with one hand. "You stay here, kiddo. Keep an eye on her, OK?  I promise, I'll bring back some good stuff from the restaurant." The Shepherd nuzzled Jack's hand, then climbed onto the bed. He curled up at Maria's feet and eyed his partner. "Good boy..." said Jack, dimming the lights, "I'll be back later." 
 
    Derrik rose from the settee in the living area as Jack emerged from the darkened bedroom. "Will she be alright alone?" 
 
    "Sure," said Jack, "she's asleep. Besides, Fritz will keep an eye on her; he's had plenty of practice." 
 
    "We're off then?" 
 
    "Yep! Let's go get some dessert, before it's all gone!" 
 
    "Right!" The young Englishman up-ended his drink and the liquor slid down his throat, emptying the glass. 
 
    "Look, Derrik," said Steele, as the two men strolled down the corridor, "if you want to be part of our group it's OK with me, but we're going to do what's best for the group. All for one and one for all... if you know what I mean..." 
 
    "Quite." 
 
    "Well, if you can live with that, then the more the merrier. I'll talk to the Captain and see if we can get you assigned to shuttle duty too. That'll get you quarters down by us." 
 
    "Sounds smashing!" said Derrik. The two pilots shook on it and jogged the rest of the way back to the restaurant. 
 
    Dessert was a heavenly fruit and whipped cream conglomerate, laced with liquor and Jack ate more than he should have. Pleasantly stuffed and mildly inebriated, the pilots, Captain and Professor Edgars sat casually around the table exchanging jokes and stories as the restaurant slowly emptied. Jack felt warm and at home. Gantarro, approved the idea of adding Derrik to the list of new shuttle pilots with a grin and a toast. 
 
    No longer in duty uniform but casual evening attire, Raulya and Myomerr entered the restaurant and made their way to the table. Raulya sauntered over to Jack and slid into his lap. Myomerr sat in an empty chair next to Pappy and snuggled against him. The heavy scent of exotic perfume surrounded the table and made Jack's head swim. He could feel his pulse quicken and felt a profound sexual urgency. He idly wondered if it had the same effect on anyone else. Raulya nuzzled Steele's ear, sending a chill up his spine. "Miss me?" she purred. He nodded, confused as to what to do next. 
 
    Gantarro stood, glass in hand. "Gentlemen, it's late, but before we adjourn, I propose a final toast..." the men rose, glasses poised for the occasion. Gant continued, "I'm sorry ladies, you'll have to wait outside momentarily, this is to be a squadron toast." Some confused glances were exchanged around the table. Raulya and Myomerr thought Gantarro was joking, but he waited patiently, unmoving. Raulya motioned to Myomerr and the two Ketarians walked out of the room, tails flicking in agitation. 
 
    Gantarro raised his glass, "To the squadron!" The pilots up-ended their glasses. "OK, now down to the last bit of business. Gentlemen, you must be careful when it comes to Ketarian women..." he seemed to be directing this to Jack and Pappy, "when they take an interest in a man, they have been known, to go to great lengths to secure the affections of that man." 
 
    "Like what?" Jack wanted to know. 
 
    "That perfume, have you been exposed to it before?" Jack nodded. "Did she burn incense?" Jack nodded again, Gantarro rubbed his forehead. "Both are heavily laced with a potent, synthetic aphrodisiac, highly addictive. It will permanently bond you to her, emotionally and physically." 
 
    Pappy was wide-eyed. "You're kidding!" 
 
    The Captain shook his head. "No, and if I had known yesterday that they were interested in you two, I would have warned you sooner." 
 
    Jack was concerned. "How much exposure will cause addiction?" 
 
    Gantarro pulled his lower lip, "Two or three times of prolonged exposure during exertion... like dancing... or sex, it depends on an individual's resistance." 
 
    Pappy shook his head. "Man, that's scary!" 
 
    "Hmmm, yeah, well, no more of that for me!" Jack smoothed his hair. 
 
    "Same here," added Pappy. 
 
    The group was splitting up as Raulya and Myomerr re-entered the restaurant. The two Ketarians cozied up to Jack and Paul, only to be gently rebutted. "Um, uh, we have to get up early tomorrow, it's been a full day and all..." Pappy was trying to keep his distance from Myomerr and having a difficult time doing it successfully. 
 
    Jack put forth a team effort. "Yeah, I'm bushed too... and we start shuttle training tomorrow, need our sleep y'know." He tried not to breathe in the heady perfume. 
 
    Raulya eyed Jack suspiciously, "You're not sleeping with that little runt bitch tonight are you?" 
 
    "No," Jack lied," what makes you say that?" 
 
    Raulya shrugged, her expression became less concerned, "Just haven't seen her around, thought maybe you had her stashed..." Jack shook his head convincingly. "Well, alright I guess we'll catch up with you tomorrow night..." she slid her hand across his groin and he inhaled sharply, wishing he hadn't.  His heart pounded and he held his breath as she kissed him goodnight. 
 
    The women departed, hand in hand, leaving Paul and Jack to sigh with relief. The other pilots grouped around as they all made their way to the flight crew quarters on level three. Brian looked over his shoulder at the Ketarians disappearing down the hall, "Maybe they'll bond on each other," he whispered. They all laughed so hard they could barely breathe. 
 
    They were still breathless with laughter when they climbed out of the air tunnel car at their stop on level three. The pilots gathered in front of their quarters to say their goodnights. "Breakfast?" asked Pappy. 
 
    "No thanks, I'm still stuffed!" said Brian, belching for effect, triggering more laughter. 
 
    "Scrambled eggs, I could go for some scrambled eggs..." Mike said hungrily. 
 
    "Bottomless pit," mumbled Smiley, shaking his head. "Kid eats everything in sight."  More laughter. They discussed plans for the following morning and decided on an agreeable time to meet at the Ecosphere Lounge for breakfast. Having done this, they said goodnight and entered their respective quarters. 
 
    A thoroughly enthusiastic Fritz met Jack Steele as he entered his quarters,  anticipating the goodies promised. Jack shook the bag rustling the contents and Fritz spun excitedly in a circle, wagging his tail, woofing softly. His sensitive nose detected the tantalizing aroma radiating from the bag and he was having a difficult time containing his enthusiasm. Jack knelt on the floor of the semi-darkened living area and tore open the bag, laying it on the carpet like a paper dish. The Shepherd gave his friend a quick loving lick in the face and moved to the food, devouring it with great relish. 
 
    Jack rose and stepped over to the small bar retrieving himself some fruit juice from the fountain dispenser. Spotting a vid-screen on the wall which he had never noticed before, he searched for the controls, finding a remote sitting on the arm of the couch. Turning the screen on, he was greeted by a view of the passing stars outside the ship. He decided he liked it and left it on, dropped the remote where he found it and walked away. 
 
    Fritz had finished his food and was lying on the floor, eyes closed, licking the remnants of sauce off the paper bag. "Wanna' go for a walk, kiddo?" His trance broken, the Shepherd jumped to his feet. Jack fingered the keypad and Fritz darted through the door before it was even half open. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack sat on the grass in the meadow of the Ecosphere as Fritz ran from tree to tree. The lights were low and Jack could see the passing stars through the dome, occasionally a bird would flit far above him, but the songbirds were quiet. The pilot laid back on the grass his hands behind his head, waiting for the lanky Shepherd to return. Enjoying the peace and quiet, His eyes closed, he could smell the cut grass, the flowers smelled like lilac... inexplicably there was a breeze and the trees rustled... Suddenly he was eleven-years old again, laying in his yard looking up at the summer stars... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Passing stars twinkled on the vidscreen as Jack walked barefoot through his living quarters. He carried a glass, half full of a warm liquid as close to ginger ale as he could find, from the bar's soda dispenser. "I don't feel so good..." said Maria as Jack entered the bedroom. 
 
    Jack snorted, "I shouldn't wonder, what were you drinking anyway?" 
 
    Maria shrugged as she accepted the glass from Jack, "Anything that sounded interesting." 
 
    "What was the point of all this, or was there a point... I mean are you just a lush or what?" 
 
    "Nooo..." her voice squeaked, tears rolling down her cheeks. 
 
    Steele stood up and stripped off his shirt, tossing it on a recliner by the door. "I just hope I didn't get involved with an alcoholic or something..." he stripped off his pants and stood naked at the foot of the bed. 
 
    She was crying now and she didn't care, "It's just that you hated me... and you slept with her and, and..." she started to cry, huge, heaving sobs. 
 
    "Stop that!" he snapped, "you'll make yourself sick!" It was too late, the heaves were real now, no longer sobs. He scooped her off the bed and whisked her into the bathroom, just in time. Her body rejected the remaining liquor in long wretches into the commode. He held her head and she sobbed in between the heaves. No longer an adult, she was just a helpless little girl. 
 
    "I've ruined everything," she sobbed, "you hate me now... you'll never love me again..." she laid her head on her arms, shivering uncontrollably. Jack reached back and turned the shower on warm. Lifting her to her feet, they stepped into the warm jets of water which hit them from three sides. They sat on the smooth floor of the shower, their naked bodies pressed against each other. One arm encircling her, Jack washed Maria's face, hair and body. She stopped shivering and nuzzled his chest. "I love you," she said, "so please don't hate me, I don't think I could bear it." 
 
    "I don't hate you..." He kissed her forehead. "Let's go to bed," he said softly. 
 
    Fritz was curled up, sleeping on the recliner by the time Jack and Maria climbed under the covers. Maria snuggled her body against Jack, her head on his chest, her arm across his flat stomach. 
 
    "I love you..." she whispered. 
 
    Jack stroked her damp hair, "Ssshhh," he said quietly, "go to sleep." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack Steele's sleeping awareness grew to the sound of gently falling rain. He lay motionless on the bed, still shrouded in the gossamer veils of sleep, enjoying the soft, hushing sound. A woman's voice sang quietly somewhere in the distance. He could feel no breeze through the open window, there was no sound of an ever-present surf, and when he inhaled deeply, there was no tangy salt air. He opened his eyes and viewed his surroundings, disappointed to find himself in his stateroom instead of in his bed at home. Maria's naked form appeared in the bathroom doorway, glistening with moisture. Maybe things could be worse, he thought. 
 
    Maria sauntered over to the bed and shook her wet hair over Jack's bare chest. He grabbed for her, but she danced away then back again. Jack re-timed his lunge and caught her by her wrist pulling her down on the bed, playfully spanking her bare bottom. She squealed in mock pain and wriggled to get free. A furious tickle fight ensued, encouraged by Fritz who circled the bed, barking. Horseplay quickly lit the fire of passion and somewhere between wrestling and tickling, two naked bodies melted together in physical lust. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sweaty and gratified, Jack and Maria, limbs entwined, lay sedately on the disheveled bed. They listened, without speaking, to the laughing voices passing in the corridor and the sounds of a waking ship, traveling through deep space. Maria looked up from Jack's chest and gazed into his eyes. She wiped the sweat from his forehead and rested her head on his shoulder. "I'm scared," she said into his shoulder, "it's all so strange, so different, y'know?" Her Latin accent was soft, endearing. 
 
    "Nothing to be scared of, we'll be alright." 
 
    "We? What about Miss..." Jack put his finger over her lips. 
 
    "Let's just say we and leave it at that. OK?" She nodded and squeezed him tight. The ship's comm unit mounted on the wall behind the bed, buzzed insistently, demanding to be answered. Jack reached over to the night table and flicked a button on the keypad, being careful to leave the vidscreen turned off. 
 
    "You coming to breakfast or what?" Jack recognized Pappy's gentle southern accent. "I just love this gadget..." he continued, "how come there's no picture?" 
 
    "I've turned it off..." responded Jack. 
 
    "They must be doin' the horizontal tango..." Jack recognized Brian's voice in the background. 
 
    Maria could not resist adding her two cents, "Real classy Brian, guess that's why you get all the girls!" 
 
    The comm was overflowing with laughing voices. "Ouch," said Jack quietly. "OK, OK, listen you guys, we'll be down in a few minutes. Try not to let Mike eat them out of food before we get there, OK?" Jack punched the button on the comm's control pad and ended the connection. 
 
    "Let's go, kiddo." They slid out of bed and headed for the shower. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Pappy sipped his steaming coffee, Brian and Mike were returning from the buffet table, plates brimming with food. Derrik stirred his tea. "All you American chaps eat like that?" 
 
    "Mike looked puzzled as he handed one plate to Pappy. "Like what?" 
 
    "Like a starving football team..." 
 
    Warren grinned. "I'm a growing boy!" 
 
    Pappy turned to Brian and changed the swing of the conversation, "I talked to the programming tech in the flight bay this morning, he's got the shuttle training simulator all ready for us." Brian, his mouth full of food, just nodded. 
 
    "When are we due down there?" Asked Mike. 
 
    "No hurry, whenever we're finished with breakfast I guess." 
 
    Derrik frowned into his tea. "Well it's not a Harrier is it. But it'll have to do." 
 
    Harrier? thought Paul, what a tub! At least when you compare it to the Hornet... But he said nothing, a conversation like that had no profitable outcome. He shot a glance at Mike, to be sure he would say nothing as well. Mike smirked, but caught the meaning and continued eating without saying a word. Fritz raced around the corner and slid to a stop at the table of pilots. Helping himself to a chair he looked around the table smelling the smells. 
 
    Derrik took exception to the dog's bold behavior. "Hold on there, what do you think you're doing? Get down, you hairy beast!" 
 
    Fritz, sitting in the seat next to Derrik, turned and looked the Englishman in the eye. It was a deep unblinking stare. Without making a sound, he curled his lips, baring his teeth in a sardonic grin. Derrik's eyes widened at the sight, a chill raced up his back. 
 
    Brian cleared his throat, "Fritz, cut it out! I wouldn't bother him if I were you, Derrik, he's a grouch till he gets his morning pastry. Right, Fritz?" The dog, his attention now on Brian, snorted in reply. Brian handed him a sweet roll across the table. "Now get off and eat that on the floor." Fritz happily obeyed. 
 
    Jack and Maria, all smiles, rounded the corner earlier turned by Fritz. "Morning all!" Called Maria musically. She was wearing the same boots, pants and double-breasted shirt as the rest of the pilots. 
 
    "Your great hairy monster was going to eat my face!" said Derrik, pointing at the dog with his spoon. 
 
    "You must have pissed him off," said Jack, casually walking to the buffet table. 
 
    "I did no such thing," insisted the Englishman. 
 
    "Did so," said Mike, "said he couldn't sit at the table with the rest of us..." 
 
    "And you called him a hairy beast," said Brian. 
 
    "You shouldn't have done that," said Jack from the buffet table, "he's very sensitive." 
 
    "But he's a dog!" Derrik was thoroughly confused. 
 
    "He doesn't know that..." said Jack, returning with his plate, "he thinks he's human." 
 
    "Maybe someone should set him straight!" Derrik was incensed. 
 
    Jack looked at the amused faces around the table. "Hmmm, well... you could try, but I wouldn't recommend it." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    Jack stopped eating for a moment, his fork in mid air, "You really need to ask?" 
 
    Derrik frowned into his tea and shrugged, "I guess not."  
 
    Jack nudged him on the shoulder and laughed, "Lighten up man, give him a sweet roll or a slice of bacon and you'll be friends for life." Hmm, at least it looks like bacon, he thought. He decided not to dwell on it - some things were better off left unknown. 
 
    Derrik stole some bacon off of Mike's plate and slipped it to the Shepherd under the table. Fritz took it with grateful acceptance. 
 
    "Hey!" shouted Mike, "that was mine!" 
 
    The Englishman grinned, "Key word was, old bean"  He slapped Mike on the shoulder and everyone laughed. 
 
    Pappy, noticing Maria was wearing the clothes adopted by the pilots, pointed at her with his fork, "You going to be flying with us too?" 
 
    She sipped her juice and nodded, "Mmm, well not officially but there's not much else to do so I might as well." 
 
    Brian nodded, "Makes sense, more the merrier. Right?" Derrik made a sour face. "What?" said Brian. 
 
    Derrik put his hands behind his neck and stretched. "Cockpits really no place for a lady." 
 
    Maria fixed him with a deep, steely-eyed stare. "Watch who you're calling a lady!" She snapped. "I can fly as well as anybody!" 
 
    "I believe her," whispered Pappy, to no one in particular. 
 
    Jack rose from the table, wanting to cut this off before it escalated to a more serious level. "OK, is everybody ready? It's time to get to work and earn our keep." There was a momentary pause, then the sound of chairs sliding on the smooth floor as the group collectively rose from the table. 
 
    "JAaaack!" The call sounded almost musical and Steele turned to greet the voice.  
 
    Raulya had entered the restaurant from the other end and Maria moved to intercept but Pappy grabbed her by the arm. "Relax," he told her, "he's a big boy, let him handle this his way." Maria stood between Paul and Brian, her arms folded tightly across her chest, her jaw clenched. 
 
    Raulya strode boldly up to Jack and put her arms around his neck, "Mmmm, you smell so good this morning..." Jack unclasped her hands and took a step back. He tried not to breathe in the drug laced perfume. She took a step forward and reached out to him. He held her away. She pouted, "What's wrong baby?" 
 
    Jack shook his head, "You and me... it's no good..." He pinched the bridge of his nose, he felt a headache coming on. "Look, we're just too different, humans like to fall in love under natural circumstances, we need our freedoms... we don't use drugs..." He thought about that last part for a moment, "Well, some might... but I don't. I never have, never will. I want to make my own choices." 
 
    Raulya nodded knowingly, "You love the little one then?" She motioned toward Maria. 
 
    Jack nodded in return. "You could say that..." 
 
    Her feline eyes narrowed, "What does that mean?" 
 
    Jack rubbed his chin. "Well it's open for interpretation." 
 
    "Well, could we still be friends?" 
 
    "Sure," said Jack, "as long as you quit wearing that perfume." 
 
    She smiled and held out her hand, "Deal." They shook hands. “One last kiss...? 
 
    "Uh...” Jack's eyes shifted uneasily, “probably not a good idea. Quick question... why doesn't it affect you?" 
 
    "Generations of exposure and use..." she tossed her long mane. "We're immune." 
 
    Jack nodded, "Makes sense I guess... well, listen, we gotta' get going; we have flight training. I'll see you later OK?" Raulya nodded and they parted company. 
 
    Steele was relieved Raulya had taken it so well, he wasn't sure what to expect. He returned to the waiting pilots and the group left the restaurant, Fritz leading the way to the air tubes. Maria walked stiffly beside Jack. "Sooo?" 
 
    Jack looked at her, intentionally playing dumb. "What?" 
 
    Maria looked at him sternly, still walking. "Well?" 
 
    He looked back at her innocently, "Well what?" 
 
    Maria stopped in mid stride, Jack stopped too. She threw up her arms in disdain, "What do you mean, what?" 
 
    Jack knew this was driving her crazy but he couldn't help himself, she just made it too darn easy. They stood there on the air tube platform, the others trying to act nonchalant. Jack shrugged, trying not to smile, "I dunno', what do you mean, what do I mean?" 
 
    She stomped her foot, offworlders passing by, stared none too discreetly. "What do you mean, what do I mean? YOU KNOW what I mean!" It was beginning to sound like an Abbott and Costello routine. He offhandedly wondered if she knew who they were. 
 
    Jack stared blankly at her. "I'm not sure I know what you mean..." he said deadpan. 
 
    She lost it. Grabbing him by the shirt she pulled him close, growling. "Sometimes I think I could just KILL you... you can be such a shithead..." The others had wandered a bit away, unable to control their grins. Maria never noticed. 
 
    "Control yourself, woman!" He had a snarky little grin on his face and he knew it. 
 
    "Fuck control!" she began swearing in Spanglish, which seemed to be easier than remembering it all in English. She tried to shake him by her grip on his shirt with the same effect of someone trying to move a sizable tree. She only succeeded in moving herself. 
 
    Jack looked down at her grip on his shirt. "I wouldn't do that if I were you..."  His hands were at his sides. 
 
    She looked at him defiantly, "Oh yeah?" He turned his head to the side and she followed his gaze. Fritz was only a few feet away and was taking more than a passing interest in their conversation. His tail swayed ever so slightly, and he stared at her suspiciously with dark unblinking eyes, ready to intervene. She swallowed hard, almost feeling his eyes drilling into her, trying to read her intentions. "Make him go away," she said softly. 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    She released her grip slightly, "You're not going to tell me, are you?" 
 
    "Tell you what?" he said, smiling. 
 
    "What happened..." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    Maria stomped her feet like a child. "You know what and you know when, you bastard! So quit playing the village idiot, you asshole and tell me what that fuzzy bitch said!" 
 
    Jack decided it best to stop playing at this point, "Geez, you're so insecure..." 
 
    "And you're not helping any!" she snapped. 
 
    "Let's just say we agreed handshakes are the limit, OK?" 
 
    Maria's demeanor changed, "OK..." She decided she should quit while she was ahead. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mounted on the wall, a lit color schematic illustrated the ship's floor-plan via a touch screen and scrolling directory. The directory displayed the flight director's office, as being at the base of the flight control tower in the flight bay. Brian pointed to an arriving air car, "To the bat car, men!" 
 
    The air car covered the mile of corridor to the stern of the ship in about three minutes. The car hissed to a stop and the pilots climbed out in sight of the shuttle boarding gate. 
 
    Behind them, the air car rotated lazily on the carpeted turntable and was inserted into the tube on the opposite side of the corridor for a return trip. Hissing as it was released, the empty car accelerated away with a whoosh of air. 
 
    The corridor ceiling was higher here, almost two levels tall. Four, wide moving walkways, stretched from where they were standing to the upper level balcony, for boarding and off-loading passengers to the shuttles in the flight bay. The doors to the bay on the balcony were closed. There wouldn't be any planet tours for at least a couple of weeks yet. 
 
    The intuitive Shepherd led the pilots between the walkways to the flight bay's crew door, on the main level underneath the balcony. Any one of their private security codes would admit them into the bay. Brian did the honors of working the chirping keypad. The heavy airtight door slid open with a hydraulic hiss, and a wall of warm, stale air greeted them. The pilots recognized the thick smell of lubricants, fuel and electronics, commonly associated with aircraft and other large machinery. They felt immediately at home when they stepped through the doorway and into the thick air of the flight bay. 
 
    Jack had no idea which part of the bay they had been in when they first arrived but in contrast, this area was well lit and teeming with life. They headed for the control tower which stood on the other side of the shuttle boarding ramp. The tower looked like a huge pillar stretching from the deck to the ceiling far above, with a glass flying saucer impaled in the middle of it. Jack correctly assumed the glass saucer was flight control.  
 
    Off to the right sat a shuttle looking overused and aged, gaping holes where panels ought to be. Contemplating its cause of demise, the pilots paused and gazed at the silent ship like a huge, dead animal. In such disrepair, it was difficult to tell what it really looked like when it was whole.  
 
    An automaton whizzed past, pushing an antigravity cargo pad. Close enough to prompt him to step back, Brian wheeled about, "Hey, you overgrown tin can, watch what the hell you're doing!" It did not slow or acknowledge their presence. 
 
    "HEY!" The voice came from above and the pilots turned to search for its owner. He stood on the walkway that ringed the glass saucer part of the control tower. He leaned over the rail, "Get to that training simulator and quit bothering my work bots!" 
 
    He seemed to demand respect and Jack didn't want to start off on the wrong foot. "Yes, sir, where might we find it?" 
 
    The man pointed further towards the stern, "Five bays down on your right and hurry up. You're late!" 
 
    Paul, Mike and Derrik, saluted out of habit, Jack out of courtesy. Brian and Maria simply followed suit as a matter of decorum. The six pilots turned in unison and trotted towards their destination, Fritz loping along behind, his nose trying to identify the odd scents and new surroundings. 
 
    Their flight boots clomping on the steel flight deck the pilots covered the distance to the simulator bay in short time. Halting just outside bay six, they were confronted by a short Saurian with pale gray skin and a furrowed brow. He stood before them, hands on hips, in clean, white work coveralls. Simply put, he did not look happy. "About time!" he barked like a drill sergeant. "Don't stand there like a herd of stupid Bardigs. Get your butts in here and let's get to work." He turned and waddled on his short legs into the bay filled with electronics. The simulator pod stood on an articulated pedestal in the center of the bay, connected by umbilical cords to the Saurian's huge control console. 
 
    "Pilots," he harumphed to himself, "pains in the ass... and keep that hairy thing out of my bay," he said, pointing to Fritz. Jack thought about responding to this unkind attack but was interrupted by Maria's tug at his elbow. He ordered the Shepherd to remain at the doorway. Obediently the dog obliged, finding himself a comfortable place to sit and watch the traffic go by. The Saurian continued, "My name is Tee and you will address me as such. I am a technician, not an officer, so you will not salute me or call me sir. Understand?" He did not wait for an answer, "Good. Two of you will stay with me the rest will go with CABL 12 here, and he'll show you a shuttle, inside and out." 
 
    CABL 12 stepped out of the training simulator, "It's ready now, Tee." CABL 12's voice was raspy and metallic, he looked cold and lifeless, different from CABL 5, yet the same. True, both were CABLs, but 12 lacked the animation the pilots noticed in 5. Derrik and Maria opted to go into the simulator first. 
 
    Jack, Brian, Mike and Paul, followed CABL 12 through the flight bay. Ahead of them, Jack could see the noses of several shuttles, sticking out past the end of their bays. He was a little puzzled. "Y'know, the first ship we saw back there..." he thumbed back in the direction of the old shuttle, near the control tower, "seemed a bit smaller..." 
 
    CABL 12 nodded mechanically, "Shorter Commander, no engines. We use it for parts." It became clearer to Jack and the others not all CABLs had the same personality either, CABL 5 had been outgoing and friendly, while CABL 12 seemed barely alive.  
 
    Mike interrupted Jack's train of thought. "Wow," said Warren, stopping abruptly, "what's that?" The others stopped to follow his gaze into a nearby storage bay. The dimly lit bay, held another training simulator, much smaller than the shuttle simulator they were using. This one was also slimmer, more streamlined. Instead of a side passenger style entry, it had a fighter craft type, canopy entry. 
 
    "It's not ours, Commander," said CABL 12. 
 
    Pappy, accustomed to achieving results through rank, took over the conversation and applied command pressure. "We didn't ask whose it was, CABL 12, we asked what it was. Answer the question please." 
 
    "Yes, Commander. It's an interceptor flight simulator going to a small training outpost in the Ridargos System. It can simulate four different craft and their assorted compatible armament, as well as an unlimited number of combat situations." 
 
    "Is it operational?" asked Jack. 
 
    "Yes, Commander." The four pilots grinned at each other but the CABL didn't seem to notice. "Shall we continue?" asked CABL 12, coldly. 
 
    "By all means," said Jack. They let CABL 12 walk ahead so they could talk with some amount of privacy. "I don't know about you guys, but that's what I want to learn how to fly." They all agreed. 
 
    "Do ya' think between the six of us, we could figure out how to use the programming console?" 
 
    "Sure, Mike," replied Pappy. "All we gotta' do is, while two of us are in the training simulator, the other two watch Tee to see what he does." 
 
    Brian shrugged, "It's worth a try..."  In an effort to work the bugs out of their plan, they discussed the details in hushed tones as they followed CABL 12. 
 
    The shuttle was wide and low, its landing legs were so short, to pass under the craft would require crawling. The nose, although tapered was short and blunt. Cockpit glass, steeply sloped, was large enough for good visibility even on the sides. The long semi-rectangular hull held fifty people comfortably. The engines were fixed to the sides of the hull at the stern of the ship. On the top of each of the two engine nacelles was a gracefully back-swept tail about nine feet tall. The only wings were two, four foot stubs, up near the cockpit, forward of the boarding hatch. Since the shuttle flew mostly by antigravity technology at slower speeds in atmospheric flight, a great amount of wing surface was not needed. The fins and tails were primarily required for stability during forward flight. 
 
    All in all, she wasn't a bad ship, a bit utilitarian looking maybe, but not unattractive. Jack noticed some minor differences between some of the other nearby ships but nothing major. CABL 12 explained this was because some of the units could be modified with attachments for military use, others could not. After a thorough look, their questions answered, they returned to the shuttle simulator bay. 
 
    Derrik and Maria were stepping out of the simulator when Jack walked into the bay with Paul, Brian and Mike. CABL 12 was instructed by Tee, to take Derrik and Maria to see a shuttle while the others took their turns at the controls of the training unit. Pappy and Mike headed for the hatch of the simulator while Jack and Brian put their plan to work. Jack grabbed Derrik's arm as he passed, "Check out what's in bay eleven, I'll explain later..." he whispered. He let Derrik go. 
 
    Jack and Brian watched every move Tee made on the huge control console, and when they got their turn at the simulator, Mike and Pappy took over observation. By the end of their instructions for the day, they felt they knew the console well enough to run it on their own. 
 
    Tee stepped out from behind the console to address the six-pilot class, the Saurian's face lined with a perpetual frown. "You will be here on time tomorrow. Your skills are pathetic, and you need practice so bad, you should spend all your spare time in this simulator." He turned and plodded away, muttering, "Pilots, hummph, waste of time, pains in the ass..." He turned abruptly and spoke aloud, pointing to Fritz, "And leave that ugly, hairy beast someplace else tomorrow!" 
 
    "That does it!" growled Jack. Maria grabbed him with both hands but could not maintain her grip on his arm. He pulled loose with little effort and strode over to the defiant Saurian, snarling like an angry wolf... "Listen, you sour, shriveled, little prick! I don't know who you think you are, but we don't take this kind of shit from anyone!" Jack punctuated his point by prodding Tee's chest with his index finger. "You make nice, or I'm gonna' tear off your putrid little head and use it for a bowling ball! Got it?" The Saurians eyes were wide with surprise. "And one more crack about my friend here..." Jack gestured to Fritz, who was barring Tee's retreat, "and I'll feed you to him... understand?" Fritz, watching through sparkling brown eyes, took his cue well. He pinned his ears back and displayed his teeth, adding a little guttural rumble. 
 
    Saurians were sarcastic and cocky by nature, which could prove to be unwise in some situations, but they could never be accused of being blatantly stupid. Between this large human, a race he knew to be extremely dangerous, and his subhuman but obviously intelligent companion, Tee suddenly realized it would have been much wiser to hold his tongue. He had no idea what bowling was, but he was sure he wouldn't like it... especially since it entailed the removal of his head. Not wishing to be eaten or torn asunder, his demeanor quickly softened, "I beg your forgiveness, Commander, you are, of course, right. My attitude has been inexcusable; please accept my apology... to all of you." 
 
    Jack nodded and motioned to Fritz, who strolled to his side, past Tee. The Saurian turned and hurried out which exaggerated his curious little waddle. No sooner had he cleared the doorway, than the pilots broke into laughter. 
 
    "Think he bought it?" said Jack, with a broad grin. 
 
    "Hell, I bought it," chuckled Brian. 
 
    “You are evil," commented Paul. 
 
    "Bloody horrible little bastard deserved it," said Derrik with an offhand wave. 
 
    "Well, he's not as stupid as he looks," commented Jack, "but he's close." 
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 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST: LANTERRA SYSTEM 
 
    In an effort to kill time, Jack and Brian started a game of catch with something resembling an orange from the dinner table. Catch quickly turned into monkey in the middle, as Fritz raced back and forth, trying to intercept the flying fruit. That game suddenly turned into chase, when Fritz succeeded in a spectacular grab and ran away. All play ended abruptly though, when he ate the fruit before he could be caught by his pursuers. Paul looked at his watch, "It's late enough. Let's go." 
 
    There were still some lights on in the control tower, but the flight deck was void of its earlier traffic. Feeling a bit like adolescents sneaking into a movie theater, they hustled silently past the tower and the darkened bays, making their way to number eleven. Leaving the overhead lights off, Pappy slid into the seat behind the console. "Looks a bit different than the shuttle's control board, but not much. Who's first?" 
 
    "You gonna' be able to run it OK?" asked Jack. 
 
    "Sure, no problem, Brian and Mike can help out." They nodded in unison. Pappy powered up the unit, the monitors came on and the board lit up like a Christmas tree. 
 
    "OK, guess I'll go first." Jack strolled over to the simulator unit as the canopy opened with the whine of hydraulic motors. He climbed into the cockpit, lowered the canopy and slipped on the communications headset. The others crowded around the monitors to watch Jack's progress. As Jack talked with Pappy over the comm system, they figured out the simulator and its various functions and abilities. It allowed the pilot to fly any one of four specific fighters, each with different characteristics and armament configurations. Jack relied on his eye for lines and chose a ship called a Vulcan. 
 
    "Looks like a good choice, Jack; according to the stats she carries two Laser Pulse Cannons, two Mercury Gatling Guns and a nice array of missiles. Let's see if we can give you something to shoot at." Pappy fed the mission guidelines into the program, explained the mission to Jack and pushed execute. 
 
    Sitting in the cockpit of his Vulcan, Jack suddenly found himself awaiting countdown in a launch tube the scenes projected in three dimension on the inside of the training simulator's canopy. He was amazed with the incredible realism of the projections. With the touch of a button, he called up his weapons stores and defense status screens. The defense screen showed the condition of the regenerative power shields, as well as the physical armor of the ship. 
 
    "Launch!" The launch tube slid past in a blur, disappearing in the blink of an eye and Jack found himself in the darkness of deep space. A glance over his shoulder and he could see the gargantuan warship he had emerged from. Musical beeping from the targeting computer called his attention to the radar screen. Two red blips were inbound at rapid speed. 
 
    Acknowledging the alarm on the threat console, the navigation screen winked out and a line diagram of the target winked on to replace it. One of the blips blinked to inform which target it was identifying. Other targets could be identified by simply touching the threat or targeting keypad. A steady white dot on the radar showed the location of Jack's mother ship. The incoming bandits were medium fighters, fast and heavily armed, their intention; destroy the mother ship. "Two bandits, Vulcan One..." said Pappy, acting as flight control. 
 
    "Roger, flight control. I'm on 'em." Jack decided he needed to divide and conquer. The bandits were on a wide arc to approach and attack the mother ship from the rear, "Hmmm, end run, eh?  Well, we'll have none of that..." He kicked the nose over and headed straight for the bogies, slamming the throttle handle forward. He thumbed off the safety on the Laser Cannons, they had a longer range.  
 
    The fighters came into range and Jack squeezed the trigger. The high-pitched pulse matched the streaks of red racing away from his wings; the sight was mesmerizing. He watched the flashes on their shields and saw the targeting computer register the effect. When the red flashes passed by his own cockpit canopy, Jack stopped being mesmerized and rolled the flight-stick. The Vulcan rolled and he passed the bandits canopy to canopy. 
 
    "Shoot them down, Steele, don't ram them!"  
 
    "Shut up control, I'm busy!" Successful in getting the bandits to split, Jack cut his power and swung the ship around. Slamming the throttle forward, he squeezed the boost button on the throttle handle, it had the same effect as an afterburner, sending the Vulcan screaming through the simulated void, quickly closing the gap on the second bandit. The first had peeled off out of sight and for now, out of mind. Jack flipped off the safety for the Gatling Guns as he followed the enemy fighter, heading straight for the mother ship. He had to protect it at all costs... in real life it, would be his ticket home. In range now, he could fire but he wanted maximum impact, so he waited... it seemed an eternity. 
 
    The bandit opened fire on the mother ship and Jack could wait no longer. He squeezed the trigger. The high pitched pulse of the Vulcan's Laser Cannons, accompanied by the rapid thumping of the Gatling Guns, vibrated through the cockpit. The bandit ship shuddered and bucked as its defense screens flared red, quickly disappearing. It began to trail pieces of debris as its armor plating gave way. Jack realized he had depleted the energy banks for the Vulcan's guns, only after they stopped firing. "Damn!" He chose a missile from stores, not wanting to wait for the weapons generator to restore power to the guns. The bandit boosted away, trailing fuel and oxygen vapor, trying to affect an escape. Powering on only one engine, it had no hope of eluding Jack's Vulcan. 
 
    Jack was concentrating so hard, he didn't hear Pappy shouting on the comm about the other Bandit on his tail. The threat light winked on and the lock alarm whistled loudly in the cockpit. Jack could see the missile on his radar scope, closing in. Reflexing, he thumbed the boost and headed for the wounded bandit. Laser fire flashed past his wingtips, Jack held his breath, passing the damaged bandit by only a few yards. He cut his engines completely off and flung the stick to the side. The Vulcan spun flatly around, and Jack saw the bandit disappear in a stunning, yellow flash. "Yes!" he shouted, slapping his knee. Jack had passed the bandit so closely that when he cut the Vulcan's engines off, the missile acquired the other craft as its target. "OK," he said, taking a deep breath, "one down, one to go..." He suddenly realized he was sweating and wiped his forehead. 
 
    Carried by its momentum, the Vulcan drifted backwards, facing the approaching enemy fighter. Bursting through the cloud of debris like an angry hornet, the bandit savagely attacked Jack's ship, head on. Laser fire, shot past the Vulcan's wings and splashed against its defense shields. Jack calmly thumbed the firing button and released the missile he had readied, without locking it on. Experiencing a substantial decrease in shield protection, Jack decided a hasty exit was more than just a good idea. Simultaneously pulling the flight stick back and slamming the throttle wide open with the boost button depressed the Vulcan vaulted out of the line of fire. He could feel the vibration of the hits against the remaining forward shields which collapsed, leaving the Vulcan's plating exposed. 
 
    The bandit never moved to avoid the oncoming missile, he simply never saw it coming and collided with it head on. The detonation took his shields down and spun his ship off course, eliminating his chance for pursuit. 
 
    Steele couldn't see the connection between missile and target but saw the detonation flare out the side of his cockpit canopy. He called up another missile from the stores list and rolled the Vulcan to come around. He could see the bandit's profile off to the right and the targeting screen showed a target void of forward shields. He squeezed the boost button and closed in, firing the long-range Laser Cannons. The bandit ship shuddered as the fire from the Vulcan hammered at its exposed plating. 
 
    Jack opted for a missile lock but the bandit boosted away just as the targeting computer closed in. For the next two minutes, the two craft spun and rolled in crazy circles, firing and dodging. Jack's shielding had regenerated quickly, the bandit's had not. Obviously some of Jack's shots pierced through the exposed plating and damaged the shield generators. He again switched the Vulcan to full guns, hoping to bring down the bandit's stern shields, since that's all that he could get a good shot at. Since the shield generators were not at full efficiency, this proved easier than he'd expected. The Vulcan's Laser Cannons and Gatling Guns hammered the stern shields into non-existence before the bandit could evade. With all shields down, the bandit made a drastic attempt to run, a fatal error. 
 
    Jack's targeting computer finally gave him the lock he was looking for. The missile, released from the Vulcan's wing mount, pursued its target with unerring diligence. The remaining bandit disappeared in a hot yellow flash, chunks and pieces flung out in all directions. A chorus of hoots and hollers filled the earphone of his comm unit. 
 
    Jack Steele inhaled deeply, then followed commands from simulated flight control and landed back on the mother ship. As the cockpit canopy opened, he was greeted by the real world, the swirl of air entering the cockpit made him shudder with chill. 
 
    "Man, that was intense!" he stood on the seat in the cockpit and ran a hand through his hair, "it was so real!" 
 
    "Not bad," said Pappy, "not bad at all..." 
 
    "Not bad?" Jack countered, as he climbed down out of the cockpit, "That was awesome!" 
 
    "Well, I meant, for your first combat flight, you did pretty good... you smoked two without getting yourself in any real trouble and..." 
 
    Jumping to the ground from the last rung on the boarding ladder, his ego a tad bruised, Steele queried sharply, "So you think you could do better?" He knew it was a stupid question the moment he asked it but it was already out there. 
 
    "Sure," said Pappy "and so could you. With a little practice. You have great natural dog fighting instincts. A little work and you could be really exceptional." Jack raised one eyebrow. 
 
    "This is Lieutenant Commander Paul Smiley," said Mike, jumping in with a grin, slinging one arm over his flight leader's shoulder. "One of the Navy's finest Hornet pilots... a Top Gun graduate! He turned down an instructor's position to stay shipboard." 
 
    Somehow Jack's ego felt less abused, knowing Paul was just being objective, not critical, then a sudden idea hit him, "Say, if you've got the ability to train... why not train us?!" 
 
    "Sure, why not?" exclaimed Brian, "that would be a great idea!" 
 
    "Let's face it," said Jack, "this shuttle thing is alright for now, but I don't want to do it indefinitely..." 
 
    "Besides," interjected Brian, "this would be a blast!" 
 
    "I for one, would like to see some of the famous Top Gun tactics," added Derrik. "See how they compare to what I learned in the RAF... it could prove to be rather interesting." 
 
    Paul suddenly realized everyone was looking at him, waiting for an answer... smiling faces filled with enthusiastic anticipation. It was a bunch of grown adults caught up with an irresistible new toy. He shrugged, "Oh what the hell. Sure, why not, it'll give us something interesting to do." 
 
    "Great!" said Jack, rubbing his hands together, "When do we start?" 
 
    Paul shrugged, "Now’s as good a time as any. I need everybody to fly at least one mission so I can tell where we're at, ability-wise..." He walked back over to the console and sat down, "So... who's next?" 
 
    Taking turns, the pilots flew the simulator into the wee hours of the morning. Paul Smiley found himself surprised time after time at the resourcefulness and tenacity of these untrained pilots in combat. Did they make mistakes? Sure. Did they get shot up? Yes. But he decided there was a good deal of raw talent present, and the possibility of creating a well trained combat squadron was not as far-fetched as he might have anticipated. 
 
    Rubbing his eyes, Paul rose from his chair behind the console, "Let's call it a night y'all, I'm burned out." 
 
    Jack looked at his watch, "Shit, it is late, isn't it? OK, let's pack it in, kids." The others rose from their various positions of rest, yawning and stretching, as Maria climbed down out of the simulator cockpit. Halfway down the ladder, Jack hefted Maria by the waist and set her gently on the flight deck. "Nice flight," he said quietly. 
 
    Maria flew harder than she had ever flown in her life. She was tense and exhausted, definitely in no mood for Steele's strange brand of humor. "Look..." she said pointing her finger in Jack's face. But she had known him long enough to know when he was ribbing her, he'd get that mischievous look in his eyes... and it wasn't there now. "You're serious aren't you?" 
 
    Jack nodded loosely, "Yeah, you did good." He put his arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. 
 
    "No kidding?" 
 
    "No kidding..." he repeated as they walked. "Scout's honor." He held up his hand in a Boy Scout salute. 
 
    She smiled weakly, "Liar, you were never a Boy Scout..." 
 
    How does everybody know that he wondered, smiling back. "That's beside the point." 
 
    Late the next morning, six tired, yawning pilots, wandered into the shuttle simulator bay in silence. They made themselves comfortable and waited for Tee. The Saurian flight instructor never came, he had abandoned his students. Mike rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands and spoke through a yawn, "Good going, Jack, you probably scared him so bad yesterday, he had a coronary after he left." 
 
    Jack smiled mischievously, "Yeah, at this very moment, his body lies face up next to the toilet in his room, blue in the face, his tongue all swollen and purple, hanging out the side of his mouth... and his eyes so bug-eyed they look like two bloodshot golf balls stuck to his face." 
 
    Maria made a face of extreme distaste, "Euuchhh, that’s disgusting!" 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    "Actually," mused Derrik, "it would be a bit of an improvement on that little troll." 
 
    "You guys are sick...” 
 
    "Lighten up Arroyo..." commented  Jack, “we're guys, it's what we do.” 
 
    "Sure," interrupted Paul in a slow southern drawl, "we're just funnin'." 
 
    "I think we ought to go eat," said Mike, changing the subject. 
 
    "You would," said Maria making another face. 
 
    "Well, I think we should go back to bed," yawned Brian. 
 
    Jack nodded as he eyed Maria, "that gets my vote." Maria caught the intent of his gaze and turned away to hide her blush. She had to bite her tongue to keep from smiling. 
 
    Paul rose from where he had been sitting on the floor and stretched his arms above his head, "Well, y'all can do whatever you like, but I'm going to go eat, then I'm going to get some shuteye." The group voted unanimously for that idea and headed for the Ecosphere Lounge. 
 
    “Mmm, waffles...” smiled Jack, thinking ahead. 
 
    Mike rubbed his hands together, “A nice four-egg omelet and some crispy bacon... Oooh and pancakes or some French toast, maybe some sausage, juice...” 
 
    Jack looked sideways at Mike as the group walked down the corridor, “Seriously? Holy crap, do you have a tapeworm or something...?” 
 
    Pappy just shook his head and smirked. 
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 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST: DEPARTING TRELUS 2, LAN SYSTEM 
 
    This was the first full day in about three weeks they'd given themselves off and everyone was thoroughly enjoying themselves. 
 
    Jack lay on the blue-green grass of the Ecosphere meadow floor, the picnic lunch Maria had made was resting warmly in his stomach. The wine made his eyelids heavy and he let them close, feeling the artificial sun on his face. Relaxed and at ease, the weight of Maria's head on his chest was somehow comforting.  
 
    A few yards away Mike and Brian played catch. Fritz ran back and forth between them trying to intercept the ball, creating an odd version of monkey in the middle and Paul and Derrik had wandered off after lunch to see if there were any fish to be had in the pond at the far end of the Ecosphere. Jack could feel Maria's even breathing and opened one eye to watch the gentle rise and fall of her chest. Closing his eye, he sighed quietly, drawing in the warm, sweet, air of the meadow and let his mind drift... 
 
    Whether measured by Earth standards or by the similar but elongated ship's version, time passed quickly. In comparison, travel in deep space or the noticeable progress of such, was negligible in perception. This created the illusion of taking forever to go nowhere. According to Jack's log, the group of pilots had been on the ship for well over a month already and had it not been for the rigorous combat flight training they had imposed upon themselves, days would have drifted from one to another without apparent hesitation. Their efforts were not without rewards. With Pappy's expert tutelage, they had become excellent fighter pilots, flying far more hours than would have been possible by conventional aircraft training methods.  
 
    Thanks to the amiable assistance of CABL 5 and the use of the CHAIR suites, the pilots were able to practice formation flight and improve their organized flight teamwork. Using computer software copied from the combat flight simulator, CABL 5 linked several suites together to allow the pilots to fly as a unit. Each pilot could see a fully dimensional laser hologram of the other pilot's ships around him. This proved to be a highly effective way of learning and created a tremendous amount of cohesion between the pilots.  
 
    Not only did they practice flight combat, Pappy ran them through a series of exercises involving ground and anti-shipping strikes. Jack was amazed at how close the pilots had become, almost like real family. Their affinity for each other was obvious in the way they flew; viciously protecting each other in combat, even when it meant putting themselves at greater risk. Along with the physical application of practice was the studying... of ships and weapons types... provided by research from CABL 5. The technical specifications, uses, advantages and disadvantages, ranges, power, durability and ammunition, when applicable. It was complex but important and useful information. 
 
    Though they spent much of their time working on their study and fighter tactics, shuttle practice did not suffer. In fact, a couple days ago, they all did live flights to a beautiful snow planet called Trelus 2 in the Lan System. While the Princess Hedonist did lazy orbits, the shuttles ran for almost forty-eight hours straight, taking sightseers to and from the surface of the sparkling planet. 
 
    Working in shifts, the pilots flew over two thousand sightseers to the planet's surface and back. After the last shuttle had finally been recovered and secured by the maintenance crew, Gantarro had called the pilots to the bridge. 
 
    "Well..." mused Gantarro, standing with his hands clasped neatly behind him, "gentlemen... and lady," he added, nodding toward Maria, "I want to congratulate you all, on a fine orchestration of flights and a superb effort. Everyone was extremely satisfied." A smile lit up his face as he began to clap, which started a round of applause from the crew on the bridge. The worn pilots smiled weakly and shifted uneasily, unsure what to do with the outward show of attention.  Gantarro continued after the applause died down, "You people did in two days, what it normally takes us six or seven to accomplish. If you continue to operate with such efficiency, you may actually get us back on schedule!" The pilots wanted to say something, anything... but no one could think of exactly what. 
 
    "I had a feeling you would be good pilots, but then I saw the logs from the training simulator in bay eleven..." He paused briefly and watched the pilots' uneasy glances, "Mmmm, yes," he said, nodding, watching their faces, "I knew, I knew right away... why do you think Tee disappeared? I didn't want him interfering, that’s why!" The Captain wore a devilish grin, "He's an anal retentive, but he really is a good instructor... for beginners though, you were obviously light-years past what he had to offer you. I knew that the moment I saw your logs and tapes..." He slammed his hand down on an instrument console, making everyone on the bridge jump, even the group of pilots. "Dammit, if your records reflect your real abilities in combat, you might be some of the best damn fighter pilots I have ever seen!" 
 
    Gantarro took a small engraved steel box handed to him by an Ensign from the bridge crew. "I forwarded your flight files to a close friend of mine in UFW's, United Federation of Worlds, Space Academy..." as he held the shining box forward, the top slid open with a hiss to reveal six sets of solid gold wings surrounded by royal blue velvet. The pilots stared in silence at the gleaming wings. "I am honored to have been authorized by the United Federation of Worlds Space Academy, to present you with the Wings of Honor." The presentation was officious, but the Captain could not prevent smiling like a proud father. "Y'know, only Academy graduate fighter pilots get Wings of Honor and they are the only gold wings you will ever see." 
 
    Jack had the sneaking suspicion he was wearing one of those struck-dumb kinds of smiles. He looked at his friends, they all had a goofy smile so it must mean he was wearing it too. He hated that. Ah, but what the hell, it was gratifying to have some occasional recognition. He accepted the wings handed to him with a handshake. "Wherever you go, you will be recognized as being part of a very special group," said Gantarro, as he handed the pilots their wings. "And should you choose to remain out here as part of a space faring society, you are offered permanent positions with the United Federation of Worlds with the following ranks," he pulled out a small piece of paper and read from it. "Effective as of today; Paul Smiley - Commander, Jack Steele - Commander, Derrik Brighton - Lieutenant Commander, Mike Warren - Lieutenant, Brian Carter – Lieutenant, Maria Arroyo - Lieutenant JG." The pilots proudly pinned their wings on their tunics as they left the bridge and headed for the Ecosphere Lounge to celebrate. 
 
    Gant had explained that the UFW was not only created to improve interplanetary trade but for protection as well. Protection against hostile action from unexplored systems or marauding pirates. The latter were becoming more common and increasingly more successful. The UFW deployed scout patrol craft, cruisers and fighter carriers to create a Network or Net as it was more commonly called. The problem was, the pirates were either finding or creating more holes in the Net than the UFW could cover.  
 
    The UFW needed more people, good people, pilots mostly, with combat savvy. The pirates were vicious and ruthless when dealing with the UFW Net and more often than not appeared in numbers sufficient to overwhelm inexperienced UFW forces. Then in true pirate fashion, steal, pillage, or salvage, anything they could get their hands on. They got stronger, the Net got weaker. 
 
    The UFW had experienced limited success with ambushes and raids on pirate hot spots. The idea being to keep the raiders off balance, out of the trade routes and away from the Genesis Gates until their bases could be discovered. Though the operations had merit, the UFW had yet to succeed in the capture or destruction of a single pirate stronghold. The UFW was simply spread too thin to effect the needed results. 
 
    Jack was not surprised to find pirates often dealt in illicit cargo, after all, greed was a universal motivator, and in any culture, there were plenty of vices to exploit. And with interstellar travel so prevalent, there was an abundance of cultures accessible for the sale of any cargo or booty the pirates could obtain. 
 
    Steele felt those old familiar save the world feelings he got when he joined the Chicago Police Department. The cravings for action, the desire to make a difference, improve his little corner of the world. Some people called men like him adrenalin junkies. He wondered how close that was to the real truth. 
 
    Compared to most of the planets in the UFW, Earth was considered a savage, warring world, its occupants cunning, ruthless and dangerous. That perception could work to the UFW's advantage if the Federation could be convinced to use Pappy's superior combat tactics. It might be enough to provide them an edge against the pirates and smugglers. With Steele's knowledge of special police tactics, and Maria's covert operations experience, they could help the UFW uncover some of those elusive pirate bases. 
 
    His thoughts suddenly turned to home and Earth; family, friends... and unfinished business with Stephen Miles. Mr. Miles... yes, he mustn't forget to settle that score. Jack had to go home first, he couldn't forget that. That was to come before all else. It was obvious life out here had a lot to offer. It was a new adventure and he was starting to enjoy it. Maybe... just maybe, he... no, they, as a team, could make a difference... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Jack, sweetheart... are you asleep?" Her voice was soft and rich. 
 
    Jack opened his eyes to see Maria gazing down at his face. "Hmm," he said yawning, "I guess I was..." He propped himself up on one elbow, "Where's Fritz?" 
 
    "He went for a walk with Brian and Mike, they should be back pretty soon." Jack nodded and sat up, amazed at how comfortable the grass was and slightly embarrassed that he had dozed off. Maria stretched and made growling cat noises, making Jack smile. Maria tousled her hair, "Want to go dancing after dinner tonight?" 
 
    Jack nodded again, "Sure why not? Sounds good to me." They lay back on the grass and kissed, oblivious to the people animals and aliens around them. 
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 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    WASHINGTON DC, CIA OFFICE: ALPHABET SOUP   
 
    Stephen Miles sifted through the piles of reports scattered across his desk. "Dammit Cummins, it's been almost two months and not a sign!" The steady rain pattered across the window of his Washington office. "How does somebody just vanish with a plane like that? And with a plane like that, how could you possibly escape two F-18s? I mean even if they were being flown by two complete morons, there's just no way..." His mind drifted off as he looked out the rain washed window upon a gray and soggy city. Lightning flashed in the distance, momentarily illuminating the silhouette of the Washington monument. 
 
    It was a long silence as the two men sat listening to the rain. Bob Cummins shifted uneasily in his seat before he spoke. "The Bureau has been watching Steele's house for some time." The Director's eyes did not leave the window and Cummins continued. "Both his phone and his parent's phone in Chicago have been tapped. I guess the boys are hoping to catch him if he tries to contact his folks. " 
 
    Miles continued to stare out the window. "Those Bureau slobs couldn't catch a cold... but keep a team on them in case they get lucky." 
 
    Cummins nodded. "Have been, twenty-four hours a day." 
 
    "Good..." 
 
    The National Security Act of 1947 was very specific about the CIA's endeavors; that they could have no role inside the U.S. Internal operations were to be left to the FBI. There was definitely no love lost between the two agencies and the Bureau had a nasty habit when it found the Agency infringing on its territory; publicity. Public exposure was a royal nightmare. It led to Congressional investigations and hearings, having to answer questions to a bunch of career politicians, whose asses had never left a cushy chair for a serious day's work, judging how he did a very risky and thankless job. Screw that crap. In the end, it remained, Stephen needed to find Steele and the B-25 before the FBI or the military. It would be the only way he could protect him and prevent the operation from being compromised. Jack was a wanted man. Sought by the FBI who were co-operating with the Puerto Rican government and by the U.S. military, who wanted to know where their F-18s were. 
 
    If it came down to it, Stephen hoped he could keep his people protected by the fact that the operation was actually running outside the U.S. If not, what the hell, he wasn't beyond a little dirty pool. 
 
    Cummins cleared his throat before he spoke again, he knew this was a sore subject. "Are we going to make new arrangements to send equipment to the team in Sao Palo?" 
 
    Stephen leaned back in the leather chair and closed his eyes. "No." He pinched the bridge of his nose, "We lost our window of opportunity on Vasquez, he's already left the country with his shipment." 
 
    "Isn't there any way we can intercept him?" 
 
    Stephen shook his head, "No, not at this point. Someone tipped him off and we lost contact with our informant in that region a week ago. We have no idea where his port of entry will be. Or even if he's transporting by air or water for that matter." 
 
    "You're not thinking Steele tipped him off are you?" 
 
    "I thought of it, but no. Besides, it wouldn't explain two missing jet fighters." Stephen Miles had decided that possibility read too much like cheap fiction. 
 
    Cummins stared down at his shoes. "How big is the shipment?" 
 
    "Two tons." 
 
    Bob's eyes shot from the floor to the Director who had resumed staring out the window. "Two tons! Jesus...!" He'd need a calculator to figure out the street value of two tons of cocaine. 
 
    "Oh, it's not the cocaine that’s bothering me," interrupted Miles, "I'd give that to the DEA boys anyway. I want Vasquez and Restonovich." 
 
    "Colonel Restonovich?" Cummins had heard the name a couple of times before, but he had no idea what the man had to do with the Vasquez cartel. "He's Russian military, isn't he?" 
 
    His feet up on the desk, Miles rolled his head back and forth on the chair's headrest, popping his neck. He seemed to be transfixed by the rain hitting the office window. "No. Not military... KGB." 
 
    Bob's eyes widened, "KGB? I don't understand sir, what would KGB want with a drug dealer? And I thought the KGB was pretty much dismantled, defunct..." 
 
    The CIA Director of South American Operations swung his feet off the desk and spun his chair around to look the young agent in the eye. "Don't let all this Glasnost crap fool you, Cummins." He pulled a cigar out of a small mahogany box on the desk and bit the tip off, "The KGB isn't dead, just hiding." He searched for and found his lighter under a pile of reports. "This Glasnost, buddy-buddy bullshit, was a perfect veil for them to slip underground. They're actually more dangerous now than they were before." 
 
    "And their connection to Vasquez?" 
 
    Stephen puffed on the cigar as he lit it, expelling clouds of foul, gray smoke. "Bankroll a drug dealer. Help him move his shipment. Eliminate him when you know the ropes and take over. It's a perfect opportunity to funnel mass amounts of funds to their cause, and aid in the destruction of the fabric that binds our country." Agent Cummins nodded, he was beginning to understand the big picture. "But," continued Stephen, "we need to find that plane and that kid. Anybody else gets him, and they'll blab all over the place. If Restonovich gets wind of it, he'll go completely underground... I'll never get another shot at him." 
 
    The Director's aide buzzed him on the intercom. "Yes, Maggie?" 
 
    "The field team assigned to the Steeles is reporting in," replied his aide, "it looks like the federal boys are going to make an initial contact. Wilson is still on the line if you want to speak with him." 
 
    "Yes!" He picked up on the line that flashed on his phone. "Wilson, what's going on?" 
 
    The agent's voice was distant on a secure satellite phone. "We intercepted some comms this morning, sir. The Bureau boys have received orders from their regional; interview in addition to observation. And get them to talk, was an exact quote." 
 
    "Bozos!" growled Miles. "Never know when to keep their noses out of our business... Head them off if you can, let them know in no uncertain terms, their investigation stops now! Quote national security, but no details. Understand?" 
 
    "Yes sir. Pressure?" 
 
    "Modest. Heavy only if you have to. If they've already made contact, go in and see the Steeles and do damage control. We don't want them warning Jack away, we need to bring him in. I'll be on the next flight out." 
 
    "Right, sir." The connection ended and the Director cradled the receiver. 
 
    "Cummins," Bob Cummins looked up from his empty coffee cup. "Go pack. Kevin and I will be by to pick you up shortly. We're going to Florida." With a nod, agent Cummins was up and out the door. Stephen Miles rose from his desk, "Maggie! Get Kevin, we're going to Florida!" 
 
    “Florida? Can I go too?” she joked, looking at the rain pelting her window. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lynnette Steele stood in the kitchen of her son's home and prepared dinner. As promised she and Kyle had traveled down to see Jack. And as he predicted might be the case, his return was delayed so they called Nina for a key. But he was long overdue and they were both becoming more than a little concerned. There had been no mention of the missing planes on either television or radio so they had no knowledge of any of the bizarre occurrences which had unfolded before their arrival. They enjoyed the weather, the attractions and the beach, basically trying to remain positive about his absence. Calls to his cell phone had garnered no results. 
 
    In the interest of keeping busy, Kyle had decided to fix a leaky faucet and went to the hardware store for some parts. Lisa, Jack's younger sister, was walking the family dog on the beach and Nina, who came once a week to tidy up, was in the living room running the vacuum cleaner across the area rug. 
 
    Lynnette looked up from the vegetables she was slicing when the doorbell chimed. "Nina, would you get that? My hands are all wet!" 
 
    "Sure, Mrs. Steele!" She thumbed off the switch and leaving the machine, headed for the door. Padding barefoot across the rug and the tiled foyer, she opened the door to find two men in dark sunglasses and dark suits waiting patiently. "Can I help you?" She asked. 
 
    "Mrs. Steele, please." They knew Mr. Steele had left the house but not for how long. They hoped to play on Mrs. Steele's concern for her son and get her to expose any information she might have knowledge of, before her husband returned. 
 
    "And who could I say is calling?" 
 
    The taller of the two men stepped forward to look into the house, but Nina moved the door to block his view. He pushed on the door and brushed by her. "FBI," was all he said, as he quickly flashed his ID. 
 
    "Hey," she objected, "wait a minute..." but he was already in the house. 
 
    The second man followed the first. He looked the girl up and down, "Don't want any trouble, Missy, do we? Is your green card all up to date?" 
 
    Nina had an even tan and dark reddish-brown hair, but her only ethnic claim was that she was half Seminole Indian. "I'm a born citizen, you jerk!" she snapped, indignant. 
 
    Lynnette Steele turned the corner from the kitchen, holding a towel, drying her hands. "Can I help you gentlemen?" 
 
    "FBI, Mrs. Steele," he flashed his ID again, as fast as before. "Need to ask you a few questions." 
 
    She stood unmoved. "Hope you don't mind if I get a better look at that..." She pointed to the breast pocket where the ID had gone. The agent drew it out and handed it to her. Lynnette examined the identity badge and returned it. Jack had spent several years on the police department, Kyle had spent over twenty-five. She was not naive and would take no bullying. "OK," she said, handing it back. "Now, apologize to Nina then tell me what you want and why you've been so rude." 
 
    The agent apologized, reluctantly. Then they began asking questions. How does Jack make a living? Where did he go? When did she last see him? When did he call last? Nina sat quietly on the arm of the couch, but Lynnette would have none of it. "Wait a minute," she said, holding up one hand, "this sounds more like an interrogation than a few questions. Maybe you'd better tell me what this is all about." 
 
    "I'm sorry," said the first agent, flatly, "that's classified." 
 
    "Well then, I'm sorry," added Lynnette, folding her arms across her chest, "you don't answer mine, I don't answer yours. You know where the door is, " she said motioning toward the door dismissively. “Don't let it hit you in the ass on the way out.” The need for more information about Jack was killing her, but she wasn't about to give in. 
 
    The commotion outside on the sundeck made everyone in the room turn around. A third agent escorted Jack's younger sister Lisa in through the sliding glass doors gripping her tightly by her elbow. "Caught this one outside spying." 
 
    "I live here you moron!" Lisa flailed but the agent gripped her arm like a vice. "Ow! Let go!" 
 
    "We don't have any record of her..." one agent said to the other. 
 
    When Kyle Steele pulled back into the driveway, there were two new vehicles parked there. He didn't know many of Jack's friends, but he couldn't picture any of them driving long dark anonymous sedans. He parked on the grass next to the garage, out of view from the rest of the house. Having stopped for a few groceries after the hardware store, he hefted a large paper bag under one arm and closed the van door quietly. It made no sound. The freshly mown grass smelled sweet and shooshed softly as he made his way to the open garage door. Once inside the garage, he rummaged silently through the cabinets above Jack's workbench until he found what he was looking for. He set it in the bag on top of the ice cream. Kyle cautiously entered the kitchen through the garage, thankful he'd lubricated the door's hinges earlier that week. 
 
    "I don't care if you have a record or not," shouted Lynnette, "she's my daughter!" 
 
    Kyle had no idea who these men were. And at this point he was not interested in asking for identification. He ended up behind the agent and Lisa, one arm circling the bag, his free hand resting on top. "Release my daughter," he said calmly, "or you'll pull back a stump." She was released immediately. As the agent turned, Kyle let the bag slide through his grasp and drop to the floor. In his free hand was a Sig Sauer 226, 9mm semi-automatic. When the bag hit the floor, it  became an unspoken exclamation point. He aimed over Lisa's shoulder at the man's right eye. "I wouldn’t miss at five times this range," Kyle added calmly. Kyle being an expert, meant it would actually be closer to ten. 
 
    "FBI," said the man slowly. 
 
    "That's nice..." retorted Kyle. He wasn't sure whether to believe them or not yet. "Suppose you back up." Lisa ducked under his line of fire and ran out the sliding glass door to the sundeck. 
 
    "We'd really feel more comfortable if you put that away," said the first agent. 
 
    "Feel? You're gonna feel a 9mm in your forehead if you don't do what I tell you to do." They made no attempt to resist and retreated towards the front door as he advanced. 
 
    "You don't really think you'd get us all if we decided to draw on you. Do you?" The first agent looked blankly at his partner, he couldn’t believe he'd said something so stupid. 
 
    "Well," said Kyle, sarcastically, "I need what, say two apiece? That's six. If things get a little messy and I have to hurry and need three each, that's nine  I've got sixteen. Since you're the asshole with the biggest mouth, I'll make sure you're first..." 
 
    "I apologize for my partner's foolish remarks," began the first agent, glaring at the second. "But we are here about your son." He gingerly pulled his ID from his suit pocket, closely watched by the angry father. "It's a matter of extreme importance." 
 
    Kyle examined the badge and identification card, "So tell me about my son." He handed it back and dropped his gun hand, tucking the 9mm into his waistband in the small of his back. 
 
    "We were hoping you could tell us," said the agent who had grabbed Lisa. 
 
    The doorbell chimed and Kyle pointed to the closest agent, "Answer that." The agent opened the door and disappeared like he'd been sucked out. When the second turned to investigate the door swung wide and he was dragged out by his tie. Along with the first, he was escorted down the driveway by well armed Marines in camouflage fatigues. 
 
    A well muscled man stepped forward, grabbing the final FBI man by his sleeve, "You, out!" He told him, tossing him towards the door. He handed Kyle his ID and tipped his cap to Lynnette and Nina who stood by, their mouths agape. "Special Agent Doug Wilson, Mr. Steele. Central Intelligence Agency. Sorry these clowns had to bother you. It won't happen again." Lisa was escorted up the drive from the street by another agent in fatigues, she entered the house and smiled politely, if not a bit stunned. 
 
    "What the hell is going on here?!" Demanded Kyle. 
 
    "Maybe we'd better all sit down sir." They gathered in the living room and made themselves comfortable. "First, what I am about to tell you is a matter of national security. I am limited in the details I am allowed to tell you and must ask that what I do divulge does not leave this room." They all agreed. 
 
    "Is he working for you?" asked Lisa, rather bluntly. 
 
    "In a manner of speaking," began Wilson. "He was delivering a plane for us..." 
 
    "Did he know who he was working for?" inquired Kyle. 
 
    "That, I don't know," answered the agent. 
 
    Lynnette didn't like where this was going, it sounded too past tense. "So where is he now? Why was the FBI here looking for him?" 
 
    Agent Wilson decided to answer the question he knew the answer to first. "Well, during the delivery, a situation arose where someone attempted to take the plane away from him by force..." 
 
    "Was he hurt?" Interrupted Lisa. 
 
    "Not to our knowledge ma’am, there was no indication of that. Anyway, he was forced to defend himself and the plane..." 
 
    "And he killed someone in the process..." added Kyle. 
 
    Wilson nodded. "Several men." 
 
    "That's why the FBI was here!" Lynnette interrupted, excitedly. 
 
    "Right." Wilson wanted to tell it and get it over with. "Anyway, he and the plane disappeared somewhere near the northeastern coast of South America in a weather front off the edge of the Bermuda Triangle." He left out many of the sensitive details, especially the missing F-18s, the guns, the dead police, the drugs and the Russians. "The search lasted for almost two weeks, but nothing has been found. Our best information says he had plenty of fuel and likely made landfall." He went on to explain that he had told them all he could and would appreciate their help if Jack should happen to contact them. He assured them, the CIA was only interested in Jack's best interests and could clear up any problems to get him home safely. 
 
    "Bullshit," said Kyle, once Wilson had left. "They don't want him back to protect him. They want him back to tie up a loose end." He may not have known all the details, but he knew they wouldn't bother telling the whole truth either. He knew how they operated, anything in the name of national security, whatever it takes, whoever it hurts. 
 
    "I hope he's OK," mumbled Lisa, tears welling up in her eyes. 
 
    "He's fine," stated Lynnette with confidence. "You'll see." She prayed she was right. 
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 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST: DEPARTING, LAN SYSTEM 
 
    Carefully smoothing his tunic, Jack stepped out into the corridor with Maria on his arm and was greeted by the rest of the pilots. The group had a big evening planned, dining at the Captain's table in the famous Nova Restaurant then a show and dancing at the Starlight Show Lounge. 
 
    After a leisurely day of rest, it was time for a night of fun and frolic. The six pilots, accompanied by the amiable Shepherd who had adopted them all, strolled down the hall in their best dress uniforms. Their uniforms were all the same color now. The double-breasted tunics were a deep royal blue and their pants a charcoal gray with black piping on the leg seam. The pants fit close but comfortable and tucked into shiny, black, knee-high boots. Each pilot had proudly pinned their gold Wings of Honor on the left breast of his or her tunic while the right breast had two buttons open with the flap folded down to reveal the silky royal blue lining. 
 
    Their spirits high, the group sauntered down the corridor greeting everyone they passed. Even Fritz wore the uniform colors in the form of a two-toned blue bandana tied around his neck. 
 
    The pilots were friendly and playful as they made their way to the restaurant. "I say, gents," said Jack in his best British imitation, "don't we look absolutely dashing?" 
 
    "Aye," responded Brian in kind, "none better." 
 
    "Absolutely smashing!" remarked Derrik. "And I would venture to say," he added with aristocratic flair and a wave of his hand, "no one on this great tin-can enjoys finer companionship than that of our comfy little squadron." 
 
    "Well put," said Paul. “Although technically we're a little short for a squadron,” he shrugged, “I'm just saying...” 
 
    The pilots strolled slowly along the shop-lined Promenade that ringed the Ecosphere on the fifth level and browsed the windows on their way to the restaurant. The shops were filled with strange and unusual gifts and curios from all over the universe. The busy Promenade gave Jack the impression of an old street bazaar teaming with life. Vendors stood in their doorways dressed in colorful clothing and hawked their merchandise to passers-by. Prospective customers haggled prices with shop owners, and the merchandise was so foreign and interesting it almost compelled one to closer examination. 
 
    "Living crystals... living crystals," called the woman from the doorway of her shop. She held one aloft, dangling from a golden chain to sway and sparkle before Maria's dancing eyes. "Not only the most beautiful M'Lady, but also the most unusual... " The woman watched the slivers of reflected light play across Maria's face as she stared in curiosity and wonder. "Very rare," stated the woman after a pause. 
 
    Maria impulsively reached out to touch the crystal but it was withdrawn. Fritz sniffed an investigatory nose at an intricate tapestry hanging on a rack nearby, and the woman eyed him speculatively. Jack pretended not to notice. "Let her see it," he said quietly. 
 
    The woman had noticed the wings on their tunics and cast her eyes to the floor, "Yes M'Lord." Jack raised one eyebrow in surprise, kind of drastic, he thought. But he wasn't sure how to respond to it either, so he decided it was best to just let it go and say nothing. 
 
    Jack watched as the woman lowered the glittering, fiery crystal into Maria's upturned palm. Fritz sat and watched with mild disinterest and the other pilots studied paintings from a far away world. To Maria and Jack's amazement the solid crystal began to soften and its polished facets seemed to dissolve. "It's warm!" squealed Maria in amazement. "And look!" Before their eyes, the crystal turned into what appeared to be a limpid pool of clear azure water in the palm of her hand. 
 
    "It is very fond of you M'Lady, it does not do that for many..." 
 
    Maria's eyes turned to Jack "It's so different, may I have it?" She touched the pool in her palm with the index finger of her other hand and was surprised to see it was more solid than it looked. Jack glanced at the woman in the doorway who was looking thoughtfully at Fritz. 
 
    "I will trade the crystal for the furry one." She pointed at Fritz. 
 
    "Not likely!" blurted Jack in amusement. 
 
    "But this is a Teardrop crystal of Rhomm, very rare!" 
 
    Jack shrugged and motioned toward the dog, "He wouldn't like it." 
 
    The woman snatched the crystal from Maria's hand, "No furry thing, no Teardrop!" 
 
    Maria's face hardened, her dark eyes turned stormy and piercing, causing the vendor woman to step back in fear. Maria turned on her heel, fists clenched and strode purposefully away. "Didn't want it anyway. Right Fritz?" Fritz stood and shook his head to rearrange his hair, snortled at the woman and her goods and trotted after the angry female pilot. 
 
    Jack caught up with Maria a few shops down where they met up with the other pilots. She no longer showed any signs of anger and Jack decided it wise not to pursue the matter further. "Dinner?" It was more a suggestion than a question and was met with a favorable round of approval. 
 
    The pilots headed to the restaurant through the Promenade and detached from the bustle of the crowd, chatting amongst themselves. Mike and Brian, oblivious of the dwindling throng around them, walked ahead of the others and discussed flight tactics with their natural good nature, accompanied by the normal animated hand gestures which accompanied such talks. Jack watched with amusement as he exchanged small talk with Derrik and Paul. Maria walked in passive silence, the Shepherd keeping pace at her side, pleased to feel the soft touch of her hand on his head. 
 
    "Captain Steele!" The cloaked and hooded figure stood inside a darkened entryway, his face obscured by the shadows. Fritz sensed the dark stranger before he saw him and his skin crawled with a queer sensation which was a sure sign of danger. He walked beside Maria, scanning his surroundings and the beings about him in an uneasy attempt to detect the origin of this assault to his acute senses. It greatly upset the Shepherd when the shadowed figure revealed himself before Fritz could locate his whereabouts. It was but a split second before the protective Shepherd imposed his capable bulk between the hooded owner of the deep voice and his beloved friend, Jack. 
 
    Jack turned to meet the shadowed owner of the deep voice despite his use of an improper title and was suddenly aware of the protective dog standing between them. For some inexplicable reason, Jack felt his blood turn cold. He was greatly reassured at the dog's presence but he would have felt less vulnerable had he been wearing his .45 Kimber. "Commander Steele," he corrected, "and you?" 
 
    "I've been known by many names, but you may call me Voorlak." He stood motionless in the shadows of the recessed entryway. 
 
    "I see... and how do you know my name?" With some relief, Jack realized he was now flanked by the other pilots and Fritz still stood in front of him, showing his teeth in a sardonic smile. 
 
    "You... all of you, are officers of extremely high-profile. Many know you." 
 
    Jack was growing impatient but Paul spoke first, "Yes... well, what can we do for you?" 
 
    "I assure you no offense intended to any of you, but my business is with Captain Steele..." 
 
    "Commander." 
 
    "Yes, of course. Commander. This is a very important matter and I must speak with you... alone." 
 
    "What about?" 
 
    "Not out here, inside please... and I must insist... alone." 
 
    Jack trusted the Shepherd's instincts and his blood ran cold again, neither trusted this being. "The dog stays with me." Jack said curtly. A nod showed the man in agreement. "Look," said Steele turning to the others, "you guys go along, I'll meet you at the restaurant." He read the concern in their faces. "I'll be OK." 
 
    "If anything happens," whispered Brian, "he won't see his next birthday." 
 
    Jack nodded, "See you all later." 
 
    The only light in the room came from the vidscreen on the wall which showed the outside view of passing stars and a nightlight above the suite's wet bar which produced a faint glow. 
 
    It took several minutes for Jack's eyes to adjust to the darkness, and he was glad for the presence of the German Shepherd, who would defend him to the death if need be. Jack Steele was not a man easily unnerved, but it was obvious even to this stranger that he was on edge. "Relax, Mr. Steele, no harm will come to you or your friend here." Fritz grumbled softly and Jack thought he saw the man smile but in this light that would be impossible. Still... 
 
    "Your friend..." he waved a robed arm towards Fritz, "does not like me." 
 
    "No I guess not." Jack was anxious to leave and shifted uneasily. As his eyes grew more accustomed to the dim light, he could see the room was much like his own suite. 
 
    "Please, sit down Captain..." before Jack could correct him, the man silenced him with an elegant wave of his hand. "Yes I know... Commander." He turned away and eased off his hood. "A drink perhaps?" The old man moved to the bar and poured himself a drink. "An excellent vintage of Ditarian Brandy." 
 
    "No thanks." 
 
    "Come now, Mr. Steele, surely you don't think I went through all this trouble just to poison you, do you?" The question was not meant to be answered. "Of course not!" he snapped. He handed Jack a crystal snifter half full. "You are parched and tense. Sit, drink and relax. I have much to tell you." 
 
    Jack sat and sniffed the liquor pensively. Deciding he wouldn't know poison anyway and throwing caution to the winds, he sipped. It was sweet and heavy, warming him as he swallowed. Jack could see his face now, lined and aged, he studied the face for some time, both men remaining silent. The man, Voorlak, looked very old. "Who, or should I say, what are you?" 
 
    "I am by most labels, an Ancient... and yes, I am very old. I lost track after two thousand..." he smiled again. "Most stop counting after a thousand but I kept fair records..." he waved a hand expressively, "but then came the 200 Year Pennance Wars and somewhere during that time, I lost count." Voorlak, lapsing into silence, stared into his brandy, perhaps reflecting upon old memories. 
 
    Jack was more relaxed and noticed Fritz reclining sedately, though still alert. "Why do you call me Captain when you know I'm only a Commander?"  Straining to see more clearly in the dim light, he watched Voorlak's face. 
 
    "Sorry about the light my friend," he seemed to read Jack's mind. "At my age, the eyes become very sensitive, quite a bother really."  He sipped his brandy then continued. "Young man, you have a destiny far beyond your wildest comprehension..." Jack watched him with interest but was careful to show no emotion. The old man appreciated his restraint, "You would make an excellent Ruge player my friend, you mask your feelings well." 
 
    Voorlak stood and moved back to the bar, "You will have your own ship soon. You and you alone will be its commanding officer. Your destiny does not stop there, however, if you make the right choices. If not..." he turned to face Jack and shrugged. "Few men have the opportunity to choose between destinies... " he leaned back against the bar, a fresh snifter of brandy in his hand. "You, my boy, stand at the crossroads." 
 
    Jack wiped his forehead, he was feeling warm. 
 
    "You," continued Voorlak, "can choose to be a man like Herman Shimp, or take a firm hold and step into history like George Washington." 
 
    Jack scratched his head, "Who was Herman Shimp?" 
 
    The old man shrugged, "A nobody... no one remembers, no one cares." 
 
    OK, thought Jack, I walked into that one. He was not surprised that Voorlak knew about Earth history or George Washington. Many offworlders he'd met so far knew segments of Earth's history and found it fascinating. OK, so I'll bite, he thought. "So how do I become like George Washington?" 
 
    "Well..." said the old man, "let's see... it was quite an amazing chain of events back home, that deposited you and your friends on this ship, was it not?" Jack had to admit that it was. "Are you a positive thinker?" 
 
    "Well, I like to think so..." 
 
    "Logical?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Good! Then you believe everything happens for a very distinct reason?" It was a statement more than a question, and Jack agreed, not completely sure where this was all going. "Right, now then," Voorlak took a deep breath as if all this was requiring a great effort, "since destiny, fate, whatever you wish to call it, has taken such great pains and effort to bring you here, then isn't it logical to say that you must be fairly important to the general scheme of things?" Jack conceded to this also, at least for the sake of argument. "Good, now the crucial part. Then it is being here that makes you important!" The old man paused to sip his brandy and let it slide down his throat, warming him. "This means your better choice of destiny must be out here. You will choose, Jack, between Captain Steele... or our old friend Herman Shimp." 
 
    For the first time since he entered this room, Jack smiled. "OK I get the point, but why me?" 
 
    "You are a natural leader, my boy. If you lead, your friends will follow, you will never be alone. But make no mistake, Jack, the course of history is rarely an easy one... just ask George Washington." He smiled and took a moment to adjust his cloak as if he was preparing to meet royalty. "I know you better than you think. You would never be satisfied in a life like Herman Shimp... too boring. No excitement, no risks, nothing to strive for, no accomplishments, no goals." He put the empty brandy glass on the bar and moved over to the child-pilot, some thousands of years his junior. 
 
    Jack rose from his seat without thinking why and Fritz stood at his side. The pilot stared into the wizened old face and tried to fathom the depths of knowledge that lay behind it, but was able to glean no more than the feeling that he had met this man before, and his words were to be taken as the complete and utter truth. Time would have to bear out the reality of his claims. 
 
    The old man bent down and extended his hand to the Shepherd who stared at him with shining black eyes. Fritz leaned into the stranger's hand as it scratched his head and felt no fear or threat. With one last pat, Voorlak straightened up. "He is a remarkable animal... he loves you more than life itself," he shook his head, amazed at the unselfishness. "He would defend you to his death."  He could not bring himself to tell the young man that some day this might come to pass. They stood face to face once again and the Ancient pulled the hood over his head in preparation to leave. 
 
    "Wait," said Jack reaching out. There were so many questions, but surely he would know that... 
 
    The old man placed his hand on the pilot's shoulder. "I'm glad we've had a chance to meet, Jack. I know now, you will make the right decisions. Of that I have no doubts." Jack felt a strange feeling of elation that accompanied the hand touching his shoulder. 
 
    "But..." Jack had one last question. 
 
    Voorlak squeezed his shoulder. "Ah yes, your mother and father, I feel your concern. Go see them if you must, for you must reconcile your past before you can live your future." He adjusted his garments, pulling them close as if he was bracing for the cold. "Now I must go... sit, finish your brandy." He turned and moved to the wall of the suite that would face the outer skin of the ship. 
 
    "Will I see you again?" 
 
    "Yes." The Ancient's form seemed to dissolve like a fog as he reached the wall and passed into deep space. "Tell no one of my visit, Captain..." said the fading voice from the darkness. Then Jack was alone, alone except for the Shepherd with the shining eyes, who was sound asleep at his feet. 
 
    All in all it was a pretty spectacular departure, as stage exits go. For some strange reason, Jack expected no less, but was still curious enough to walk over and touch the wall through which Voorlak had disappeared. It was of course, solid. Jack sat back down and sipped the Ditarian Brandy, felt its warmth, took a deep breath and reviewed the conversation. So, he would have his own ship to command... that stuck in his mind. He'd wanted to ask how soon, when, what kind... but these were just a few of the many questions he had that went unanswered. He somehow lapsed into dreamy thought about home and all the things he missed most. It seemed like an entire lifetime ago. 
 
    "Jesus, dinner!" said Jack, jumping to his feet. He had opened his eyes and in a moment of panic, realized he had no idea how much time had expired. It seemed like hours. He had awakened Fritz with a start and the Shepherd stared at him indignantly. Jack put his empty brandy glass on the bar next to the other and headed for the door, the yawning dog at his side. It wasn't until he stepped out into the well-lit corridor that he realized he was not on Promenade 5. He should be facing the open expanse of the upper Ecosphere because Promenade 5 rings it like a giant balcony. All the Promenades do. Instead, he was looking at the opposite wall of a corridor... his corridor!  Fritz looked as confused as Jack. 
 
    Jack turned around and stared at the door to his own suite. Now he was truly confused! Had he imagined it all? Was it a dream? He rushed back inside and called up the lights. Two empty, but used, brandy glasses sat on the bar. "Whoa," he said to the dog, who stared at him with unblinking eyes.  He decided they'd better get up to the restaurant. Maybe somebody else knew what the hell was going on. 
 
    Exiting the lift on Promenade 5, Jack and Fritz hustled past the shops, barely casting a glance to their surroundings. Knowing it would prove nothing but wanting to see a familiar face, Jack looked for the woman selling the living crystals. She was not to be seen. Had he imagined that too? When they had left the shops behind, Jack studied the other doors and entryways they passed, they all looked the same. Which one was it? He felt like he was in the Twilight Zone. He shook the feeling off and with the Shepherd at his side headed to the restaurant just ahead, hoping, by some miracle, everything might return to normal or at least have some reasonable explanation. 
 
    The Maitre d' smiled politely at Jack as he entered the Nova Restaurant and said nothing about the Shepherd who sauntered in wearing the squadron's colors on a scarf tied around his neck. Jack decided there was more to the shiny gold wings on his chest, than he'd originally expected. 
 
    Even in the expansive and crowded restaurant, it didn't take Jack more than a couple of seconds to spot the Captain's table. In fact, it was pretty hard to miss. Four smaller tables had been arranged to form a giant square with the middle open for the food servers. It reminded Jack of a Renaissance painting he once saw, depicting King Arthur’s dining hall. The noise and bustle around the table was fairly considerable as the busy waitstaff brought steaming platters of food and the twenty-plus occupants of the table, laughed and joked unabashedly. Food scraps and litter on the floor in the center of the square looked to be remnants of a minor food fight recently subsided. 
 
    Jack scanned the faces seated around the table as he approached. Gantarro was there, of course, sitting at what appeared to be the head of the table, his bridge officers sitting on his left and the group of pilots on his right. Jack saw Raulya and Myomerr sitting among the ship's staff, and Derrik's uncle, Professor Edgars near the pilots. In fact, there were only a few people at the table he didn't recognize. Maria was sitting next to Brian and Jack assumed the empty seat between her and Gantarro was his. 
 
    "Well, that was fast," said Maria as the pilot took his seat. 
 
    "Huh?” 
 
    "You missed it `ol boy," sniffed Derrik. "Too bad, a right bit of fun it was, too!" 
 
    "Got her good!" offered Gant through a mouthful of food. 
 
    Jack looked around puzzled. He knew he must be wearing one of those clueless looks but he couldn't help it. He had no freaking idea what they were talking about... 
 
    A waitress, her uniform heavily stained and smeared with food, brought Jack a steaming plate of food and gingerly placed it in front of him. She smiled sheepishly. "I am sorry about your shirt, Commander." She turned and left after clearing some empty platters. 
 
    Jack looked down at his shirt then back up. "Huh?" He didn't know how much more of this he could take... Wasn't anyone curious about the mysterious stranger in the hooded cloak? They acted like he'd been at dinner the whole time! 
 
    "I only got her with a spoonful..." said Maria. 
 
    "Yeah," drawled Paul, pointing to Brian, "but he got her with a whole plateful!" 
 
    Brian smirked as he bit into a dinner roll, "Couldn't let her get away with dirtying squadron colors..." 
 
    "Not without retaliation," added Paul with a mischievous sparkle in his blue eyes. 
 
    "This all happened when I left to change my shirt?" guessed Jack. 
 
    "That and the inevitable escalation," added Professor Edgars with a wave of his pipe. 
 
    "They tried a counter-attack but we had them out-gunned," added Yosha, a tall Alberian woman from the ship's crew, "they surrendered just before your return." The bridge crew chanted a hearty victory cheer.  
 
    Jack's mind rolled his meeting with Voorlak like a video playback while he listened to the casual banter and jokes. Maria's voice at his side made him start. "Sorry," she apologized, "why are you so deep in thought?" 
 
    Jack shrugged, "No reason." He was just beginning to piece this all together. 
 
    "Did the stain come out?" 
 
    Jack nodded, he felt it best to go with the flow of things until this was all clearer to him. 
 
    The pilot was not trying to be rude, but he was only vaguely aware of his companions and the feast of edibles around him. Distracted, he ate half-heartedly even though the food was delicious. In fact, much of it looked and tasted like food from Earth. Then of course, there were the other dishes, the ones he wouldn't touch with a stick. One in particular looked like a bowl full of reddish-brown worms. Jack could swear they were moving. Try as he might, he could not get himself to stay with the conversation at the table. His mind wandered. 
 
    Platters arrived full of fresh, hot food and disappeared empty, as did the flasks of wine and brandy. It wasn't until dessert that Jack had assembled a reasonable assimilation of the events that transpired... OK, he argued, maybe it wasn't reasonable, maybe it wasn't even sane, but what the hell, it was the best he could do considering all the unknowns involved. 
 
    Steele quickly ruled out that the episode with Voorlak was only a dream. That would be too easy. No, the Ancient was real enough. Real enough to pour and drink snifters of brandy, real enough to touch Jack on the shoulder, these things weren't imagined. But anyone who could live thousands of years and could pass through the hull of a ship as easily as walking through a door, was far from an ordinary man. Was he a ghost? An Angel? God himself? Certainly God would be as old as the cosmos... The pilot rubbed his temples, this was all a little more than he could wrap his head around. 
 
    Jack had convinced himself, more or less, that nothing had really transpired on Promenade 5. As far as he could figure, he went to dinner with everyone else, got spilled on and returned to his suite to change his shirt... and met Voorlak. This is where he had a glitch... not only couldn't he remember sitting down to dinner, but his clothes weren't soiled! Other than that, it made pretty fair sense. OK, admittedly, it was far from a perfect explanation, but no matter how you laid it out, Voorlak went through a lot of trouble to arrange a meeting. Doing so, he demonstrated some pretty amazing abilities. Let's face it, thought Jack, there were easier ways to introduce yourself. He decided the whole thing was done to convince him not only the importance of the message, but of the messenger. And, possibly the origin of the message. 
 
    Jack Steele was not an overtly religious man, but he did believe in God. And while he didn't get the impression that Voorlak was God, Jack did not entirely rule out the possibility that the old man could have some fairly direct connections. Jack smiled to himself at a personal joke; OK, so Moses had his Burning Bush, maybe Jack Steele had his Voorlak. 
 
    "Commander Steele?" Jack turned to see the Maitre d' standing behind him, holding a young girl of about nineteen by the elbow. She was tiny, barely above five feet tall. But it was obvious even in her loose red jumper-dress, that she had a nice figure. Lean and hard, like a skater or gymnast. She had long, wavy, platinum hair that hung almost down to her waist. Some of it fell across her shoulders like rivulets of silvery silk. Fine chiseled features, full round lips and slightly pointed ears gave her a certain Elfin look. But by far her most spectacular feature was her sparkling lavender eyes... smiling eyes. 
 
    All in all, thought Jack, quite attractive. He smiled politely,"Yes?"  
 
    "This, a-hem... young lady, asked to see the pilot officer with the four-legged furry being. I assumed she was speaking of you and your companion." The girl saw Fritz lying under the pilot's chair and nodded without speaking. 
 
    "Thank you." Jack waved the Maitre d' away and without getting up, pulled an empty chair over from the table behind him, "Sit down." The Shepherd slithered out from his spot and sat up to get a better look at the young girl. She pulled back. "Don't worry, he won't hurt you. What can I do for you?" Jack took a long draw on his wine. 
 
    "I am Seeta, the daughter of the woman who sells the living crystals on Promenade Five..." 
 
    Jack nodded. So, he thought, some of what he remembered on the promenade was real... curiouser and curiouser. "Go on..." he urged. 
 
    "Well, there was a woman with you... in uniform?" 
 
    "That was me," said Maria over Jack's shoulder. 
 
    The girl suddenly realized she had quite a large audience and was self-conscious about her rather ordinary dress. 
 
    "And..." prompted Jack. 
 
    "And, well... she looked at a Teardrop Crystal of Rhomm." Jack nodded again and the girl pulled a small box from her vest pocket. "My mother would like you to have it." She handed the box to Jack who opened the top revealing the sparkling wonder. When he ran his finger along the cool, two inch crystal shaft, he did not see the girl blanch. 
 
    "To what do we owe this sudden generosity?" queried Jack, handing the box to Maria. 
 
    The girl explained that her mother had not intended to offend but felt she had. And although rare, the crystal had bonded with Maria upon her first handling of the jewel and no one else could now touch it without fear of ice burn. In fact, she admitted surprise that it had not frozen Jack's fingertip just then, except that the crystal must have felt Maria's close proximity. At any rate, rather than destroy the crystal, because she could no longer sell it, her mother decided to give it as a gift, in an attempt to make amends. 
 
    "Why didn't your mother come herself?" 
 
    The girl smiled weakly, "She thought I would have a better chance of getting an audience with you." 
 
    Maria snickered wickedly, "She was probably right!" 
 
    The girl smiled more easily this time and stared into the Shepherd's shining brown eyes. She wanted desperately to make friends with these exciting people and this enchanting animal. She had almost fainted with excitement when her mother had told her they were on the Promenade earlier. Seeta had begged her mother not to discard the crystal. Failing that, Seeta secretly stole the gem out of the refuse decimator before it was destroyed and its particles ejected into space. "I can see why mother wanted him... he is most beautiful!" 
 
    "Thank you," said Jack, stroking Fritz's tall ears. "I don't think your mother understood that he's not just a thing, or a belonging to be sold or traded. He is my friend... and that is more valuable than I could ever hope to put into words." 
 
    Seeta nodded, "Mmmm, yes, I understand. Unfortunately, my mother is a simple dealer of collectibles. In her eyes, everything  has a price... it's kind of sad really." Jack found himself agreeing. 
 
    Gantarro handed the girl a glass of wine, "You are obviously an intelligent and sensitive lady. We would be honored if you would sit and help us finish all this wonderful food." 
 
    "Really?" She had never eaten in this kind of extravagant atmosphere before. 
 
    Everyone agreed she should stay. Brian leaned over Maria's shoulder and aided by a little too much liquor, smiled his easy smile and slipped past his shyness. "Listen, Seeta..." She leaned forward and Maria leaned back, feeling like a fence in the way, "Umm..." Brian stumbled but recovered well. "Um, well, you see, we're all going dancing at the Starlight after dinner, would you be my guest?" 
 
    Seeta's head reeled, the personal guest of a pilot! And a pilot with gold wings on top of it! She almost choked on the words, but Brian would never have noticed, "I'd be delighted!" 
 
    Maria traded seats with Seeta and Brian's brain turned to mush. Brian and the young girl chatted comfortably all through dessert, fascinated by each other’s eyes. She had never seen hazel eyes before. 
 
    As they finished their dessert and waited for their after-dinner drink, a crewman arrived from the bridge with a message for Captain Gantarro. Leaning close, he conveyed the information privately in the Captain's ear. Jack watched with interest, but no one else seemed to notice the transaction. Gant's eyes widened at what Jack imagined to be astounding information, then narrowed, as he nodded his approval of action taken. 
 
    The Captain of the Princess Hedonist stood, taking the crewman aside. And, with his arm around the young man's shoulder in a fatherly fashion, spoke quietly to him. The crewman saluted and hustled off. Gant stood motionless and watched him weave his way through the restaurant. 
 
    Jack stood, more to stretch his legs than anything else, but he was curious. "A problem?" 
 
    Gant turned and smiled, he eyes still far away... "No my boy, everything's just fine." The words sounded hollow, an empty deception. Jack did not move away, he felt the man wanted to say more. "We've gotten an automated distress call from a private yacht called the Eliza Meru... we've altered our course to intercept her drift." 
 
    Drift? thought Jack. His pulse quickened, "Pirates?" 
 
    Gant shook his head in distaste, "By the Gods, I hope not, they've never been seen in this sector before. If they are here, they're a long way from any of their normal patterns." He pulled at his chin, "No, I'd have to say this is probably a routine mechanical failure of some kind. In any event, we're required by legal sanctions to assist any call of this nature." He put his hand on Jack's shoulder, "Do me a favor though, stay sober tonight, alright?  We might need a shuttle to go out for recovery. Oh, and not a word of this to anyone." 
 
    "No problem." 
 
    "Good, let's go have some fun!" Gant moved to the head of the table and clapped his hands for attention, "Let's go dancing, people!" Chairs scattered as the group of over twenty rose to their feet amidst hoots and a chorus of applause. Gantarro's mind continued to work on the situation, though he played well at levity. If the pirates were indeed out in this sector, it did not bode well for the UFW. True, he mentally argued, the pirates were becoming more aggressive than ever, but this would be a stretch even for them. He prayed it was just an innocent call for assistance. He tried to put it out of his mind for now; he'd know more in a couple of hours. 
 
    The band in the Starlight Lounge played the most intriguing music, compelling one to dance. In a wide variety of styles, they mixed fast and slow dances so couples had a chance to raise their sexual blood pressure with a pounding beat before dancing to a slow, sensual grind. It must work, because the steady flow of groups of singles entering the club was only matched by the volume of outgoing couples. In fact, this was the only thing that kept the club from bursting at the seams. One of the couples ready to join that outward flow was Brian and Seeta. They had not left each others' side since their introduction in the restaurant, and it was not physically possible for them to get any closer without privacy or the removal of clothes. 
 
    Jack and Maria were sitting out a dance with scattered remnants of their original dinner group when Brian and Seeta wandered off the dance floor in search of cool refreshment. Their eyes were wide and glassy, their faces shiny with sweat. Seeta clung to Brian's waist and rubbed her face on his arm. "I want to be alone," she reminded him. 
 
    Brian shushed her, "I know, I just want to say goodnight to everyone." Retrieving their drinks, they bid everyone farewell and made their way through the crowded nightclub and out the door. 
 
    "I say," said Professor Edgars, "quite a short farewell, eh?" 
 
    "I daresay," returned Derrik, "I would have done much the same with a lusty lovely like that on my arm." 
 
    "A horny little tramp," muttered Maria. 
 
    "Oh, and I suppose you're not?" Jack pulled her hair and she almost fell off his lap. "Stop being a snotty little bitch," he scolded. 
 
    "If I'm a bitch, you're a dick," she retorted. 
 
    Jack rose from his chair, almost dumping Maria on the floor. He caught her by the waist, "Gentlemen," he said, pulling Maria close, "I think it's time I take my drunken Senorita home and remind her of her manners." It seemed beyond a certain volume of alcohol consumption, her behavior changed from amorous to catty. To his dismay he had not yet identified that point of diminished return. 
 
    Someone asked Jack how he would punish her. "Spanking, I suppose." 
 
    Maria pushed him away, "You and what army?" 
 
    "Me, myself and I should be enough," said Steele, hoisting her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    "What if she likes it?" someone asked. 
 
    "Spank her harder," added Derrik. 
 
    "Works for me," said Jack with a grin. 
 
    "Captain Gantarro to the bridge, please. Captain Gantarro to the bridge..." the message came over the address system, momentarily interrupting the music. 
 
    The Captain rose from his seat at the table, "Jack?" 
 
    "I'll be right behind you. I need to deposit this," he patted Maria's bottom, still slung over his shoulder. Gant nodded, turned and left. 
 
    Shoot, thought Jack, I was really looking forward to putting a rosy color on her butt. Jack made his way onto the dance floor and cut in on Paul who was dancing with Myomerr. He knew if he was going to fly he would need a copilot "You sober?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "No questions, just meet me on the bridge, ten minutes. OK?" 
 
    "You got it." 
 
    "Thanks," Jack turned and hustled through the crowd, the protesting Maria bouncing on his shoulder. "C'mon Fritz!" The Shepherd slid through the undulating throng with little apparent effort. 
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 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST: WRECK OF THE ELIZA MERU 
 
    Paul Smiley stood in the corridor outside the entrance of the bridge and waited for Jack. He wondered what he was there for and leaned back against the padded corridor wall, arms folded with his eyes closed. The pilot-warrior within him began to speculate about circumstances that would bring him here late at night. If he had been back on his carrier, Shenandoah, he would know what to expect. At the very least, he'd have heard some scuttlebutt, but here... Paul opened his eyes at the swish of the elevator doors. "Hey, Jack. So, what's the story?" 
 
    Jack stepped out of the lift alone. "Well, I'm not so sure, it was kinda sketchy, I'll let Gant fill us both in. C'mon, we'd better get in there." About to enter the professional side of the interstellar traveler's world, the two pilots did an unconscious tuck and primp to neaten their already spotless appearance. 
 
    Jack touched the numbered keypad and the door slid open with a hiss, admitting them to the bridge. The lights in the command room were muted, almost to the point of being cozy, but it was actually so the bridge crew could read their instruments and see their consoles better. The two pilots stood just inside the entry and waited to be officially noticed and admitted. The room containing the bridge was shaped like a half moon, the entrances from the corridor on the flat side. A domed ceiling met walls without seam, providing the perfect surface for a panoramic vidscreen. 
 
    Ceiling and walls, except for the flat side, sparkled with points of light like the planetarium Jack remembered from his childhood. Science and navigation vid-stations lined the curved left and right walls while the ship's communication station occupied a huge console in the center of the balcony overlooking the pit. The pit and the balcony were not so far away as their names implied. In fact, the pit was only about eighteen inches below the balcony, much like a sunken living room.       
 
    The pit was where the actual physical control of the Princess Hedonist took place, three helm stations, a security station, and in the center, the Captain's Command Chair. The CCC, as it was commonly called, held three vid monitors, so at anytime the Captain could view any three vital work stations at a time, checking operations in progress or even intervening if necessary. 
 
    The two pilots watched the teamwork on the bridge and admired the efficiency and diligence. They watched the crew, studying their consoles, faces bathed in the multicolored light of the vidscreens, "In range of the visual pick up..." 
 
    "Good, on screen," said Gant. 
 
    "Yes, sir. Video in four... three, two, one." Where the forward floor length view-screen had previously shown only distant stars and empty space, a small ship wavered into view. 
 
    "Focus, please." Gant's voice was almost fatherly.  
 
    Jack and Paul stepped forward in a reflex effort to get a better look at the ship which seemed so lost amongst all those stars. One of the crew caught their movement in her peripheral vision and looked up from her work station. "Officers on the bridge," she announced. The two pilots became a momentary center of attention as bridge personnel glanced up from their work. 
 
    "Come in, gentlemen," said Gant, "we've just reached visual range." The panoramic screen image became clearer as the crew adjusted focus, and the Princess Hedonist drew closer to the drifting craft. "So far we've had no communications contact with the Eliza Meru. Either they're unable to transmit, or there is no one left to transmit. We'll find out soon enough." 
 
    Paul pointed to the screen, "What's that weird glow behind her?" 
 
    "Science…" called Gant. 
 
    "She's trailing what appears to be a mixture of atmosphere and fuel sir. It's a pretty bad leak." 
 
    "Any signs of life?" 
 
    "Can't tell at this range sir, but some of her systems are still operating or she would've run out of atmosphere long ago."  
 
    "Thank you, Ensign." Gant turned to his own command panel and pushed a comm button, "Tower?"  The flight bay's control tower, acknowledged their presence and Gant ordered the work craft readied. He turned back to Jack and Paul, "You two ready for a little flight?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "Good. We want to check for occupants and after that shut her completely down. Don't waste any time, we don't want to linger in this area. OK?" 
 
    "No problem," said Jack. 
 
    "Good. The engineers going with you will meet you in the bay. While you suit up they'll brief you on recovery procedure. We'll be watching you from here. Don't use ship-t0-ship communications unless it's really necessary." 
 
    Jack and Paul left the bridge and headed for the air tunnel station on the bridge level, knowing it would have the least traffic. They carried with them the uneasy butterflies caused by the unique combination of excitement and the uncertainty of the unknown. 
 
    As the air car whistled along, neither man spoke, both lost in their personal thoughts. Even when they passed through the upper reaches of the trees in the Ecosphere, an impressive sight, neither moved or spoke. Jack glanced over at Pappy, his head rested back comfortably on the padded headrest and his eyes were closed. He looked to be totally relaxed. Jack took a deep breath and tried to do the same. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The flight bay was a hub of activity. A ten person work craft sat on the loading ramp, its systems already up and running. Mechanics scurried about and technicians made last minute checks of special equipment. 
 
    Jack and Paul were ushered to the ready room, fitted with atmosphere suits and given sidearms. On their way down the ramp, Jack looked more closely at the work shuttle. It looked weathered and beaten. "Geez, what a piece of junk!" 
 
    Another form in an atmosphere suit, stepped out of the hatchway of the craft, "True, she's not much to look at, but she's got a good heart." He extended his hand, "Trigoss, Chief Engineer... our tech is already aboard." They all shook hands as they stepped through the entry hatch. "This is our spare tractor," said the Engineer as he affectionately patted the inside of the hull. "We had a newer one but no one seems to know what happened to it." 
 
    "Mechanical problems?" asked Pappy. 
 
    Trigoss shook his head as he closed and sealed the hatch behind them. "No, missing." 
 
    "Missing?! How in God's name do you lose a shuttle craft?" 
 
    Trigoss was a short, burly figure, with hands like hams. Because of a heavy olive complexion, no hair and a short, flat nose, he somewhat resembled a reptile... sort of. He rubbed a sizable hand across his forehead. "Well, not lost. More probably stolen." 
 
    Jack was having a difficult time fathoming this and he was hoping he wasn't being dense. "Why, how, would someone steal a shuttle? I mean, what would they do with it? Where could they possibly hide it? This bay is big, but there can't be that many places to..." 
 
    Trigoss was shaking his head and waving his hand. "No, Commander, not like that. Steal as in starting the engines and leaving in it." 
 
    "Oooohhh." Now he did feel dense.  
 
    Paul made him feel better. "Well that would be pretty stupid though wouldn't it? Their range is fairly short." 
 
    "True," agreed the Engineer, "but there may have been a predestined meeting coordinated. Leave, cruise a short distance, then wait. A little risky but usually successful." 
 
    Curiouser and curiouser thought Jack as he climbed into the command seat. Paul drew the copilot's seat. For Jack it was a natural inclination, and if Paul had any objections to it, he kept them to himself. The controls were laid out almost identical to the regular shuttles and neither pilot had any trouble acclimating to the ship. 
 
    The tower cleared the little ship for takeoff and Jack taxied it slowly toward the open bay door and the void beyond. At the door, Jack gently tapped the thrust button on the control stick and it sent them slowly out into space. "Gear in?" 
 
    "Done," replied Pappy, flipping the switches. Jack throttled up and headed for the drifting Eliza Meru. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Trigoss stuck his head into the cockpit, "Circle around her one time, give us a chance to decide the best place to board her. OK?" Both pilots affirmed the request. 
 
    The Eliza Meru was at one time a beautiful and graceful ship. Sleek, comfortable and fast for a private ship. She was now twisted, broken, and blackened. "Christ..." murmured Paul, "what happened to her?" 
 
    Trigoss stood between the seated pilots, "Doesn't look natural,” he said, rubbing his chin. He turned to the rear of the shuttle, "What d'you think Marcus?" 
 
    "I've got traces of mercury and argon coming up on the scanner," came the answer. 
 
    "Mmmm..." Trigoss nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    "Holy cow, look at that!" Pappy's eyes widened as the shuttle coasted around the stern of the Eliza Meru. 
 
    "Jesus..." added Jack, his voice barely audible. Massive blast holes raked the stern. One of the ship's twin engines no longer existed. The other trailed its vitals and fuel behind it. A twisted hole in the hull just forward of the engines trailed atmosphere vapor. 
 
    "Pace her here." Trigoss pointed to the hole forward of the engine section. "And hold us steady above her hull." 
 
    "OK... So, what's the mercury and argon mean? And what the hell happened to this ship?" Jack adjusted the throttle to coincide with the Eliza Meru's drift. 
 
    "Pirates, probably." Both pilots turned to look Trigoss in the eye, expecting to see some humor there. There was none. "So, we don't want to hang around here too long." He added, turning away, "Marcus, those grapples ready?" 
 
    “Aye, Chief." 
 
    "Fire away then!" The small shuttle vibrated as the grapple points fired, trailing tether cables. The points pierced the hull of the Eliza Meru around the hole in her hull and opened to hold the cables fast. "OK, Marcus, they've stuck, winch us in." Trigoss was watching from a starboard observation port. The winches hummed as the cables pulled the two ships together, the shuttle's hatch covering the hole in the Eliza Meru. 
 
    "OK, boys, we're all the way in. Give us a little reverse thrust, let's stop this drift." Jack applied back-thrust as Paul gathered their gear. Above the top of the crippled hull, Jack could see the Princess Hedonist in the distance, about ten miles out. For some reason, she seemed farther away than that. 
 
    The four men donned their helmets and popped the shuttle's hatch. A great whoosh and the air disappeared, lost to the starry void through the gap between the ships. The special suits the men wore were not the clumsy, bulky suits worn by Earth's Astronauts. These fit more like a scuba diver's suit, though not quite as tight. The climate and air support equipment was small enough to fit on a utility belt that plugged into the waist of the suit and provided about four hours of life support. 
 
    Jack checked his sidearm as he stepped through into the darkened interior of the Eliza Meru. Trigoss touched him on the elbow from behind, "Relax kid, you won't need that. Won't be anything but ghosts here..." 
 
    Paul and Jack exchanged glances in the darkness, their faces illuminated by the systems lights in their helmets. Neither said a word. They both had the feeling the Chief Engineer had seen this kind of thing before. The artificial gravity system was still working but just barely, and the men had to carefully negotiate their way through the corridors. Lighting glowed faintly but inconsistently throughout the ship and Paul was glad for the hand-spotlights they carried. Signs of struggle were everywhere. The once gracious interior was strewn with ruined furniture, the walls and ceiling marred with black burns from small arms fire. Since there was no atmosphere, there was no sound and the stillness was eerie and chilling. 
 
    The four men split up to inspect the ship, connected only by the comm units in their helmets. Jack's hand itched. He longed for the weight of his .45, but all he had was the lightweight sidearm issued him in the flight bay. He pulled it from its holster and returned it, his common sense telling him, weapons were unnecessary here. The hair at the back of his neck and his alarm senses made him pull it back out again, it made him feel less naked. 
 
    Paul had been in three rooms and found nothing. He was about to head to the bridge where they'd agreed to meet, when he stumbled over something in the hallway, some kind of an animal, a pet most likely, its head and brains blown across the corridor deck and walls. "Ugh." He turned away in disgust and continued down the hall. He reported what he saw into the comm unit. 
 
    Trigoss' voice came back calm and dry, "Yeah, I got four humanoid casualties over here, probably bodyguards or crew. All done execution style... real thorough too. Be damned if I could even guess what race they used to be." 
 
    The last room on Jack's level made him rear back in horror. A woman, probably middle aged and of good physical shape, lay nude, spread eagle and bound to a bed of regal proportions. Her face was frozen in a ghoulish mask of terror and pain. It was obvious she had been raped and tortured. 
 
    Cut, lash and burn marks, showed scarlet on her breasts, feet and stomach. Her eyelids had been removed so she could not close them against the horror. Her tongue had been torn out to silence her screams. There was blood everywhere, frozen to the walls and furniture in the cold of zero atmosphere. Even in his years on the Police Department, Jack could not recall anything this horrific. "Oh God..." He clenched his teeth and swallowed hard, forcing the bile back down. He backed out of the room and into the corridor. Leaning against the wall, he turned up the oxygen in his suit and calmed his breathing. 
 
    "You OK, Commander?" 
 
    Jack turned his head and started, surprised to see Trigoss standing next to him. "I'll be OK." He pointed into the room, "She's been tortured, it's bad." Beads of sweat ran down his forehead and stung his eyes, making him blink. 
 
    "Pirates." The Engineer's tone was flat. 
 
    "Fucking animals..." Jack's voice was filled with venom. His disgust and aversion was quickly turning to a burning hatred for those responsible for this atrocity. 
 
    The bridge was a free-for-all of carnage. The crew was scattered everywhere, slaughtered at their stations, most unarmed. Marcus began unpacking a small satchel on the control console. The satchel contained explosives, detonators and timers. "No one else should ever see this," he said, "let them sleep in peace." 
 
    They all agreed and began assembling and installing the charges about the ship. The unspoken additional truth was, they didn't want the pirates using the automated distress equipment as bait either. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Good Lord. What's taking them so long?" Gantarro sat in his command chair on the bridge of the Princess Hedonist, with his elbows on the console and his face in his hands. 
 
    "It's been less than an hour sir."       
 
    "Dammit, Lieutenant I know how long it's been. I'm telling you it's too long!" The rebuked officer said no more, staring sullenly at his station. "Ensign," said a calmer Gant, "where's our visitor now?" 
 
    "Still on the very edge of our sensor grid, sir. Still can't tell what she is yet, she hasn't moved much. Probably a UFW cruiser." 
 
    "Never assume, Ensign... gets you in trouble. Let me know if she moves." The mysterious craft appeared shortly after the shuttle reached the drifting yacht and hung on the fringes of the Princess' sensor reaches. Twice it moved restlessly about, but came no closer. Perhaps, not knowing its opponent, feared revealing its identity. Or perhaps its Captain was calculating the best opportunity for assault. Either scenario was as likely as the other, nowadays. 
 
    Gantarro stared at the image of the shuttle and Eliza Meru on the view-screen, hoping to see the shuttle break free for its return trip. He knew one thing for sure, if it was taking this long, it must be bad. This made him even more wary of their visitor, more likely its intent was not an honorable one. Gant seriously wanted to just call the shuttle and tell them to speed it up, but their visitor might hear their transmissions. No, the best course of action was silence. Silence and a deliberately casual and unhurried attitude. This, he hoped, would tell whoever was watching, that the Princess had no fears. Plain and simple... it was a bluff. 
 
    "They're pulling out sir." 
 
    Gant straightened in his chair, "Who?" 
 
    "The work shuttle, it's on its way back." 
 
    "Excellent!" Gant slapped his hand on the console. "Navigation, plot the most direct route to get us back on course. Helm, swing our stern to recover that work craft." The bridge became a flurry of activity. "Tower, no radio communications, follow silent signal protocol for approach and landing." Gant watched the little shuttle draw closer on the vidscreen and felt relief. "Where's our visitor?" 
 
    "Status unchanged sir." 
 
    The Captain rubbed his hands together, "Well, so far, so good." 
 
    The Shuttle had detached cleanly from the Eliza Meru and swung away to head for the Princess Hedonist. The return trip took under two minutes. If the crew aboard the work craft noticed the visitor on their sensors, they gave no indication of it, executing a perfect standard approach and landing as instructed by the flight tower. Before the work craft had her systems completely shut down on the ramp, the Princess was under way, leaving the Eliza Meru behind. 
 
    Jack, Paul, Trigoss and Marcus, sat in the ready room and stripped off their flight suits in silence. No one even made eye contact. There was nothing that could be said and eye contact could only serve to reaffirm that painful fact. As they rose to leave, Jack decided he could brief Gantarro alone. Besides, he figured he couldn't sleep now anyway. "Look, you guys, uh, go get some rest. I'll take care of this." He turned and strode away from the others, not wanting to discuss it further. 
 
    The others watched him go. Trigoss rubbed his chin, "That's one angry young man. Think he'll be OK?" 
 
    Paul nodded, "He'll be alright." 
 
    "Well... he shouldn't take it so personally, it's not healthy." 
 
    "He can't help it, Trigoss, it's in his blood. Once a cop, always a cop. His whole persona revolves around being a good guy in a white hat, and for him, that means being totally intolerant..." 
 
    "Well I hope he doesn't let it eat him up." 
 
    Paul shook his head, "No, I don't think he'd let it go that far, but I'll tell you what, I pity the son-of-a-bitch if Jack ever gets his hands on him." 
 
    Trigoss smiled, "I'd like to watch, if he did." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The corridors were deserted and quiet. Jack was thankful for the solitude. The ride to the bridge in the air car was relaxing and the cool air rushing by, refreshing. Closing his eyes, he pulled in a cleansing breath and cleared his mind. He would not forget what he saw, but needed to file away the images and anger. When the air car slid to a silent stop near the bridge, a renewed Jack Steele climbed out, calm and collected. 
 
    Jack stared at the vidscreen, still locked on the figure of the Eliza Meru. Gantarro watched the somber pilot who seemed to be mesmerized by the image. He looked over-tired. Gant tried to decide whether to send him off to get some rest or prompt him into speaking. It could probably wait until morning but Gant's curiosity got the better of him. "You expecting her to go somewhere?" 
 
    Jack looked at his watch and smiled wearily, "Sort of." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Watch..." 
 
    "What will she do?" 
 
    "Disappear..." Jack checked his watch again, "about now..."  The crew on the bridge of the Princess Hedonist watched as flickers of light raced through the hull of the Eliza Meru and tore her apart in a spectacular final flash. A growing sphere of debris expanded outward to a chorus of oohs and aahs from the crew. Without realizing it, Jack sighed in relief. 
 
    Gant wondered how their visitor would react to this. "It must have been pretty bad." It was more a question than a statement.       
 
    Jack looked away from the screen. "Disgusting. Trigoss said it must've been pirates. All I can say is, I'd like to meet whomever it was alone in a dark alley sometime." 
 
    Gantarro shook his head, "They're getting worse." 
 
    "They need to be stopped." Jack's voice was without emotion. 
 
    "No argument here, though I must say, it's rare to see this kind of ruthless behavior..." 
 
    "Criminals are criminals," said Jack, dryly. 
 
    Gant agreed again. It was obvious the young pilot saw some terrible things. His sensibilities would be raw for some time. Discussing it now could only serve to make things worse. Gant put his hand on Jack's shoulder, "Listen, you look beat, go get some rest. We can talk more after brunch." A report would have to be filed but details could wait until morning. He also told him nothing of the ship that had been shadowing them on the fringes of their sensor range. It simply wasn't necessary or productive at this point. "Go ahead son, in fact, I'm going to get some rest too." 
 
    Jack left and Gantarro retired to the Captain's ready room, a private office and quarters attached to the bridge. He left strict orders to be notified if their shadow made any changes in status. He stretched out on the cushy leather couch and was asleep before Jack had even climbed into a waiting air car down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Flexing and yawning, Fritz was there to greet Jack when he stepped into his suite. The tired pilot reached down and gave the dog's head a playful tussle, "Hey pal, how's it going?" The Shepherd grumbled through a yawn as Jack wandered through the living room into the bedroom. Maria slept snuggled in a ball, right where he left her in the center of the bed. Jack could see where the dog had curled up on the bed by the woman's feet. "So, you've been keeping her company?" The Shepherd looked at him with sleepy eyes, climbed gently up onto the bed and wagged his tail. Jack said nothing as he sat on the edge of the bed and stripped off his clothes. He was too tired to argue with the animal, who had already made himself more than comfortable. "G'night dog," mumbled Jack, as he slid under the covers behind Maria. He fell into a fitful sleep interrupted by visions of tortured figures. This eventually and thankfully, faded into a deep, dreamless void. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Sir?" 
 
    Gantarro opened his sapphire blue eyes and looked up at his first officer. Rubbing his face, he swung his feet off the couch and to the floor. "What is it?" He said, glancing at his watch. Four hours had passed. 
 
    "Our shadow, sir, he's dropped completely off the sensor grid. Disappeared about ten minutes ago." 
 
    "Hmmm..." This puzzled him. Gant frowned and the furrows on his brow deepened. "What to do next..." There were so many possibilities to consider. "Increase speed... gradually. Maybe we can put some distance between us before he realizes it." 
 
    "So you're going under the assumption that it's a pirate?" 
 
    "It's a good bet. This is a standard stalking maneuver, it could be nothing... But, if it's planned, I'd rather try evasion now - we have more options." The first officer nodded his understanding and approval of his Captain's wise actions. Gant continued, "Let's see if we can plot a new course, throw these rats off our trail a bit eh?" He rose up off the couch, went to a small plotting table and turned it on. A miniature three dimensional section of universe shimmered into view above the table in the shape of a cube. Stars, planets, moons, and Genesis Gates, all in various colors were shown in relative scale. A pink icon representing the ship, floated among the stars, a pink line showing its present course. The holographic universe, however, had boundaries. These could be altered by changing the chart number the computer was referring to. The two officers studied their present course and using several holographic charts, discussed several alternate routes. It seemed each route had some drawback of one kind or another, but the decision lie in which was the least objectionable and most likely to succeed. 
 
    The key to evasion seemed to be the use of one of several Genesis Gates in the area. This kind of detour would get the Princess Hedonist out of the area in a hurry. The drawback was, it would take them several star systems out of their way, and they'd have to take two other Genesis Gates somewhere along the line to get them back on course later. But of course, the possible alternative of being boarded by pirates was much less desirable. 
 
    Genesis Gates were a wondrous miracle of space, harnessed by an ingenious method. Once thought to be holes in space, it was actually discovered they were more accurately described as tunnels, linking star systems, galaxies and the whole universes together. Special Gates were designed to mark and stabilize wandering entrances. Once installed, they were numbered for navigation purposes. Some tunnels have more than one destination and passage can be made in either direction. Before entering, programming a ship's navigation computer with the proper gate number will deposit the craft at the desired exit. Travel time can be reduced by months by using a Genesis Gate, versus a standard trade route. 
 
    Or as in the case of the Princess Hedonist, lengthened because of a necessary detour. The Genesis Gates' numbers were displayed on the holographic chart and Gantarro chose the one which provided the most difficult pursuit. It had three destinations on the other side. He ordered full speed for its entrance. This would place them at the gate in just over four hours. There was one gate closer but it had only one destination and was too obvious a choice. 
 
    Gant lay back on the couch and closed his eyes, "Call me when something happens..." he instructed. Then he fell back asleep. He too saw visions of horror in his dreams, except it was his crew, his passengers, his ship. He tossed and turned, his body attempting to evade the subconscious assault. 
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 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST: HERE THERE BE MONSTERS 
 
    The Ensign, sitting at the sensor array console, stiffened in his seat, "SIR!" 
 
    The First Officer sat in the Captain's Command Chair, he looked up from the log notes he was writing, "Yes, Ensign?" 
 
    "I've got a fast mover, just appeared on the sensor grid. The unknown is approaching from our stern, starboard quarter!" 
 
    "Damn! That's where our shadow dropped out of sight!" The officer punched buttons on the Command Chair, calling up the Ensign's sensor display screen on his own video monitor. It was too small to be the same ship that had shadowed them, in fact it was so small in comparison, it could have easily been missed. "Good eyes, Ensign. Projected time of interception?" 
 
    "Just over six minutes, sir." 
 
    "Damn." With his elbows on the console, the First Officer bowed his head to rest on his folded hands. The Genesis Gate was still over an hour away, and with the Princess' engines running at close to full throttle, the small pursuer was gaining easily. Additional throttle would only run the risk of overheating the engine's forcing cones, it would do little to prolong intercept time. There was nothing he could do. "Security..." 
 
    "Yes, sir..." 
 
    The first officer lifted his head, "Wake the Captain." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Gantarro opened his eyes and raised his head when the security officer touched his shoulder. "What is it, Petty Officer?" 
 
    "The First Officer requests your presence on the bridge sir... We've got company," he added. 
 
    Gant sat up. "Our shadow's back?" 
 
    "No sir. A small, fast ship, on an intercept course. It's overtaking us from the stern." 
 
    "How far to the Genesis Gate?" 
 
    "Over an hour yet." 
 
    Gant nodded as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. "So... the games begin..." 
 
    "Excuse me, sir?" 
 
    Gant rose and headed for the door. "Nothing... nothing at all." He knew what came next, the chase, the attempts at evasion. Whoever he was, the other Captain had timed it just right. The Princess was between the two closest gates, about an hour run to either one. Very vulnerable. 
 
    The bridge door swished open and Gant stepped onto the bridge from his ready room. The First Officer relinquished the Command Chair. "Helm, full throttle." 
 
    The First Officer blanched, "Full, sir?" 
 
    "Yep, every bit." 
 
    "What about overheating sir?" 
 
    "Well, if we make that gate, we have a chance... if not, we're finished. And if we don't go wide open, we'll never make that gate. So... I want every ounce of thrust those drives will produce. Got it?" The bridge became a flurry of activity as Gantarro prepared for the worst. 
 
    "Intercept in one minute, thirty seconds." 
 
    "Communications, hail that ship. Science, get us an on screen view." The view screen shimmered as the video pickups brought the ship into focus. 
 
    "It looks like a fighter craft of some kind, sir." 
 
    Gant nodded. "It's an old Warthog. Looks like they're using it as a scout." 
 
    "Isn't a Warthog a UFW craft?" asked a young Ensign. 
 
    "Yes, but they're outdated, no longer used. Most were junked, some were sold to underdeveloped cultures for defense. So don't expect this one to be friendly. It's probably stolen or war spoils." The pilot of the craft did not acknowledge any attempts at communication. Gant was not surprised. At a distance of only about a quarter mile away, the Warthog fighter shot by the starboard side of the Princess Hedonist like she was standing still. 
 
    "Damn that thing's fast!" 
 
    Gantarro smiled at the officer's remark. "Son, the Princess doesn't exactly set any speed records... you could pass her with a land speeder," he exaggerated. As the bridge crew watched, the glow of the Warthog's twin engines disappeared as the pilot cut boost and throttle. Doing a wing-over, the fighter went into a tight banking turn and reversed course. 
 
    "I'm reading an increase in systems power on that ship..." The Science Officer was calm. He studiously watched the readings on his vid-scan console. "He has weapons! He's powering up weapons!" 
 
    Gant remained calm, "Easy, Lieutenant. Drop all non-vital ship's systems to half and give me full power to our deflection shields." The rattled officer complied with shaking hands. Gant knew the shields were not meant for combat, but they should have no problem repelling a lone fighter, probably even two fighters. The Warthog flashed by the port side of the Princess feigning an attack run. It did not fire. 
 
    The bridge crew nervously watched the fighter on the vidscreen as it passed and cleared the stern of the Princess, repeating its first wing-over maneuver. Banking smoothly, it fell in line behind the Princess Hedonist and matched her pace, neither firing nor attempting to communicate. Gantarro motioned the bridge security officer to his side, "Ensign, wake our pilots. Tell them I need their immediate presence on the bridge." The first officer looked at him with one eyebrow raised. "Don't look at me like I'm nuts, boy... They're from a warring world; they may have an idea or two." He waved the Ensign on his way, "Go, and make it fast!" He looked at his chronometer. With luck, it was about fifty minutes travel time to the gate. At this pace maybe they could safely reach the gate before the fighter's mother showed up. 
 
    The Science Officer sat bolt upright at his station and swiveled around in his chair, his eyes wide with concern. "Sir, I have three more fast movers inbound... on the edge of the grid about ten minutes out." To the bridge crew, it appeared their luck had run out. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack was vaguely aware of Maria's singing and the sound of the shower. He consciously listened to the sounds only because he found them pleasant and soothing. Her voice lilted softly in Spanish, and the steady hush of the running water sent waves of warm sleepiness through his mind. 
 
    The pilot gently prodded the Shepherd sleeping across his feet when the dog began to snore loudly. Jack stifled a drowsy chuckle when Fritz rolled onto his back and with his feet in the air, continued to snore without interruption. 
 
    Jack was almost asleep again when he heard the door chime. He listened carefully, not sure if he had really heard it over the sound of the shower or not. It rang again, repeatedly, urgently. Struggling to free himself from the bed linens and covers, Jack kicked vigorously and dumped Fritz on the floor with a thud. Grabbing a robe to cover his nude form, he headed for the door. "For crying out loud, take it easy will ya'?" He fastened the robe and opened the door. 
 
    "Sorry to bother you, sir. The Captain needs you all on the bridge, pronto..." 
 
    "What's going on, Ensign?" Jack rubbed his eyes. 
 
    "We've got company, sir..." 
 
    "Company?" 
 
    The Ensign nodded, "Pirates." Jack's eyes widened and the security man flashed a quick salute. "Soon as you can, sir." 
 
    Jack found himself saluting an empty doorway and stared blankly into the hallway. "Right away," he mumbled. After a moment, he snapped out of the trance and rushed through the suite. Throwing his robe on the bed, Jack headed for the shower. 
 
    Like most women who took their appearance seriously, Maria hated to be rushed, but Jack felt she did an admirable job in expediting her morning routine. While they dressed, Jack filled her in on the facts as he knew them, including a brief account of the visit to the Eliza Meru, minus the ghoulish details, of course. Like most men who looked upon their masculinity with pride, he did an excellent job of being overprotective and withholding his true feelings. But then again, she knew that. 
 
    As a personal best for probably both of them, they left their suite, properly showered and dressed, only about ten minutes after the Ensign's visit. Leaving Fritz with the waitress at the Ecosphere Lounge, Jack and Maria headed for the bridge. Joined by the other pilots en-route, they increased their pace. The group could be heard for some distance, their flight boots echoing in the corridors. The talk of pirates had prompted them all to wear their sidearms and passengers stared at the armed officers hustling through the ship. It was not an activity they were used to seeing. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The bridge crew, which was normally animated and amiable, sat silently at their stations, eyes glued to the view screen, as if blankly staring and wishing could change what they saw. Only Gant moved when the pilots entered the bridge, turning to greet them. His face was ashen and grim. "In my ready room, please." He pointed the way without his normal joviality. 
 
    Jack paused to look at the screen as the pilots made their way across the bridge. The Princess had been forced by the threat of great physical damage to cease all movement, little more than thirty minutes from the safety of the Genesis Gate. With all engines at full stop, she drifted gently in the quiet, starry void, encircled by four out-of-date but very dangerous Warthog fighters. The stubby little fighters were inferior by current standards, but were completely capable of inflicting tremendous damage on the defenseless cruise ship. 
 
    Pirates. Jack's stomach tightened and he took a deep breath as he entered Gantarro's ready room. He had a feeling this was going to be a very long day. 
 
    Could these be the same savages who committed the atrocities on the Eliza Meru? Jack answered his own question; it was very possible. He had hoped to meet the culprits someday, but he didn't expect it to be so soon. Nor did he expect the sides to be so uneven. Aint this a bitch, he thought, whenever you wish for something and it comes about, it never waits until you're ready. 
 
    Several security people were already there, including Raulya and Myomerr. There weren't enough seats for everyone, so some sat, some stood, but everyone was silent and still. 
 
    Gantarro sat on the edge of his desk and cleared his throat uneasily, then spoke softly, "Gentlemen, as you may have noticed, we are in serious trouble. Those are pirate fighter craft out there... I don't know exactly what they want, but I can guess." Despite the cool circulated air, he wiped perspiration from his brow. "Food, fuel, any type of valuable goods or cargo, women and children too..." his voice trailed off. "Jack... Trigoss gave me a full report on the Eliza Meru this morning. If these are the same pirates, either they had some kind of vendetta, or we're dealing with a whole new breed. More ruthless, more vicious, more dangerous than any I've seen before." 
 
    A swirl of talk enveloped the room, and everyone seemed to have something to say at the same time. Predictably, it turned competitive and adversarial. 
 
    "Great," moaned Brian, "Just fucking wonderful." 
 
    Mike stood with his hands on his hips, angry at the general feeling of helplessness. "So what can we do? I mean, we don't even have any birds to fly!" 
 
    "I say," added Derrik, “I really don't fancy going down without at least giving the bastards a black eye..." 
 
    "Well," interrupted Maria, "I suppose we could fly the shuttles if we could find some hardware to put on them..." 
 
    "Oh, I say! Steady on, Missy! I mean a jokes a joke, old girl, but you can't seriously consider flying one of those bloody sausages into a swirl... it's simply daft!" 
 
    "Quit being a pansy!" Maria lashed. 
 
    "A pansy!? You're crackers woman! It would be plain suicide. Maybe you've had a bit too much juice... are you blotto again?" He gripped Jack's shoulder. "I say, Jack, you need to keep this girl off the sauce!" 
 
    "I haven't had a drop!" 
 
    "Oh, right-o, and I'm Winston Churchill." 
 
    Jack couldn't take any more and threw his hands up in the air in a gesture of frustration. "OK! That's enough! Everybody just shut the hell up!" 
 
    "Thank you," sighed Pappy. He addressed Gant, "Before we know if we have any options or not, we need to know what we're up against. What else is out there besides those fighters? Who are we waiting for?" 
 
    Gant wiped his forehead again. "The mother ship. She's a Raider class cruiser. She'll be here in about fifteen minutes." 
 
    "How big, size-wise, is she?" 
 
    Gant glanced uncertainly at Raulya then back to Paul and shrugged. "Considerably smaller than our physical size, but with enough firepower to blow us into asteroid dust. Why?" 
 
    Pappy shook his head. "No reason... yet. The more information the better. Sometimes the most obvious or inane piece of information can be the most important. You can never know too much about your enemy." 
 
    "True," agreed Jack. "So, if we're going to survive this, we'd better sit down and talk. Fast. We need to know everything you know about pirate tactics, equipment, habits... Maybe we can find some weakness we can use." 
 
    Pappy jumped back in. "I think the first thing we have to acknowledge is that we can't fight them on their terms. We'll lose. We need them to come down to our level somehow, because that will even out the odds a bit." 
 
    "Right, exactly. Familiar territory, so to speak." 
 
    Paul was speaking from the military level, and Jack was speaking from a law enforcement level, but for some reason, the two facets seemed to go together very well. It also appeared the two men were understanding each others' concepts as they were presented.  Something rather important seemed to be formulating in regards to a plan of action and Gantarro could almost see the electricity between the two pilots. 
 
    The others remained quiet, watching and listening with intense interest. Gantarro explained that there were many different types of pirates, and there were actually some with ethics and a certain moral code, twisted though it may be. But recently a new breed had been emerging, ruthless and violent, born of necessity to survive the treachery of certain types of smuggling. These had no conscience. The smell of blood and killing of the defenseless held a thrill for them. 
 
    Raulya explained that the tactics were as varied as the types of pirates and depended upon the circumstances and equipment at hand. In general, there would be an armed boarding party, whose size was rarely predictable. Their job would be to seize control of the ship, whether it be by force or co-operation, then the officers would board to direct the operations of their salvage and seizure crews. At this point things got completely unpredictable. Sometimes entire ships were confiscated and their crews either executed or sold into slavery. In most cases, they would take what and who they wanted, using shuttles for transports, then depart. Smaller pirate vessels had been known to land in a victim's flight bay, fill their own ship to capacity and then leave. 
 
    Myomerr speculated since they were near a Genesis Gate, on a well traveled route, and the Princess had already broadcast a distress call, the pirate Captain would opt for a fast score and be off. 
 
    Jack shook his head. "Why? It's just as easy for him to commandeer us and move away from the trade route. He'd have all the time in the world." 
 
    "Or take the whole ship," added Paul. "It would make a tremendous mobile base of operations." 
 
    "He may not have the manpower," interrupted Gant. "Many pirate crews are understaffed." 
 
    "Yeah," said Jack with a smile, "but maybe, like many criminals, he's got an ego. A big ego, maybe too big for his own good. I used to see it all the time. They get cocky, think they're invincible. Then they get stupid, make stupid mistakes." 
 
    "Geez, that's a lot of maybes," said Maria sarcastically, shaking her head. "I hope you've got something more solid than that." 
 
    Paul shushed her with a wave of his hand. "I can see your wheels turning, Jack. What do you have in mind?" 
 
    Jack Steele was having a difficult time containing a Cheshire Cat grin, and it showed. The idea had just hit him. It was so obvious he was amazed he hadn't thought of it earlier. As he explained it, it became even clearer. "Look, a criminal uses a weapon not only as a physical but as a psychological means of leverage to accomplish his goal. More often than not, goals revolve around obtaining material objectives. Why? Greed, plain and simple. That is our leverage. To make him vulnerable, we need to give him a prize large enough, worth enough, that he has to put down his weapon to pick it up. This is where we'll find out how good our acting abilities are..." 
 
    Jack paused to let all this sink in and give him a moment to formulate his conclusion. The room was so quiet, if someone had dropped a pin it would have made a deafening racket. When the door from the bridge swished open, everyone jumped. The Security Warrant Officer stepped halfway through the door. "They're here..." 
 
    "Thank you," said Gant, rising. The Warrant Officer left and the door closed again, leaving them in an uneasy silence. Gant stepped over to a small view screen and turned it on. The pirate cruiser was slowing to a stop abreast of the Princess. She was dark and menacing. Though much smaller than the Princess Hedonist, the cruiser bristled with enough firepower to easily destroy the luxury liner. "Oh no..." whispered Gant. While everyone peered at the image, only Raulya and Myomerr seemed to have the same opinion as the Captain of the Princess Hedonist. 
 
    "What is it?" asked Brian, who had moved next to Raulya to get a better view. 
 
    "It's the Ynosa..." 
 
    "You know this ship?" asked Paul. 
 
    Myomerr nodded, stroking her whiskers, "She's changed a bit, but yes, we all do. Raulya and I both, served on her. She was a UFW cruiser." 
 
    "You mean she's gone renegade?" 
 
    "No," said Gant, staring at the screen. "She disappeared in battle over a year ago. All hands were expected lost. Heavily damaged, her communications dead, she drifted out of the battle without power and was never seen again. It was widely thought the Ynosa disintegrated... That's fairly common with her level of damage. Power plants race unrestrained, with no load and no place to dump the overflow of energy, they go into a meltdown. Not a pleasant way to go. We all had friends on her..." 
 
    "I'm sorry," said Jack, knowing the words to be inadequate. 
 
    Gant shook his head and took a deep breath as if putting away the memories, "No..." he held up a hand in dismissal, "no regrets..." He turned back to the group. "OK, they'll contact us when they're ready. Where were we? Ah yes. Mr Steele, tell us more about the acting abilities we're going to need... and this wonderful prize we're to tempt them with." The Captain's smile had returned. He was feeling devious. Maybe this was a chance to even the score for all those ghosts that walked through his mind. 
 
    It was as clear as a bell now, the whole plan. There were lots of variables, of course, not every circumstance could be accounted for. There would be some instances that would require thinking on the run. But, all in all, a very workable plan. Jack was feeling very confident and doing his Cheshire Cat impression again. "OK, so, this is what we need to do..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The pirate Captain's face would be larger-than-life on the bridge's vidscreen, but Jack and the other pilots watched on the small monitor in Gantarro's ready room. With the split screen function, the pilots could see and hear Gant as well as the pirate. 
 
    Using a set of small, remote communication headsets, one with the microphone removed, Jack could speak to Gant without the pirate's knowledge. This allowed him to audio-prompt Gant in case something came up that hadn't been discussed, which might in turn, alter the plan. The biggest concern was, of course that the pirates would simply blast holes in the Princess for grins and giggles. For the moment, the vidscreen was focused on the pirate vessel sedately floating in space abreast of the much larger Princess Hedonist. 
 
    Gant had returned to the bridge, leaving the pilots and security people to their discussions in his ready room. Unfortunately, there was not much to talk about until they were contacted by the pirates. So they waited. Chatting uneasily, with awkward silences, they stared at the viewer to see if anything changed. Several people jumped when the buzz of the intercom panel interrupted one of those silences. Jack reached over to the desk and pushed the button to answer the call. He could feel his heart thudding in his chest, hoping it was the landing bay crew calling to tell him the preparations he'd ordered were finished. It was and they were. 
 
    "Good news?" asked Brian. 
 
    Jack smiled as he pushed the button to disconnect the call. "So far, so good." 
 
    Paul stood up and stretched. "So what now?" 
 
    Jack's smile had not faded and he thumbed at the vidscreen. "We wait for General Custer..."  Nervous laughter circulated through the room. 
 
    "Check it out," said Mike, who had been examining the pirate vessel on the screen. "It actually has a skull and crossbones on it." 
 
    "Get outta' here..." 
 
    "No, really, I'm not kidding... look." He tapped his finger on the vidscreen. Everyone moved closer to get a better look and Raulya adjusted the control to enlarge the picture. 
 
    "He's right," said Pappy. Jack nodded absentmindedly, staring at the screen and pulled on his lower lip. 
 
    "So, what's the big deal?" asked Maria. 
 
    "Well it is a bit odd..." began Brian. 
 
    Jack broke his silence and agreed with Brian, "Damn right it's odd, it's downright strange! We're out in space a zillion miles from home, and there's some guy using an insignia originally used by pirates in Earth's seventeenth century. Christ, I find that pretty incredible! Don't you?" 
 
    It was obvious by their expressions that they were beginning to realize how bizarre that really was, but before the discussion could get any further the vidscreen flickered and the ship disappeared. It was replaced by the face of the pirate Captain. 
 
    "Look, he's human!"  A shock of curly reddish-brown hair hung to his shoulders, a thick mustache underlined his strong nose and a well trimmed King Arthur style beard accentuated his jawline. His shifting eyes were dark and flashing. Wearing a loose, white silk shirt with large billowing sleeves with ruffles around the cuffs and down the front, silver buttons holding it closed, a gold medallion handing on a chain around his neck. 
 
    The pirate stood with arms crossed and glared confidently, his bejeweled fingers sparkling in the muted light of his command bridge. Raulya adjusted the sound and set the split screen function so they could see Gantarro as well. 
 
    "What the hell," groaned Mike, "look at the way this guy's dressed." 
 
    "Can't say much for his tailor," added Derrik, tamping a pinch full of tobacco into his pipe. 
 
    Jack shook his head in amazement, "He looks like he just walked out of Pirates of the Caribbean." 
 
    Raulya shushed them with a wave of her hand, "He's going to speak." 
 
    "Good day, Captain. Let me commend you on your intelligent choice of cooperation. Resistance is not only unwise, but very dangerous. Allow me to introduce myself, I am Captain Joshua Kidd." The expression on Gant's face changed noticeably. "Ah, I see my reputation has preceded me. Don't be alarmed Captain,” he waved dismissively, “most of the stories you've heard are greatly over exaggerated. Trust me. If you cooperate fully, no harm will come to you, your crew, or your passengers." 
 
    "Yeah, sure. And the check's in the mail," mumbled Brian. 
 
    "Easy buddy, time to play the game..." Jack had his hand covering the mini-mic on his headset and half turned to Derrik without looking away from the screen, "Is it my imagination or does this guy have an English accent?" 
 
    Derrik took a long draw on his pipe and the aromatic smoke curled from his lips. "Sounds more like Scotch or Welsh actually..." 
 
    "Hmmm..." Jack stroked his mustache and pulled on his lower lip in contemplation then shook his head. "Nah, couldn't be. It's too far fetched..." 
 
    "What is?" asked Pappy. 
 
    "I'm just thinking back through my high school history and there seem to be a bunch of parallels here, probably coincidences but..." 
 
    "But what?" interrupted Brian. "C'mon, out with it!" 
 
    "Well... the insignia on the ship, this guy's name, his accent... there was a pirate in the seventeenth century, Captain William Kidd, died at the turn of the century..." 
 
    "Hanged in 1701 I believe," said Derrik. 
 
    "Yeah, about then." 
 
    "And I do believe he was Scottish," added the British pilot, staring at the glowing embers in his pipe. "Are you thinking this chap is a relative of some sort?" 
 
    "It crossed my mind, but even with all the parallels...” Steele had to admit the evidence was so thin it was nearly nonexistent, it was all supposition and conjecture. Simple circumstantial coincidences that were too ridiculous to even consider, like something written into a low budget B movie plot. But still, there was something telling him he was on the right track - the little voice in his head and his gut had ganged up on him and were both nudging him in the same direction. He had learned to listen to and trust those lifelong companions. 
 
    Maria rose from her seat. "Oh you can't be serious! How would he get out here?" 
 
    "Same way we did," snorted Brian. "Ships disappeared at sea all the time. Who's to say what happened to them or where they went?" 
 
    Paul wanted to inject some sanity to this discussion. "I think we're reaching a bit here..." 
 
    “Maybe Pappy," said Jack, wagging his finger, "maybe not. Point is, he's human. So chances are, he's doing it out of simple greed. That makes it easier on us because we know what to bait him with and what his reactions are more likely to be.” 
 
    "Well, you're going to get to try out your theory," interrupted Myomerr. “He's sending over a boarding party." The conversation died and all attention turned back to the pirate on the vidscreen. Captain Joshua Kidd was fairly well spoken but terribly long-winded and incredibly pompous. The pilots had allowed their attention to drift, but Myomerr had listened to every word, "Their boarding shuttle will land in our bay in about fifteen minutes. He also asked about the exact dimensions of the landing bay and its doors. Gant promised to cooperate fully." 
 
    Paul nodded. "I knew it, he's wants the whole ship..." 
 
    "He must have a bigger crew than we thought,” added Mike. 
 
    "Time out," interrupted Jack with a wave, "let's not jump to conclusions." Captain Kidd signed off and the screen flickered as the picture winked out to be replaced by the view of the pirate cruiser. "And at this point it really doesn't matter. He's a criminal dirtbag who needs to go down. OK, let's get to the landing bay. We've got company coming and we want everything to look nice." 
 
    Maria rolled her eyes. "You are insane, aren't you?" 
 
    “Crazy," he corrected, “not insane. Insane implies I don't have a choice.” He winked and everyone laughed as they filed out of the ready room into the corridor. 
 
    As the pilots and security people boarded the air cars bound for the flight bay, Gant joined them. He would have to meet the pirate boarding party and guide them to the bridge so they could assume command, or at least, that's what they were to believe. 
 
    There were just a little over one hundred security personnel assigned to duty on the Princess Hedonist and Jack could contact them all via his communications headset. Split into groups of ten, he would be able to assign them wherever he needed. All passengers had been confined to quarters and the corridors were deserted. 
 
    Jack could feel the butterflies in his stomach as the air cars whistled through the empty corridors towards the flight bay. Taking a deep breath, he closed his mind to the silent torrent of what ifs attempting to muddy his decisions. The ride was fairly void of conversation, each person wrestling with their own doubts and fears or perhaps praying to their own God. 
 
    The silence in the corridor was almost ominous and it was obvious the group was somewhat unnerved. Fortunately the flight bay was directly opposite and there was too much to do to be preoccupied with plagues of the mind. 
 
    The entire body of the security department was waiting when the group arrived from the bridge and questions came from all sides. The pilots left Raulya and Myomerr to deal with their people and moved on to quickly check on other preparations. 
 
    The two crates of twenty-four M-1 carbines had been unloaded from the Sweet Susie and lay in a neat row on a tarp stretched across the deck in front of the control tower. The ammunition had been carefully loaded into the mags, several of which lay beside each weapon. Containers of various sizes removed from the storage areas along the Port and Starboard sides of the landing bay were scattered in neat groups and rows around the flight deck. The towering columns of stores appeared completely full and untouched, as all the containers had been drawn from the rear, so their true presence on the flight deck could not be guessed. 
 
    From the level of the deck, everything appeared normal. Full storage areas on the outer edges, shuttles and work craft scattered about in various stages of maintenance or repair, tow and transport vehicles moving about and excess storage containers placed in easily accessible places about the deck. Yes, it looked like a completely innocent landing bay... but nothing like its usual neat and tidy appearance. 
 
    The reason for the deviously placed clutter was not apparent, until viewed from the upper level of the control tower. 
 
    The six pilots stood on the observation deck of the control tower and surveyed the massive flight bay below. At about a half a mile long and a half a mile wide including the storage areas, the bay was just short of seven million square feet. As impressive as its size was, that's not what was holding their attention. It was the curious arrangement of the storage containers that spread out from the base of the control tower and flanked the touchdown pad. 
 
    "Check it out," pointed Mike, "it's a maze..." 
 
    Paul smiled wickedly as the realization dawned on him, "Not a maze kid, a gauntlet! Look, see..." he pointed. "It protects the exits and restricts their use. If you don't know the route, you get cut off..." He turned to Jack, "Very clever, Mr. Steele, so, what's the game plan?" 
 
    Jack went on to explain as quickly as possible. Basically, it would be to divide and conquer. Surprise would be their key element to success, although there would be a good deal of play acting and some careful misdirection to boot. The two Navy F-18 Hornets and the Sweet Suzie would be the bait to divert Joshua Kidd's attention. Worth a fortune on the collector's market, they would be very desirable. The catch was, he'd have to get his ship into the bay to load them. Chances were, this was his intention to begin with, but Jack wanted a clincher. 
 
    The statistics showed the pirate cruiser would fit in the bay with room to spare, but the door clearance was going to be a tight fit. Jack felt the incentives were enough for the pirate to overlook any possible risks. He hoped he was right. 
 
    "Pirate shuttle with boarding party on final approach." The tiny voice spoke into the ear of every crew person wearing a communications headset. 
 
    Jack keyed his mic, "Have all the weapons been distributed?"  
 
    “Yes, sir...”  
 
    "Good. OK, places everybody. It's show time!"     
 
    "I say! You weren't thinking of starting without me. Were you?" The pilots turned to meet the voice as Professor Edgars stepped off the lift and onto the observation deck, an M1 carbine cradled casually in his right arm. He looked perfectly at home in the loose fitting, British issue, military fatigues.  
 
    Jack raised one eyebrow as Fritz ran to his side. "Professor! What are you doing here?"  
 
    "Uncle did a tour of duty in Vietnam in the late sixties," stated Derrik matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Leftenant Edgars reporting for duty, sir." He executed a very proper British military salute. "Never could stand to miss a promising scrap," he winked. "Your pooch has been following me since brunch at the Ecosphere so he just came along, naturally." 
 
    "Naturally." Steele sighed. "OK, well, I'm not going to turn down any offer - we can use all the help we can get. Professor, stick with Derrik. Let's go, people." They hustled to the lift and began their descent. 
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 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST, LAN SYSTEM: HIJACKED 
 
    Fritz sat at Jack's side happy to have located him and searched for an approving hand. When the hand stroked his head and scratched behind his ears, he closed his eyes and leaned appreciatively against his friend's right leg. Jack crouched down behind the storage containers at the edge of the touchdown pad as the pirate shuttle settled to the deck. Fritz looked up into the face he knew so well and welcomed the strong arm draped across his shoulders. "You," said Jack, poking the dog playfully on the nose, "gotta do exactly as you're told. OK? No Mr. Mischief stuff, I don't want you getting hurt. Understand?" 
 
    He knew there wasn't a better dog anywhere, but wished he could make him understand completely. Jack stared down at the sparkling eyes like polished black Onyx and couldn't help smiling. The dog's tail swayed slowly. "Beep beep." Jack squeezed the dog's nose and watched him make a sneeze face. He snorted instead, wagging his tail, never taking his eyes off the pilot. 
 
    Communications were brief as information was exchanged from team to team in an effort to keep abreast of the situation as it developed. Each call chirped before the comm started and chirped again at the end. "Here they come." Jack recognized Brian's voice on the comm set and peeked through the space between the containers. He could see the pirates disembarking from the shuttle.  
 
    Dressed in mechanic's overalls, Jack and the others could move about in general anonymity, but with over fifty extra people in the bay, all armed, he felt it best to keep everyone in concealment. 
 
    Gantarro stood off to one side of the ship with another officer and greeted the pirates warmly. That's it, thought Jack, make them feel at home. No threat, complete cooperation. Jack's view was partially blocked by the shuttle, but Brian was positioned on the other side. "How many do you count, Bri?" 
 
    "Looks like twenty, give or take one or two. All armed too. I don't see their Commander though." 
 
    "OK." Jack didn't expect Kidd to be with the boarding party, too risky. Better to find out if the natives are friendly first.  
 
    Almost immediately, the pirates spotted the two F-18 Hornets on Brian's side of the bay and wanted to know more. They gestured wildly with excitement and appeared to quiz Gantarro. Several crewmen stayed with the shuttle as sentries, the others moved closer to the Hornets for a closer look. 
 
    "Jack, they're asking Gant about the other plane and its crew people." 
 
    Steele wondered how they knew there was another plane. The Sweet Susie was on his side of the bay and they couldn't have seen it yet. And how did they know about the pilots? "Something's fishy, Bri." 
 
    "Maybe it'll be OK. Gantarro told them we stole a shuttle and disappeared about three weeks ago." 
 
    "Did they buy it?" 
 
    "I'm not sure, but it looks like they did." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Several times, Brian and Jack had to order their people to retreat to a more rearward position in order to prevent discovery as the pirates inspected containers and their contents. More than once, discovery was mere inches away...  Brian sat curled in a ball, his Colt .45, a semi-auto 1911 style pistol, clutched tightly in his hand. Concealed by a group of storage crates, he fought to control his breathing as a pirate opened the container directly behind him. If he decided to go farther back, Brian was sure he'd be discovered. Guiding his people rearward, the pilot had been cut off by wandering members of the boarding party and now he was trapped. He held the .45 close to his chest with his finger resting along the side of the frame and longed to wipe the sweat from his hands. He dared not put the weapon down, knowing that would be the moment he'd be discovered. Brian caressed the safety with his thumb and wondered how much noise it would make if he released it now. 
 
    Bored with the results of his rummaging, the pirate decided to explore further. Secretly stuffing into his tunic the only desirable item he found in the container, he stepped around the stack of crates. The pirate paused only twenty-four inches from Brian's feet and adjusted his tunic as he attempted to decide which stack of crates to pillage next. A half turn to his right and he'd have to be blind not to see the pilot curled on the floor at his feet. 
 
    Brian stiffened, his finger moving to the trigger and his thumb resting heavily on the safety release. Beads of sweat rolled down his face and stung his eyes, but he refused to blink. Instead, he angled the barrel of the .45 so the first slug would hit the pirate in the temple. The first indication of discovery, would seal the pirate's fate. Brian held his breath...  As the pirate stood, hands on hips and surveyed the landscape of containers, the nervous tension of Brian's thumb, released the .45's safety with a click that sounded deafening to him. A sudden chill raced up his back as he realized the pirate had to have heard the noise... 
 
    "Bakir...! Bakir let's go! Kidd wants us on the bridge!" 
 
    The pirate shrugged his shoulders heavily and shook his head, "Bakir, Bakir," he mimicked sarcastically. The exasperated pirate sighed and mumbled quietly, "Bakir do this, Bakir do that, the Captain wants this, the Captain wants that... Oh no! Can't disappoint the Captain, by the Gods..." When he turned to depart, he turned away from the exposed pilot.  
 
    Unbeknownst to the disgruntled pirate, that simple act saved his life... for now. 
 
    Brian took a deep gulp of fresh air and gently clicked the safety back on before dropping the .45 into his lap. He wiped his shaking hands on his coveralls. It took him several moments before he could hear the comm pickup over the pounding in his ears. "You OK Brian?" 
 
    "Sure, Skipper, I'm fine," he croaked, as he stared at his still-trembling hands. "Christ that was close." 
 
    "Too close... but a good job keeping it together there. Listen, the boarding party is headed to the bridge. It looks like Kidd is moving us off the trade route..." 
 
    "That's good, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, the First Officer says Kidd's bringing his ship in. The boarding party will take control of the bridge and move us to a meeting spot." 
 
    Brian stretched his legs from their cramped position and winced, "You sure that thing will fit in here?" 
 
    "God, I sure hope so, it's our best chance." Jack checked over the top of the containers to spy on the pirate sentries near the shuttle. "By all the numbers, it should slide right in." 
 
    "Tell me again, what're we gonna' do with it, when we get it in here?" 
 
    Jack smiled to himself, "We take his ship."       
 
    "Uh huh. That's what I thought you said. Just wanted to make sure I didn't dream it." Brian leaned back against the storage container and wiped the sweat from his eyes. It was time for everyone to take a little breather. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Commander Steele..." the voice was soft on his comm unit, little more than a whisper. 
 
    "This is Steele, go ahead." 
 
    "First Officer here... We've reached the meeting place. Kidd has recalled his fighters. As soon as they've been recovered, he's planning to board... cruiser and all. He's completely convinced we will offer no resistance."  
 
    Jack acknowledged as he watched the pirate sentries through the spaces between the storage containers. They must have already gotten their orders because they were moving their shuttle to the far side of the landing pad to make room for the sizable bulk of the pirate cruiser. 
 
    Supervised by the pirates, two of the landing bay work crews were busy moving containers and equipment back for the same reason. "Stand by to receive pirate cruiser," echoed the announcement over the bay's address system. "Entering final approach. Landing Guidance Officer to the tower, please. Landing Observers to the pad." 
 
    Jack realized the increasing flurry of activity would hide any excess personnel and their movement. "OK, boys and girls, let's take our places, the real show's about to start." He instructed those with inferior stun weapons to maintain positions up close. Since the stun weapons were small and concealable, many took positions with the crews on the landing pad. Jack, armed with his .45 1911, was concealed on the fringe of the landing pad, while the others who had carbines, took positions further back which offered them a wider field of fire. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The nose of the pirate cruiser was visible in the floodlights just outside the bay door. Lights on the ceiling of the bay, once dark, flickered, then shone brightly on the upper hull of the ship, as it was guided expertly in by the Landing Observers and Guidance Officer. Battle scars and repairs, hidden in the darkness of space, now became obvious. 
 
    Brian shook his head in amazement, watching the Observers walking around the cruiser to check the clearances. "It's like threading the eye of a needle with a damn camel!" 
 
    "You mean, passing a camel through the eye of a needle... don't you?" chuckled Jack. 
 
    "Whatever..." muttered Brian. 
 
    "Don't you worry about that, sir," said one of the crew on the deck. "We'll get it in here, you just make sure he doesn't get out." 
 
    Touché, thought Jack. They had a positive mindset and he found that very promising. 
 
    As the ship inched its way into the bay, it almost completely filled the doorway. To anyone watching from either side, it would've appeared stuck if not for its forward motion. Only the people in the tower could see the full picture of progress, and thankfully, the Guidance Officer gave a running narrative over the com units. It took nearly thirty minutes to get the entire pirate cruiser into the bay, but it entered without adding so much as a scratch, to its fifteen-hundred foot long hull. 
 
    "All personnel, clear the pad, prepare for touchdown." The short announcement sent workers and pirate sentries, scurrying off the pad like frightened mice. And rightly so. Any biological lifeform caught underneath a vessel during the use of its suspension field during landing or liftoff would, in short, be compressed flatter than a pancake. 
 
    The pirate cruiser was beautiful, in a brutish sort of way. Jack could see the damage and scars, but could imagine her restored to her former self... fast, lethal, clean, pure. He felt a strange sense of excitement, a mixture of anticipation and a slow build-up of adrenaline as the cruiser settled to the deck. 
 
    Her bulk was supported by rows of three-toed landing gear with hydraulic legs the size of tree trunks. Jack correctly guessed the gear was designed to evenly distribute the ship's weight automatically on either rough or smooth terrain. With a hiss like a great sigh of relief, the landing legs accepted her weight and leveled the ship high enough to easily move about underneath her hull with service equipment or vehicles. 
 
    Jack was in awe. Forget the fact that the cruiser was sitting in the flight bay of a ship that dwarfed her, she was impressive. About four-hundred feet at her widest, Steele was beginning to wonder if they were in over their heads. 
 
    "Christ, Steele," said Mike, interrupting his train of thought. "It's as big as the Shenandoah!" 
 
    "Actually," interrupted Paul, "I've never seen our carrier from this point of view, but I think the Shenandoah is a little larger. But not by much..." It was then that a frightening thought hit him. "Christ, Jack, the Shenandoah's crew was over four-thousand... this thing's gotta be able to hold at least two-thousand. Man, I think we're in over our heads." 
 
    Even if Jack had his own doubts, he couldn't let others know it, nor could he let them doubt themselves. "No problem, Pappy. Gant told me a full crew doesn't exceed three-hundred..." 
 
    "Three-hundred? How could you possibly run a ship that size with only three-hundred people?" 
 
    Jack shrugged to himself, "Hell, I don't know where you'd put two-thousand. Gant says a skeleton crew of fifty could run her. He's guessing Kidd's crew is in the neighborhood of about a hundred-fifty." 
 
    Paul Smiley leaned back against the interior bulkhead of the Sweet Susie and glanced at Mike who was shaking his head. "Imagine that..." said Paul quietly, "you could run that monster with only fifty people..." 
 
    Mike stared at his wing leader in the darkness, trying to see his face in the splinters of light coming from the cockpit perspex. "Maybe someday they won't need crews at all..." Both men fell silent and listened to the muffled sounds outside the airplane. The young pilot switched off the miniature microphone on his com unit. "Pappy..." he whispered. 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "D'you ever think about death? Y'know, dying I mean?" It was the type of thing most men only spoke of in the protective veils of darkness, granting all men anonymity. 
 
    Paul cleared his throat and remembered the air combat over the arid deserts of Kuwait. He remembered the sight of his first Mig kill. The way his Sidewinder chased up its tail and turned it into a fireball, pieces fluttering and spinning slowly to the ground. There had been no chute. "No," he lied. Silence fell once again. An empty, lonely silence. 
 
    Maria sat quietly in the upper turret of the Sweet Susie and very diligently, watched the pirate ship. She found if she breathed slowly, she could almost hear the two pilots below her. She strained her ears to hear a sliver of the conversation, desperately wishing to be included. Unfortunately, before she could determine the gist of what they were saying, it grew quiet. Drat. It was a feeling greater than just her normal tendency to be nosy, she hated feeling like an outsider. And at that moment, she felt more alone than ever before. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Waiting to see what the pirates would do next was like being on pins and needles. Jack relieved the tension by letting his mind wander. Not so far that he was out of touch, but just enough. It wandered home. To a warm, sweet, sun-drenched beach of golden sand, awash with the salty foam of gently rolling turquoise waves... it almost seemed like a place he'd never been, a place he'd only dreamed of... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brian's people were pushed almost as far back as they could go. They watched, weapons ready, as the pirates moved the two Navy F-18s toward the pirate cruiser. The pirates were using automatons like the one the pilots had first encountered, to tow the planes around the flight deck. 
 
    Two cargo ramps, one port and one on the starboard side of the cruiser, opened like giant maws to receive goods into its belly. More of the pirate crew disembarked, descending down the loading ramps like worker ants to assist in the theft of the precious booty. A small armed detachment of pirate marines joined the original boarding party to help guard the entrances of the cruiser and maintain control over the flight deck. Though they remained vigilant, it was obvious they did not anticipate any problems. Their demeanor was casual, even jovial with comrades and landing pad crew alike. So far, Jack's plan was proceeding almost exactly as planned. 
 
    Jack watched carefully as the pirates cleared the way and rigged up two automatons to tow the Sweet Susie into the pirate ship. He was praying they wouldn't feel the need to look inside the B-25 before moving it. "Pappy, they're hooking you up now." Jack heard the thump thump in his earpiece as Paul tapped on his mic to acknowledge. Jack swiveled around to look across under the cruiser. One of the Navy jets had disappeared, the other was at the foot of the starboard ramp. He almost wished they had taken the B-25 in first. This waiting was killing him. 
 
    Timing was crucial and time was running short. Pirates were wandering through the rows and stacks of crates to pick and choose their booty... Jack wondered just how long the ambush parties could remain undetected. The B-25, towed by the automatons and escorted by several pirate workers, rolled towards the port-side ramp of the cruiser. "OK people, get ready, we're getting' close..." 
 
    “Jack, we've got a rather sticky situation developing..." It was Derrik from the roof of the Control Tower. 
 
    "Dammit!" Jack wanted to hit something,  "What... Where?!" 
 
    "Starboard of the tower, they're getting close to a few of our people..." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "I can't tell..." 
 
    "Any way to take them down quietly?" 
 
    "Sorry, old boy, not a chance." 
 
    Jack eyed the Sweet Susie which had just reached the base of the port cargo ramp. "Damn, we just need another minute or two..." 
 
    Derrik watched as Professor Edgars adjusted the rear sight on his carbine. "Uncle says he can hit them easily..." 
 
    "No," said Jack, "not yet..." He eyed the B-25 which was slowly inching its way up the ramp and the automatons laboring under their heavy tow-load. Hurry up, you lousy overgrown tin slugs... He wanted to scream it, but chewed on his lip instead. 
 
    "Oh, man..." Brian pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Part of Jack didn't want to ask but he had to know. "What's going on, Bri?" 
 
    "Gant is standing right out here in the middle of the pad with that pompous ass, Kidd. They're going to be right in the middle..." 
 
    Jack peered between the crates but could not seem to find them. "Well, let's just hope he's fast on his knees." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    With heightened feline olfactory senses, Raulya could smell the pirate coming, long before Derrik had spotted him as a threat. But she was trapped. During the last pull-back to avoid the foraging pirates, she had chosen a dead end in the maze of crates and storage containers. Separated from her security comrades, she was on her own. "I want all of you to stay put," she whispered into her mic. "We will not jeopardize our goal for just one person." Clothed only in her security uniform and holding an M1 carbine, it would be obvious what her intent was. 
 
    She crouched behind her protective cover and watched the burly pirate stroll between the crates and rummage through the containers. He looked big… big and stupid. Her mind raced while she stroked the carbine resting across her thighs. The weapon would be too noisy, she'd have to do him by hand. She was going to need an edge, she'd have to completely surprise him... He was getting close. She quickly pulled off her Comm unit and shoved it between two containers with her carbine... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Pangor could hardly believe his luck. The female Ketarian officer was beautiful. Beautiful and unconscious. The pirate stared down at the prone female sprawled at his feet, her tunic laid open to reveal her bare breasts, her uniform pants pulled down to her thighs. It was obvious someone had already had their lustful way with her, but this concerned him not. Women, much less a woman as attractive as this, were more often than not, sold to the highest bidder. And a lowly pirate soldier like Pangor could rarely afford more than the haggard concubines of the various bazaars. He could not resist this delicious opportunity. He glanced cautiously around to be sure he was unobserved. Reassured, he dropped to one knee beside his illicit discovery. He was determined to have her, even if he could not keep her. Pangor laid his laser assault rifle on the deck and slid it carefully out of the way, never taking his eyes off the woman. The lusty soldier rubbed his stubbly beard as he hungrily studied the curvy figure before him. 
 
    Letting his desire overtake him, Pangor reached out and stroked the smooth white skin of her stomach as he fumbled clumsily with his own belt. He paused at her breasts and felt her nipples grow firm under his fingers. Losing all restraint, the pirate tore at his clothes as he straddled the woman's body. With the fire of passion burning in his brain, fueled by Raulya's special perfume, Pangor buried his face in her breasts. 
 
    Raulya's knee caught Pangor squarely in the groin, toppling him forward. The fire in his brain was replaced by the fire in his loins which raced through his body, crippling his ability to respond. As he cried out, Raulya gripped his head by the hair and brought his throat to her waiting fangs. In a manner more familiar to her ancestors, she instinctively tore the throat out of her enemy. 
 
    The taste of fresh blood awoke ancient cravings for battle... the natural animal instincts to hunt and kill. Raulya rolled Pangor's limp body off hers, his life's blood spilling across her face, neck and mane. She pulled up her uniform pants and removing the carbine from its hiding place, never bothered to re-button her tunic. 
 
    Alerted by the muffled cry of their crew mate, two more pirates moved to investigate the corner occupied by the Ketarian officer. It was a bad decision. The vision that appeared before them was both horrific and unnerving. 
 
    Raulya stepped out from protective cover, her eyes glazed, fangs bared, driven with blood lust. Great crimson stains ran down her bare breasts and matted her golden mane. The two pirates stopped dead in their tracks, transfixed by her appearance. Raulya snarled a long, deep, howling cry, which could be heard throughout the landing bay. 
 
    Jack's hair stood up on the back of his neck. "What the HELL was that?" 
 
    "Raulya," was Brian's simple answer. "The proverbial shit is about to hit the fan in a major way." 
 
    Jack glanced up the cruiser's port ramp as the B-25's tail vanished through the cargo door. "It's alright, we're ready! Go, Go, Go! Myomerr, take the pirates on the bridge!" 
 
    Raulya did not wait for Jack's order, she squeezed the trigger and fire leapt from the muzzle of her carbine. The recoil surprised her but she corrected for the second squeeze. The pirate, still frozen by her horrifying appearance, was knocked backward off his feet. His crew mate, standing beside him, pitched forward, struck between the shoulder blades by a well aimed .30 cal. round from Professor Edgars' M1, shooting from the flight tower's roof. 
 
    Several pirates fell before they realized their peril. The flight deck quickly became a dangerous crisscross of fire and return fire as the pirates scrambled to recover from the surprise attack. Quickly realizing they could not advance through the maze of crates and containers, the pirates were forced to take defensive positions, using the docking equipment and the landing gear of their cruiser for protection. 
 
    Jack's com-link filled his ear with shouts and cries. He could no longer communicate with his people and it quickly began to show. Most of the ground crews and security people had never seen any kind of combat or conflict and the superior weapons and skill of the pirates would soon panic them into retreat or surrender. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Myomerr led her security people onto the bridge of the Princess Hedonist like seasoned storm troopers. The seven pirate guards watching the bridge crew were dead before they hit the floor. Myomerr killed two herself. The first as she entered the door, grabbing his ample hair from behind and pulling so violently, she snapped his neck. The second, with a shot from the hip, with the old Colt .45 she got from Brian. The .45 slug traveled across the bridge and struck the pirate sergeant square between the eyes, splashing his brains across the giant vidscreen in a smeary mess. 
 
    Myomerr looked at the pirate corpses scattered about the bridge, "Send out a distress call," she instructed the Princess' helmsman. "And get us back on course. When we leave, seal the doors. Admit no one until you have proper clearance." She admired the .45 in her hand, "I like this WEAPON!" she snarled. "Let us find MORE vermin to kill!" 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack thought he could make out something about the bridge being secured, but he could not be sure. He flinched when the flash of an energy beam destroyed part of a nearby crate. Fritz wanted some action but Jack grabbed him by the collar, "No way buddy-boy..." Peering between the crates, Jack found the source of the assault. Shouldering the storage containers to widen the gap, he took aim and waited... The pirate was good but he exposed himself to get another shot. The two heavy .45 slugs passed through the breastplate of his armor like butter, sending the soldier crashing to the deck. Their armor, designed to shield against energy weapons, offered little protection against the assault of a projectile weapon. The pirates were learning that the hard way. 
 
    The deck around the cruiser became a no-man's-land with little hope for survival, should one attempt to cross it. Several soldiers, well armed and heavily armored, raced onto the deck in an attempt to reach and take the tower hoping to gain the high ground. Firing as they ran, their weapons blazed furious flashes of pure, concentrated energy. 
 
    Defending fire thickened and cover fire intensified to protect the runners. Two never made it a quarter of the way. The others pushed on, weaving through the fire like they were dodging raindrops. Brian could not believe they were still going... they were almost to the tower... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Are you ready, Uncle?" 
 
    Professor Edgars loaded a full magazine into the carbine, realizing it would be a terrible waste of precious ammunition. He nodded. "Together now... ready, set, GO!" Derrik and the professor popped up from the protecting rim of the tower's roof, firing at the runners. Empty shell casings showered the roof with hollow pings as the M1s fired .30 cal. rain upon the runners and the deck below. They fell, one by one, their armor perforated like paper. 
 
    The air erupted in retaliatory fire, the tower taking the brunt of the assault. Shards of scrap metal and pieces of cast-crete hailed the landing deck like shrapnel. 
 
    Through the haze of cordite and seared composites, Brian saw one of the two figures on top of the tower pitch backward by a well placed shot from the pirates. Exposing himself to get a clear view, Brian skillfully manipulated the trigger to nearly replicate full-auto fire, almost literally cutting the culprit in two. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Uncle?!" Derrik knelt down. 
 
    "Oh, Bloody Christ, that hurts..." The shot had taken his left arm off just below the shoulder, mid-bicep. 
 
    Derrik looked at the charred stump and the blackened carbine still clutched in the professor's right hand. "Oh Lord, Uncle..." 
 
    "Guess I've been hit eh?" His breathing was in short gasps. "Ten months in Viet-Nam and not a scratch... Blast the luck." 
 
    "Don't leave me, Uncle!" Derrik cradled the professor's head, "Don't you dare!" 
 
    "Sooo woozy... Can't seem to... keep..." His eyes closed slowly, like he was falling asleep. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Paul, Mike and Maria, using the Sweet Susie like a Trojan Horse, were to gain entry to the cargo bay of the cruiser and prevent any remaining members of the pirate crew from leaving and re-enforcing the soldiers already outside on the landing pad. "Kill 'em, or keep 'em busy," is all Jack had said. 
 
    Predictably, as soon as the fighting had started in the Princess' bay, the cargo workers abandoned their chores in the cruiser's bay and attempted to obtain arms to attend the battle. They never made it to the ramps. About a third of them lay dead in their own cargo bay, their bodies ventilated by the .50 cal. guns of the Sweet Susie. The survivors sat quietly on the floor, their empty hands resting in their laps. These men were not soldiers or warriors like others in the crew, they simply worked on a ship that happened to be owned by a pirate. For them, there was no shame in surrender. In fact, it was greatly preferred to death. Maria remained in the upper turret, while Paul and Mike climbed out on the wings of the B-25 to increase their field of vision and prevent a sneak attack. They chambered rounds into their M1s and waited. 
 
    "Sounds like murder out there, Pappy..." 
 
    Paul nodded solemnly, "Yeah." He was all too aware of the shouts and cries in his headset. Making sense of them was totally impossible. He longed to participate, to contribute what he could, to be able to see with his own eyes what progress, if any, was being made. This sitting was pure anguish. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Pappy!" Mike pointed over the nose of the plane. 
 
    Paul spun around as a group of armed pirates poured out of a service lift descending from an upper level. Mike was already firing. Paul dropped to one knee and aimed, dropping the leading soldier with his first shot. The pirates spread out shooting on the run, finding what cover they could to fire from. Hot magenta streaks of energy flashed past, knocking Mike off the port wing. Paul began instinct firing, the empty brass shell casings bouncing across the wing and cascading to the deck below. "You OK, kid?" 
 
    "Fine..." Mike gritted his teeth and worked his way to the landing gear, "just fine." Resting his shoulder against the landing gear to steady his carbine, he returned the pirates' fire. "Die, you filthy sons of bitches, die!" The pain across his ribs burned like a hot poker. He dared not look at his injury. Instead, he blinked away the tears of pain and concentrated on the anger, the fury which rose within him. The effect of the .30 cal. rounds striking their destinations so fascinated him, Mike almost forgot the agony burning in his side. 
 
    The intensity and accuracy of the gunfire produced by Mike and Pappy surprised the pirates, who could find no reliable protection through which the M1's rounds could not pass. Completely obscured from sight, pirates were dropping like flies, their lives stolen by weapons they would consider not only ancient but totally inferior, as well. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    A pirate, the fight brought to him in his own cargo bay, huddled low behind the stacked containers and crates stolen from the Princess Hedonist. "Ragnaar...!" He called. 
 
    "Over here, my brother!" came the reply over the din. 
 
    Deeter looked to his left and saw an energy weapon firing blindly over the tops of the crates. Ragnaar was not the only one who had adopted this posture. "Ragnaar, what do we do..." He looked at the lifeless bodies of his shipmates laying about him. "These Humans fight without fear, and their weapons... so accurate!" 
 
    "True, my brother! They fight like the demons of Hellion possess their very souls!" Ragnaar fired blindly from cover, shredding the starboard wingtip of the Sweet Susie. "I swear I killed the one who fell from the wing, but still he fights!" Ragnaar was, although not human, a man. And as men went, he was on the rather large size. Herculean to be a little more precise. And although he had the confidence of a Cerulian Lion, he was not used to seeing someone he thought to be a corpse, up and fighting. 
 
    Deeter had no desire to die, but he decided if he was to die, it would not be hiding like a coward in his own ship. "I say we move against them! It is our only chance for victory!" 
 
    "I agree. Let us not waste another second on talk!" Ragnaar removed and checked the energy cell which powered his rifle. Finding it low, he tossed it aside and replaced it with a fresh one. "I am ready!" The soldiers passed the word on a rallying advance. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mike leaned against the port landing gear of the B-25 and tried to inhale deeply to ease the pain in his ribs. The searing pain came and went, making him woozy and affecting both his balance and vision. There seemed to be a minor lull, which gave the pilots time for quick introspection. 
 
    "You OK, kid?" 
 
    Mike evened his breathing. "Still here Pappy, think we got `em all?" His voice was pained. 
 
    "Don't know, kid. How's your ammo?" 
 
    Mike pulled the magazine from his carbine and examined it, "Oh, about twenty rounds or so. How `bout you?" 
 
    Paul was checking his own. "That's all you've got? I've got almost two full mags left!" His voice became fatherly, "Look, take it..." he never finished the sentence. 
 
    Deeter, Ragnaar and the remaining pirates, executed their plan, storming the B-25 and showering it with bright magenta streaks of energy. Encouraged by the shouts of their crew mates, Maria's prisoners rose and turned toward the plane. Quick on the trigger, the harsh vibrating bark of Maria's twin .50 cal. guns changed their minds. 
 
    One arm wrapped around the strut of the landing gear to keep from toppling, Mike fought to focus as he fired, being careful to conserve ammunition. Paul was forced to flatten himself prone against the starboard wing, close to the fuselage to avoid the vicious wave of energy pulses. 
 
    Paul fired fiercely at his now limited field of vision. Having lost the advantage of height, he tried to drop to the floor to keep Mike from being overrun but the intensity of the pirate's attack kept him confined. Maria could not help. Her prisoners, prone on the deck, watched and waited for the chance to escape if her gun turret turned away. 
 
    Mike heard the familiar clack of the bolt locking open on an empty magazine and his stomach fell. He let go of the strut and dropped to the deck. "I'm out, Pappy..." 
 
    Paul felt sick inside, his stomach tightening, his hands buzzing with adrenalin, "Hold on, kid." He prepared to drop to the floor to protect his friend and the B-25 shuddered with a hefty boom, violently lurching, pitching to the port side. Paul knew they would try to overrun Mike's undefended position and if he couldn't retrieve his friend quickly, there would be no hope. Paul tried calling his wingman on the com, but there was no answer. He fired rapidly and emptied his magazine, trying to beat the attackers into retreat. 
 
    The pirates, their number diminished, but their fervor strong, closed on the plane. Paul rammed his last magazine into the carbine and prepared to fight until his last round. "If they get me, darlin', gun `em all... every single one of 'em..." His southern accent seemed to be stronger under stress. 
 
    Maria looked over her shoulder, but of course couldn't see him. She refused to believe it was going to end like this. "OK, Pappy," she replied through clenched teeth. Desperately trying to call Jack on her comm unit rewarded her with nothing but waves of static. 
 
    Paul took a deep breath and rolled off the wing. He hit the deck in a crouch and rolled backwards uncontrolled. It saved his life, energy pulses passing wildly around him, the pirates unable to hit him. He scurried to the starboard landing gear amidst a brutal slew of pirate fire and rubbed his swelling left ankle. Mike's motionless form lay almost ten feet from the blackened port landing gear, its shredded tire scattered in pieces and ribbons of rubber around the deck. 
 
    The pirates were so close Paul could see their faces. He chose his targets carefully, gritting his teeth to remain calm, wrestling with a fight or flight response that was doing its best to convince him flight was the preferred choice of action. He twice killed pirate soldiers trying to flank him, but as his ammunition dwindled, he realized his luck was going with it... “I'd give my left nut for an M249 right about now,” he breathed. “Or a nice big, fat M60...” 
 
    Bursts of gunfire erupted behind him, coming from the cargo ramp, and Paul snuggled down beside the wheel of the Sweet Susie's gear. Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, Paul said a short prayer. "Well, so much for Lady Luck... lazy bitch." Blazing magenta streaks, whizzed by him from behind, striking crates forward of the plane. That was unnerving enough, but it was the war cry, a long, deep, roaring howl, which made his blood run cold. "Christ Almighty! What the hell is that...?" 
 
    "Just us, Commander..." breathed the husky female voice in Paul's earpiece. It sounded familiar even through the static and disturbance. He couldn't quite discern who it was, but who gave a shit, help was help. Paul shifted his position to venture a quick peek. "Stay where you are Paul, we don't want to hit you," growled another familiar but indiscernible female voice. 
 
    Raulya, Myomerr and a contingent of about fifteen of the Princess's security officers, had appeared inside on the loading ramp and raced across the cruiser's cargo deck toward the Sweet Susie, firing as they ran. Some had carbines, some had energy rifles collected from dead pirates. Paul could not remember seeing a sweeter sight, imagining the bugles and cavalry flag fluttering above them as they thundered in on horseback. Shooting from the hip as they ran at close to full stride, Paul was amazed at their remarkable accuracy. He kept his head down just the same. 
 
    As they passed through the group of thirty-plus prisoners, several foolishly rose to confront the officers. Snarling, Raulya and Myomerr slashed and hacked with the butts of their weapons, viciously repelling the crewmen without slowing or breaking stride. Excited by the sound of breaking bone and the smell of fresh blood, the two Ketarians howled their savage war cry as they advanced, firing savagely, beating back the pirate soldiers. 
 
    Completely unnerved by this sudden, fearless, ruthless, counter attack; the pirates' offensive crumbled. They laid down their weapons and surrendered after losing well over half their men in the bloody failed attack against the Sweet Susie. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ragnaar sat with his back against the storage crates where he had found Deeter lying in a pool of dark crimson. He cradled the lifeless body of his friend in hulking arms, but with a tenderness his generous size didn't belay. He spoke softly to the fallen soldier, "You died well, my brother..." He pinched the bridge of his nose to block the tears he had never shed for other lost comrades. "They must truly be the Demons of Hellion," he continued, "for we have lost..."  He considered it briefly, but decided no others could have succeeded in defeating them in this manner. He shook his head, "No, no one else could have done this. I fear for my soul, my friend." The big man was a pirate, but he had not always been so and he was not without beliefs. "As you cross the bridge of Whyte, put in a favorable word for me with the good Lords of Heavenite, eh? I do not wish to pitched into the dark water of Hellion that passes under it." 
 
    Pappy, accompanied by Maria, knelt next to his wingman. Together, they grimaced as they looked at the young pilot's charred tunic, fused to the skin all along the right side of his torso. Pappy leaned close to listen for a heartbeat, though he hadn't much hope. Realizing something was jabbing him in the stomach, Paul looked down to see the muzzle of a Beretta 9mm pushing against him. It was firmly held in Mike's right hand, his index finger on the trigger. 
 
    "Izat you, Pappy...?" Mike's voice was soft but steady. One eye opened weakly, trying to see through the haze of a mild concussion. 
 
    Paul grinned widely. "Yeah, it's me, kid..." 
 
    "Me too," added Maria, with tears in her eyes. 
 
    "Oh good," Mike's hand dropped to the deck, still holding the Beretta. "Didn't think I could pull the trigger anyway..." 
 
    "You did good, kid." 
 
    "Really?" Paul nodded. "Thanks." Mike smiled weakly, his speech was slow and a bit slurred. "Could only play possum after that tire went boom. Figured to blow the nuts off the first guy who came to finish me..." 
 
    Paul put his hand on Mike's shoulder, "You did just fine. Now shut your yap and relax; the medics are on their way." 
 
    Maria's pendant, the Teardrop Crystal of Rhomm, had slipped from the neckline of her tunic and swayed gently above Mike Warren's pained form as she leaned over him. It looked almost fluid, like a fresh drop of rain clinging to the gold chain around her neck. Mike, fixing his eyes on it, had a sudden desire for water. "Christ, I'm thirsty." He swallowed dryly. "Got anything to drink?" 
 
    There was, of course, nothing available. And as Paul and Maria looked at each other in silent search of an answer Paul's eyes widened. Maria raised one eyebrow. "What...?" 
 
    Paul pointed to the pendant which had begun weeping moisture in slow, steady, sparkling drops. "It's leaking..." 
 
    Maria looked. "It's not leaking," she said in astonishment, "it's weeping!" 
 
    "Weeping, leaking," said Paul. "What the hell's the difference? It's dribbling all over the place!" 
 
    Mike could feel the drops hitting his neck. "Get some in my mouth why doncha..." he mumbled. 
 
    Paul was getting impatient, "Where the HELL are those medics? The kid's having a hard time breathing..." He unbuttoned his wingman's tunic to make him more comfortable. 
 
    Maria touched the wet crystal to her tongue before Paul could object and smacked her lips in contemplation. "That was pretty stupid," said Paul crisply, "What if it's poisonous?" 
 
    Maria smiled coyly and making a face, stuck out her tongue. Woman's intuition told her it wasn't, but she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of admitting he could be right. Something told her the crystal was sympathetically reading her needs somehow and was trying to provide for that need, although she had no idea how that could be possible... After all, it was just a crystal. Wasn't it? 
 
    The crystal's moisture was cool and smooth. It slickly coated Maria's mouth like a light oil, but it had a wondrous sweet-tart flavor that made her mouth water. She smiled at Paul, her mouth tingling from top to bottom. Paul raised one eyebrow, "Well?" 
 
    "Yeah," rasped Mike, "well?" 
 
    Maria held the crystal over Mike's mouth, "It's safe." 
 
    The droplets splashed across Mike's outstretched tongue and Maria wiped the crystal across his lips. "Mmmmmmm," grinned Mike, closing his eyes. "That's great."  Suddenly he inhaled sharply and deeply, his eyes open wide and his body rigid, back arched. 
 
    “Jesus!" shouted Paul as he grabbed Mike by the shoulders to hold him down. 
 
    "I, I, I don't understand..." stammered Maria, stunned. 
 
    But it passed as quickly as it came. The young pilot's body relaxed and his breathing became regular and with greater ease. He closed his eyes and appeared to slip into a comfortable state of sleep. 
 
    Paul scratched his head. "What the hell... lemme see that." He touched the crystal and sucked the wetness off his finger. Smacking his lips speculatively, he was pleased by the initial sensations. He was very suddenly aware of a strange sensation sweeping across his body. It took his breath away momentarily, but was pleasing just the same. It wasn't long though, before he realized the ankle he'd injured tumbling off the wing of the B-25, no longer pained him, at least not to the degree that it had previously. Paul wondered if this might have been what Mike felt. It must contain some kind of drug, and since Maria had no injuries, she had not felt the same sensations over her body, just the initial reaction. Paul shook his head, he felt little pain, "Amazing..." It was all he could think of to say. 
 
    The messenger trotted to a stop under the wing of the Sweet Susie. "Need to let you know sir," he puffed, "all wounded have to be moved out to the Princess's landing pad near the flight tower." 
 
    "Why so far?" asked Paul. 
 
    The young messenger shrugged. "Dunno' sir, it's just where they're moving everybody." He turned to leave. 
 
    "Hey!" shouted Maria, "why couldn't they tell us that over the com half an hour ago?!" 
 
    "Some of the comlinks are damaged," he explained. "About a third of the grid is off line. You must be in a dead spot." He trotted off in the direction he came. 
 
    "Shit," muttered Paul, "I can't carry him, my ankle's too weak." 
 
    Ragnaar, who had wandered cautiously over, dropped to one knee and gently laid the lifeless body of his best friend in the row with the rest of his fallen comrades, near the port side of the B-25. "I will carry him..." he said over his shoulder, without turning around. 
 
    Paul turned and eyed him suspiciously. "How do I know I can trust you?" 
 
    Ragnaar rose and unfolded his six and a half foot herculean frame. "The battle is over," he said, gazing at the row of casualties spread before him. He motioned to the bodies with a wave of his hand. "The dead are gone..." he added, turning to meet Paul's gaze, "and it is time to tend to the needs of the living." 
 
    "You hurt him and I'll kill you," said Maria, matter-of-factly. 
 
    "I don't doubt it," said the pirate casually, meeting her gaze, "but like I said, the battle is over. Besides, I don't kill helpless men." 
 
    "That's not what I've heard," growled Maria sarcastically. 
 
    Ragnaar ignoring the comment, walked past her over to where Mike lay, and knelt beside him. Placing one hand on Mike's chest and the other on his forehead, Ragnaar closed his eyes. "He is your best friend, no?" 
 
    "Yes," confirmed Paul. 
 
    "I understand your concern," said the pirate, gently smoothing Mike's hair, "but he has the heart of a Cerulian Lion. He will not die." 
 
    "And, just how do you know that?" asked Maria venomously. 
 
    Ragnaar smiled. "Because, Miss Arroyo, there are some things I just know..."  Without looking up into her stunned face, Ragnaar gently scooped Mike's limp body up off the deck with little apparent effort and cradled him carefully. "Ready, Commander? I believe your friend is in need of some attention." 
 
    The men exchanged guarded smiles, it wasn't often Paul saw Maria at a loss for words. He had a feeling Ragnaar knew that too. The odd trio walked toward the ramp in silence, Maria trailing behind and Paul hobbling like mad to keep up with the pirate's long, easy strides. 
 
    Ragnaar shook his head, "I'll never understand a race that lets their women fight..." he said quietly, his eyes twinkling with light mischief. 
 
    Strangely enough, Paul found the pirate oddly likeable. "Well, it sure wasn't my idea..." he countered, smirking. 
 
    Ragnaar laughed a laugh befitting his size. "Well," he said after gaining his composure, "you don't appear to be the Demons of Hellion." 
 
    Paul looked up at him. "Huh?" 
 
    The pirate shook his head, "Oh, nothing, Commander." He smiled to himself about his private joke; he wished Deeter had been there to share it with him. 
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 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST, LAN SYSTEM: ADRIFT 
 
    The conflict on the landing pad ended rather suddenly when Gantarro caught Kidd unawares as he tried to escape the crossfire on the pad. With the barrel of a laser shoved in his ear, Kidd had no choice but to order his crew to surrender. Basically, it was an inevitable outcome. But Gant's actions, which he refused to call heroic, prevented an extended conflict which could have easily doubled the number of casualties. 
 
    Jack stood at the foot of the steps leading to the control tower, surrounded by wounded from both sides. Medical attendants, both mechanical and biological, attended to those wounded. "Stand still, Commander Steele..." said the medibot in a female voice. 
 
    Jack fidgeted as she removed the shards of graphite composite from his forehead and wiped the blood from his face. "Geez, take it easy, will ya? That hurts!" 
 
    "It will do more than just hurt if we don't get it all out," she urged. "Be still!" Holding his face firmly by his jaw, her optical pickup zoomed in to inspect the lacerations across his forehead for any remaining debris as she dabbed away the blood.  She was a short, boxy, automaton with two arms and five-fingered digital hands, moving on rubber treads and not legs. Her extendable articulated neck supported her shiny oblong head. It contained a single optical sensor with zoom adjustable floodlight and multi-use surgical laser. "You are lucky, Commander, you have a rather hard cranium." She tapped the top of his head with a rubber padded metal digit, "Though I don't doubt you'll have a tremendous headache." 
 
    Jack winced as she wrapped his head with a clean dressing, "Y'know, you need to work on your bedside manner..." he grumbled. 
 
    The medibot paused, and with a glowing optical sensor, unblinkingly looked him in the eye. She tilted her head in introspection, "But you're not in a bed, Commander." After a moment, she returned her attention to his dressing. 
 
    "What I meant was..." he abandoned the thought. "Oh, forget it," he mumbled. 
 
    "Hey Jacko..." Derrik, still carrying his M1, strolled up from the tower office. 
 
    Jack attempted to turn toward the approaching voice but forgot his head was still anchored by the medibot's grip. "Ow... Hey Derrik. Say, how's the professor doing?" 
 
    "Lost his arm, but he'll live." 
 
    "Christ," whispered Jack. "Man I'm really sorry, I didn't expect..." 
 
    Derrik shook his head. "Forget it," he interrupted, "Uncle has. Call to duty, honor, stiff upper lip... all that rot. As far as he's concerned, we won and that's all that counts." 
 
    "Wow..." Jack couldn't help but admire that kind of intense, selfless dedication. "He sure is a tough old bird..." 
 
    "Well, it helps to be a bit daft," added Derrik. 
 
    Jack smiled weakly, "I suppose." 
 
    "So, how's your bean, old boy?" 
 
    Jack ran his hand around the newly finished bandage and gingerly touched his wrapped forehead. "I've got a major headache." 
 
    "Undoubtedly." Derrik clapped Jack on the shoulder, "But you Yanks have good, hard heads." 
 
    Jack smirked, "So I've been told." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brian strolled across the landing pad toward the tower with Fritz at his side after organizing an armed security attachment to guard the swelling number of prisoners. Fritz trotted up to Jack and sat at his side searching for an approving hand. He found it, the pilot rubbing his ears. Jack knelt down and checked the dog again for injury. The crate that had exploded had tossed them both, leaving them momentarily senseless, but it appeared the Shepherd was completely untouched. Jack glanced up as Brian approached. "Have either of you guys seen Pappy's group?" 
 
    "No," said Derrik, slinging his carbine over his shoulder by its strap. 
 
    "Not yet," said Brian, "Comm links are still down too." 
 
    "OK," nodded Jack. "Let's get a messenger up to them, have them bring everybody out here. Get `em some extra help if they need it. Let's see if we can get this mess all organized." 
 
    "No problem, Skipper, it's already been done." 
 
    "Super..." Jack rubbed his head, "anybody got an aspirin?" 
 
    "No," countered Brian, "but I've got another headache for you. Gantarro says Kidd is requesting a meeting with the commander of our forces." 
 
    "Aww geez," moaned Jack, "why doesn't he handle it?" Brian shrugged, saying nothing. "OK," conceded Jack, throwing up his hands. "Whatever, just give me a few minutes." Brian agreed and disappeared to find Gant and the pirate Captain. Shedding his bloodied coveralls, Jack Steele adjusted his uniform and smoothed his tunic. His blood had seeped through the coveralls and stained his uniform tunic. "Shit. Well, there goes another good shirt," he muttered to Fritz. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The meeting took place on the landing pad away from the wounded and away from the prisoners. They stood in the shadow under the nose of the pirate cruiser; Jack, Derrik, Brian, Gant and the pirate, Kidd. Two armed security people stood off to one side, and Fritz sat at his master's left hand. Gant at his elbow, the pirate Captain stood arrogantly with his arms folded across his chest. He wore a red velvet coat, elaborately decorated with gold braid, resembling something akin to America's Colonial era. It was quite a contrast to his crew's motley attire and a bold statement of his selfish and arrogant nature. 
 
    Jack stood casually with his left hand resting on Fritz's head, gently scratching his ears. "What can I do for you, Mr. Kidd?" 
 
    "First," said Kidd coolly, "you will show me the respect of my rank you will call me Captain. Second..." 
 
    "First," interrupted Steele, smiling wryly, "you are in no position to demand anything. Second, you pompous windbag, you are the Captain of nothing. You're a dirt bag that's going to prison. That ship and everything in it, belongs to me..."  He was watching the astonished expression on Kidd's face, but he caught the look of surprise in Gant's eyes as well. He had half expected the man to request fair treatment for his crew or something of that nature. Instead, the pirate aired some ridiculous personal demands. Jack found it easy to detest the man. "Now, sir," continued Steele, forcing professionalism, "if you have a reasonable request, make it. I am willing to listen. Otherwise, stop wasting my time." 
 
    Joshua Kidd was indignant. These men were wearing uniforms but nothing civilian or military that he could remotely identify. Yet they had come at him with enough cunning and combat training to lure him in, defeat his crew and capture his ship. He saw no way out and this infuriated him. "Who the HELLION are you people?" 
 
    "Well, we're from Earth," said Jack, indicating himself, Derrik and Brian. 
 
    "I can see that, you nutter, I'm not bloody blind... so was my great grandfather." The pirate collected himself and adjusted his coat. "I meant; who are you, what organization are you with? And by whose authority do you hold me and my ship?" 
 
    "No organization," said Jack calmly, "just ourselves... with a little help," he added, glancing at Gantarro. "Technically, I guess you could call us mercenaries, bounty hunters...” he shrugged, “take your pick, one label fits as well as another. And as far as our authority, I'm sure there are more than a few agencies happy to pay big bucks for your head. You've been a bad boy, Joshua; murdering people, pirating, who knows what else." 
 
    Kidd showed no emotional response and made no attempt to deny any of the allegations. "So," began the pirate arrogantly, his hands on his hips. "You intend to turn us in to the highest bidder... Well if it's money you want..." 
 
    "No," interrupted Jack, growing more irritated by the minute. "We don't want money, our fee is your ship. Nothing more." 
 
    "My ship...?" growled Kidd. 
 
    "Don't worry," said Brian coolly, "we'll put it to good use. Besides, you won't need it where you're going." 
 
    "It's MY SHIP!" insisted the pirate, his face flushing ruddy red.  
 
    Fritz was watching the pirate's every move and was the first one to see the flash of silver in his hand, a foolish attempt at revenge. There was no telling where the pirate had kept the derringer-sized laser hidden, or how it had so suddenly appeared with such deft slight of hand. But then again, to Fritz, it didn't matter. A gun was a gun and he would not allow any harm to come to his human. Without hesitation or command, the Shepherd lunged with teeth bared at the pirate's arm. The searing, blue-white laser passed between Jack and Derrik as they jumped apart, more of reflex than anything else. It all occurred in such a blur, no one besides Fritz and Kidd, really knew what happened. 
 
    Kidd was on his knees and grasping his throat with both hands, blood running through his fingers and dripping to the deck, his mouth and eyes wide with surprise. Slow to take his eyes away, Jack turned to his left at Brian's insistence. Fritz lay sprawled on the floor, unconscious and Steele dropped to his knees, crawling to his partner, ignoring the wounded pirate. He carefully rolled the limp dog on his side to ease his breathing and was horrified by the sight, cold heat racing up his back, his hands suddenly numb. The laser had struck the right side of the Shepherd's face; skin, bone and brain matter completely fused and charred. "Oh God, oh God no... MEDIC!!" Panic stricken, Jack Steele cradled his best friend in his lap while the others stood helplessly by. "Oh Christ," he pleaded, "please help him..." 
 
    Brian put his hand on Jack's shoulder. "Let him go, Jack," he said quietly, "he's gone now..." 
 
    "NO! No, he's not. See? Look, he's still breathing, see?" The Shepherd breathed steadily, but his body twitched and shuddered, his damaged brain severely short circuited. Brian tried to pull him away but Jack strongly resisted, pulling free. "NO!" He objected. He grabbed the medic heading for Joshua Kidd by the leg. "Fuck HIM! You get your ass over HERE!" 
 
    Medical personnel are instructed to always tend to humanoid life first. Animal and other life forms come after. The young tech was only following his training. He pointed to Kidd. "But..." 
 
    Jack's helplessness was quickly turning to rage. "NOW!" he snarled. 
 
    The medic knelt down, putting his field pack beside Jack and the wounded Shepherd. "Don't know what I can do, Commander," he said gently, "he's got quite a bit of damage..." The rage was surging, and Jack Steele was fighting to remain in control. 
 
    Suddenly, Jack found he had his .45 in hand. "You do whatever the hell you have to do to keep him alive," he growled, tapping the medic in the chest with the muzzle of the gun. "Understand?" The startled young med-tech nodded, opened his emergency surgical kit and instantly went to work. Steele gave the dog one last loving pat and stood up, turning to face Joshua Kidd. "You rotten piece of subhuman filth..." he snarled, blocking another arriving medic. "He won't be needing you..."  
 
    "But..." objected the medic. 
 
    "Buzz off!" insisted Jack, waving the .45.  
 
    Fearfully, the medic backed cautiously away from the pilot with the wild flaming eyes temporarily gripped by insanity. He turned to the group huddled around Fritz and decided to lend a hand there. Whether it was by coincidence or by design, for the moment, the group had abandoned Joshua Kidd. 
 
    "Help me," gurgled Kidd, one bloody hand reaching out beseechingly, a growing ruby-red stain ruining his pretty, white ruffled shirt. 
 
    "Fuck you, you lousy piece of shit," spat Jack. “There are no words foul enough to describe the depths of worthless human waste that you are...” Steele thumbed the safety off, “Hear that...? Know what that is...? It's Hell, and it's coming for you...” His voice was cold, deadpan. 
 
    "But," pleaded the pirate, blood running between his fingers, "he was only an animal..." There was no humanity in the dark eyes glaring back at him, only blackness. A void without hope, without mercy, vacant of all emotion except hate. He shivered from a wave of cold and realized too late he'd crossed the wrong man. "Oh Lord p-p-please," he stammered, his words and thoughts running together hoping to stave off the inevitable darkness of hell that was rushing forward, propelled by his own stupidity and arrogance. "Just an animal - I'll get you another - I'll give you anything - I can make you rich, yes that's it, rich - Rich beyond your wildest dreams... " 
 
    Having lost control, Steele bared his teeth with seething hatred, "You are too fucking stupid to live..." In a flash of electricity, rage overtook him like a tsunami rising up from his core and suddenly engulfing his entire body. Without hesitation, thought or physical connection, the muzzle of the 1911 came up level. Maria screamed as she descended the ramp of the cruiser, but Jack did not hear her, his mind disconnected from his reactions leaving him a bystander, watching it happen. He squeezed the trigger and watched Kidd's head explode, his brains splash across the deck, the empty shell casing tinkling lightly across the deck in slow motion as the near-headless body of the pirate captain limply toppled over. Blood ran freely from the stump of the neck, a growing pool of red breaking away in rivulets running into the seams of the deck. "That was for Fritz," Steele breathed, clicking the safety and holstering the gun. He stared blankly at the odd patterns of gore, the totality of the event unregistered in his mind, void of remorse or other feelings. Numbness faded, the thump of his heartbeat and cloudy hiss of static in his ears slowly turning back into voices like someone surfacing who had been underwater. 
 
    Maria touched the pilot on the elbow. "Jack?" 
 
    He spun. "Huh?" 
 
    "Jack, what happened here?" 
 
    "Fritz..." his voice trailed off. It seemed that suddenly his mind shifted back into gear as the rest of his surroundings came rushing back in at him. He spun around. "Where's Fritz?" 
 
    They had all been watching, the pirate crew, wounded, medics, his friends. There were quite possibly a hundred witnesses and not one person or being said a word. Brian stepped forward and took his friend by the shoulders. "They took him to the infirmary. So far he's still breathing, but that's about it." 
 
    "I want to see him." 
 
    "I'll go with you," volunteered Maria. 
 
    Jack put one hand on her shoulder and looked into her eyes. The rage was gone now, the tsunami retreating, leaving behind the wreckage and debris of loss, sorrow, grief and despair. "Thanks," he sighed, "but I think I'd rather go alone." He wiped away a tear with the back of his hand and with his head hanging, quietly followed a medibot to the infirmary. The others stood silently and watched him go. 
 
    “Alright alright!" yelled Brian, taking charge. "We've got plenty of work to do! Let's not just stand around, let's clean up this mess and get organized!" Once again the landing bay became a flurry of activity. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
      The room was dimly lit and smelled of antiseptic. It took Jack's eyes several moments to adjust to the darkness, so he paused at the doorway before entering staring at the shiny white tile floor of the infirmary. Somehow it was comforting to know, at home or in deep space, some things remained constant. He took a deep calming breath and walked into the room. Fritz lay alone in the room on an infirmary bed, his only companion the lit console of electronics that monitored his life signs and kept him alive. Jack stood at the side of the bed and stared at the hoses, tubes and wires running from the console to his friend. If for only a moment, he contemplated pulling them out and letting the dog slip quietly away with dignity, then admonishing himself for even thinking of it. Pulling a chair over to the side of the bed, Steele sat with his head resting on the edge of the mattress and his hand on the soft fur of Fritz's shoulder. "I'm here buddy..." he whispered. An uneasy sleep overtook him as he felt the gentle rise and fall of the dog's breathing. 
 
    Several times throughout the night, medical attendants passed in and out of the room, checking on the dog's status. Except for a slight improvement of his stability, things went unchanged and Jack went undisturbed... until several hours later. "Jack... Jack!" 
 
    He sat bolt upright and blinked in the darkness. "Huh?" 
 
    The hooded figure stood in the darkness on the other side of the bed holding a snifter of brandy. "Are you with me?" 
 
    "Voorlak?" He knew it was. It was a question Jack didn't need to ask. "Ditarian Brandy I take it?" He rubbed his eyes. 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    Jack nodded, "Of course... got any more?" His mouth was dry and he could use the warmth, the room felt cold. 
 
    "Wouldn't go anywhere without it," said the Ancient, handing the pilot another snifter from under his long robe. 
 
    Jack accepted the snifter and took a slow draw on the thick, sweet liquor. It felt good as it slid down. "Don't suppose you've got anything to eat in there..." he said, pointing at the robe. Voorlak smiled, Jack couldn't see it so much as he could feel it. "No, I suppose not." Stiff and aching, he stood up slowly. "Don't you ever use a door old man?" Jack realized he was probably being a bit irreverent, but he was in no mood for formalities. Besides, he felt he had a kind of strange understanding, a link with the wise man that went beyond the pomp. 
 
    "No need," said the Ancient with a casual wave of his hand. "Besides, it's boring... no flair, no style." 
 
    It was Jack's turn to smile. "Well, I guess I've got to admire an omnipotent with a concern for style." 
 
    "Thank you... really, but I'm not truly omnipotent. At least not yet." Voorlak pulled back the hood of his cloak and sipped his brandy. He stared at the swirling golden liquor and thought. The silence was uneasy, seeming longer than it was and the discussion turned serious, as Jack knew it had to. "I had to come," explained the wise man, "to tell you not to give up on him like you contemplated earlier." He stroked the short fur on Fritz's front foreleg. "He may not consciously be aware of you, but you need to talk to him, touch him, he'll sense you. You need to keep his spirit alive, give him a reason not to give up his soul." 
 
    "What good will that do?  He'll just be a vegetable, right?" Jack loved his friend with all his heart, but he had no desire to prolong the dog's existence if it held no meaning or quality of life for him. 
 
    "You must trust me," said Voorlak, waggling a finger at Jack. "All is not lost, unless he feels alone and gives up." He sounded stern but warm and fatherly at the same time. "Now I don't see you as a quitter; you're not willing to let him go without a fight, are you?"  That had never been one of Steele's weaknesses but he was feeling a little helpless. He shook his head no, wondering what he could possibly do to help the canine that had not only saved his life, but had been his twenty-four hour companion for years. "Good," nodded the Ancient. "Now see this..." he moved close to Fritz and while stroking his fur, spoke lovingly to him. The monitoring equipment showed definite and almost immediate changes. "Of course, with your connection to him, you'll probably have better results." 
 
    Steele studied the old man for a moment, "You knew this would happen..." 
 
    "Yes... I suppose in one form or another, but not exactly when or how. It's not an exact science." 
 
    Jack sighed. "You couldn't tell me because you thought it might affect how I handled things? Maybe change my decisions, my destiny?" 
 
    "Now who's being omnipotent?" joked the old man, pausing to gaze at the dog. "Actually I don't believe it would not have changed your decisions; you are guided by your heart and conscience. Besides being incredibly imaginative, you have an acute sense of right and wrong which prevents you from being a casual bystander." 
 
    Jack thought about that sense of right and wrong and for the first time in several hours, thought about the death of Joshua Kidd... the event replaying in his mind in slow motion; the blood, the splatter, the gore in intense detail. But the gaps were almost more frightening than what he remembered; some of it a blur of color and emotion without definition. He felt an emptiness he couldn't identify mixed with guilt about letting the rage overrun that sense of right and wrong. Overrun, hell, it got trampled to death. That brought him down to the same level of principles as Joshua Kidd; he despised himself for that. 
 
    "Forget what you are thinking, Jack." Voorlak's voice startled the pilot who had been momentarily lost in the visions. 
 
    "But I murdered a man in cold blood..." 
 
    The Ancient shook his head, "No... Not a man, something more akin to a rabid animal. And not in cold blood, but in defense of all living things. He was filled with evil and you were his polar opposite. As two forces so diametrically opposed, those forces cannot occupy the same space at the same time; the stronger force will win out. The conclusion is always violent as one displaces the other; and the greater the forces, the more violent the conclusion. You were just the instrument of good displacing evil. It is done and forgotten." 
 
    Jack was stunned. "Forgiven... just like that?" 
 
    “Just like that," confirmed the old man. 
 
    “Can I get that in writing...?” 
 
    "Jack? Who're you talking to?" Steele turned to see Maria walk through the open door followed by Brian, Derrik and Paul. 
 
    "I..." he turned back but Voorlak was gone, "was um, talking to Fritz." He leaned over and rubbed the dog's frame, "Wasn't I buddy?" 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mike Warren and Professor Edgars shared a room in an infirmary facility, several levels below the one in which Fritz lay. After a refreshing shower and a clean uniform, Jack paid a visit to them with the same group that came up to see Fritz. When the group arrived, Mike and the Professor were in the process of playfully harassing a rather attractive, nurse who fought back, deftly fending off the roaming hands.  When Jack told the two men to behave themselves and quiet down, the nurse defended her patients, excusing their behavior due to the drugs they'd been treated with. Both men were happily animated and obviously feeling no pain. 
 
    The surgeon caught Jack and the others in the hall as they left and explained how Mike and the Professor were doing. It seemed beyond the serious burns, Mike also had three broken ribs and a punctured lung from the fall off the wing of the Sweet Susie. His ribs would knit quickly with the aid of an electronic stimulator which would accelerate the bone healing process. And using a small patch of healthy skin, a sheet of new skin large enough to cover the damaged area could be grown through a cloning-type process which would eliminate the normal massive scarring. 
 
    Unlike Mike, the Professor had no hidden injuries. Upon healing, he would receive a permanent, completely functional, five fingered, mechanical hand and arm covered with artificial skin. Unless carefully scrutinized he would appear completely normal. Jack was pleased that two men he called friends would return to good health in relatively short order. But since his thoughts never left Fritz for long, it was difficult for him to feel the happiness or relief he should have felt. 
 
    There was much to do after the capture of the pirate cruiser but no matter how long the day, how tired or busy, Jack found the time to see Fritz every day and spend time with him. After a couple of days of stable life signs, the surgeons carefully removed the sections of Fritz's damaged skull and brain tissue. In preparation for what, Jack was unsure, because the surgeons told him little. The only thing he knew was, what they were to attempt was strictly experimental and risky. And like most doctors anywhere, they were careful to not predict the outcome. After the initial surgery, Jack took to sleeping on the same bed as his friend, hoping the companionship would improve the odds of the Shepherd's survival. A week later, Jack entered an empty room and was told Fritz had been placed in a sterile isolation area and could not be visited for some time. Seeing the amazing things accomplished with Mike and the Professor, Jack had no choice but to put his trust in the skill of the doctors. He just wished they'd let him visit his friend. 
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 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM: BUBBLEGUM & PAPERCLIPS 
 
    It had been two weeks since the capture of the pirate cruiser, and it was just now beginning to show some resemblance of organization. Jack and Paul stood alone on the bridge and surveyed the system changes. "We've got a long way to go, Jack. These guys beat the piss out of this poor ship, and the repairs they did make, must have been done by the Three Stooges." 
 
    Jack sank into the command chair. "I can't believe these people were such slobs... I mean the filth, the garbage... like they couldn't be bothered to simply pick up after themselves." 
 
    Paul stood with his hands on his hips and shook his head. "It's a wonder this ship could function at all. Half the systems were totally inoperative." 
 
    Jack smirked sarcastically, "No wonder they had to send the fighters to chase down the Princess Hedonist. This tub would've had a hard time catching a cold..." 
 
    "Now, now," joked Paul, waving his finger at Jack, "that's no way to talk about the Freedom."  
 
    Steele shook his head, running his fingers through his hair, "I know we all agreed the new name was appropriate, but maybe we should've called this thing The Money Pit. It feels like the repairs are going to take forever.” 
 
    “And it's all ours,” nodded Paul with a wave, “at least if we can scrape together enough bubblegum and paperclips to hold it together.” 
 
    Ragnaar strolled through the open doorway onto the bridge and saluted the two officers. He wore the same uniform as Jack and Paul. "Yes, Lieutenant?" asked Paul. 
 
    "Just wanted to let you know, Commander," began the former pirate, "the ship-wide communications net should be finished before the end of the day." Paul nodded his approval; he was getting tired of using messengers for everything. 
 
    "What about the automatic door system?" asked Jack. 
 
    Ragnaar shook his head. "Still got some bugs left, Captain. Could be another day or two." He rubbed his forehead, "We're not sure if it's hardware or software failures yet." 
 
    Jack slouched in his seat and bowed his head. "Good Lord, why was this stuff never corrected before?" 
 
    Ragnaar shrugged massive shoulders. "I guess Captain Kidd didn't think it was important enough sir. Besides, he wasn't a man you could say much to either. I saw him kill a man at dinner once, for spilling the Captain's drink." 
 
    "You're kidding, right?" asked Paul. 
 
    "No, sir." 
 
    Jack sat up properly. "Brother, what a psychopath. Well Lieutenant, from now on, there will be no random killing at the dinner table." 
 
    Ragnaar smiled crookedly, "The crew will be glad to hear that sir." He saluted and left the bridge. 
 
    "I kinda like him," said Jack. 
 
    "I knew you would; the whole bunch are good people. Makes you wonder what they were doing with Kidd." 
 
    "Shanghaied probably," guessed Jack.  
 
    About twenty five crew members had followed Ragnaar's example and volunteered to serve under Jack Steele's leadership. Their services proved extremely valuable, as most were skilled workers and technicians who knew the ship well. They were finally encouraged to work on the equipment they'd been forced to neglect in the past, and they worked in earnest. 
 
    Brian, dressed in dirty coveralls and covered in grease, strolled onto the bridge. "Hey! Guess what?" He didn't wait for an answer, "Launch tube two is fixed! It's working like a charm. Wanna' see?" 
 
    "Sure," chimed the two men. They needed to go down to the landing bay and check the Warthog fighters anyway. 
 
    Walking down the corridor, they passed the ship's servants in the process of cleaning up two years of neglect. The porters, most of them women, spent their years aboard the cruiser as slaves and concubines for the crew. Unpaid, unwashed and malnourished, only the youngest and most attractive, received any care at all. Handed down from the officers to the lower ranks of the crew then discarded like old clothes, their fate was ultimately the same. They all suffered from neglect and ill health. When the ship was captured, they were all released and given their freedom. Paid work with guaranteed care, as porters, maids and cooks, was made available on the ship for any who desired it. It was surprising to see how many of the women returned. 
 
    As the men approached a woman scrubbing the wall padding, she paused her chores and greeted them politely. They returned the greeting and walked on. "Y'know," said Jack, after they'd passed, "it's amazing what you can accomplish with a little respect." Most of the corridors had been cleaned and scrubbed to near perfection. The wall padding, which reached from about knee height to about shoulder height, went from shades of dirty gray, back to white, an incredible transformation. Even the carpeting came clean, changing from a muddy gray to a nice, light, blue-gray. Much to everyone’s surprise, the ship was actually becoming livable. 
 
    As the three men passed through one of the automatic doors which segmented the corridors for safety, the door slid back and forth spasmodically, the system lights lighting simultaneously. "Can't believe these were left inoperable," grumbled Brian. "What an idiot."  
 
    The doors were bulkhead reinforced, designed to seal off segments of the corridors in an emergency; atmospheric contamination, fire, a hull breach, even protection against hostile boarding parties. The screen on the system panel next to the door would advise any crew members how severe the hazard was on the other side and how limited the access. Leaving the doors inoperative was inviting disaster.  
 
    "Who's working on them?" asked Brian, indicating the epileptic door. 
 
    "Can't think of his name," said Paul scratching his head. "Tall, skinny guy, dark skin, glasses..." 
 
    Brian nodded, "Yeah, I know who that is. But I can't think of his name either." 
 
    They stopped at the elevator and Jack pushed the button. "That's terrible, we've got to get to know these people better." He hated forgetting names. To him, it was like saying that person was not worth remembering. 
 
    "Don't worry," said Paul as the trio stepped onto the elevator. "We will. It takes a little time." 
 
    The ship was divided into four main levels, the fifth only extended about half the length of the ship at the belly, it was strictly for cargo. The elevator took them from level one, where the bridge was, to level four. Level four held pilot's on-call quarters, flight briefing, ready rooms, flight and landing bay, fighter launch chutes, hangars, and everything else that went along with flight operations, including maintenance and repair. 
 
    While not the same size as the mind boggling dimensions of the Princess's bay, the Freedom's bay was sizable at just short of three football fields long and a little over one wide. Bright orange sodium floodlights lit up the common areas of the landing bay, with a greater concentration of white floods and spotlights in the hangars along the outer walls, to illuminate the mechanic's shops and the parked fighters. The only place dimly lit was the prep and launch area which had red lighting to prepare the pilots' eyes for the darkness of space. 
 
    After Brian displayed his handy work on the launch systems, the three pilots strolled the empty flight deck and hangars. They stopped in front of a work shuttle and watched the mechanics tinker. "All this room," began Paul, "and all we got is four lousy fighters..." He kicked at a slightly raised rivet on the deck. 
 
    "Five," interrupted Brian, pointing at another under a tarp. 
 
    "It don't fly," blurted the mechanic, who didn't bother to stop tinkering, his head and arms buried in an open access panel at the front of the shuttle. 
 
    "So fix it." 
 
    "Piece'a junk," countered the mechanic. "In fact, don't think it ever flew. Use it for parts though." 
 
    Jack walked over and lifted the tarp, the fighter was full of blast holes. Its canopy was missing and it sat on an antigravity cargo palette because its landing gear had been torn off. "Whoever used it last, didn't take very good care of it..." 
 
    "It used to be Kidd's," said a passing crewman. "He was a lousy pilot." Everyone had a decent chuckle, even the mechanic, who was pretending not to listen. It was obvious Kidd wasn't popular, even with his own crew. 
 
    "Captain!" 
 
    Jack turned on his heel. "Trigoss! I was just thinking about going to look for you. How's the outer hull coming along?" Using plate steel that had been found in a dark corner of the Freedom's cargo bay, the engineers of the Princess Hedonist had been making structural repairs on the old battle damage of the aging cruiser. 
 
    Trigoss waited until he got closer. "Not bad, Jack. Not bad at all. We should have it finished in about a week. And with some material to spare." 
 
    "Wow, that's great!" Jack paused, "Uh, look, are you sure Gant doesn't mind you guys giving us all this help? I don't want to get you guys in any hot water." 
 
    The burly engineer dismissed the thought with a wave of a ham-sized hand, "Not a bit. In fact, he's kind of tickled. Besides, we're all doing it on our off-duty hours." Trigoss shifted and lowered his voice. "Listen, Jack, I've been thinking. The Princess doesn't really need me. They've got a whole slew of good engineers. I'm usually bored to tears, nothing challenging. Understand...?" 
 
    It dawned on Jack that the man was thinking about giving up his position to join the crew of the Freedom. "Wait a minute T, I can't ask you to..." 
 
    "Look, Jack," interrupted the engineer putting his hand on the pilot's shoulder, shifting his eyes around. He lowered his voice, "I've got no family ties... I'm bored silly here, and besides I've got the experience. You need a good... no, scratch that; you need an excellent engineer to hold this tin can together. You find me a decent bone yard and we just might be able to scrounge enough parts to make this wreck worth something." 
 
    "What about stability, your pension..." 
 
    "I'm double dipping as it is," said Trigoss shrugging his shoulders. "I've been a military brat all my life. I gave them thirty years, then they dumped me for mandatory retirement." He paused as if he was rechecking the dates in his mind. "And, do you know I've been waiting almost ten years to give those lousy pirates the kind of bloody nose you gave them in one damn evening? Hell, Jack, you're a natural. But it won't do any good if your ship disintegrates beneath your feet. Besides," he added, smirking, "I want to be around when you do it again." 
 
    "OK, OK," conceded Jack, holding up his hands, “I surrender already, you've got the job. Chief Engineer work for you?” 
 
    "Thanks!" With a wave, he bounded off in the direction he came, a bounce in his step. 
 
    "Christ," exclaimed Brian, "you'd think you just gave the guy a couple million bucks or something." Jack was speechless and Paul just shook his head. 
 
    "Anybody feel like eating? I'm starved!" 
 
    The three startled pilots turned around to face the familiar voice and saw Mike striding towards them in full uniform. "Mike!" they exclaimed in unison.  
 
    "How're you doing?”  
 
    “How'ya feeling?" 
 
    Mike backed up, his hands in front of him. "Whoa, easy fellas. One at a time... And no hugs if you don’t mind. Doc says I can come out and play, but no rough stuff." The four men laughed and it felt good. "Say, where's Derrik? I'm supposed to tell him the Professor gets out tomorrow." 
 
    "Does he have his new arm?" 
 
    "Not yet, Pappy, they're still building it. He'll get it in a day or so."  
 
    The four men chatted comfortably as they strolled across the bay toward the elevator which would take them to the galley, the one place on the ship which had been properly maintained. "I don't get it," queried Mike, "only four birds to fly?" 
 
    "Yep," nodded Brian, "and one wreck to pull parts from." 
 
    "Once upon a time," ventured Paul, "this ship probably held ten to fifteen. Probably different types too." 
 
    "Old records," began Jack, "showed it originally held twelve with two shuttles. There were ten active, with two additional in reserve. Look, don't worry about it," he promised. "We'll acquire a few more." 
 
    Brian pushed the button for the elevator. "How?" 
 
    Jack smirked as they stepped into the lift, "Oh, I've got an idea or two." 
 
    Paul groaned, "I don't think I like the sound of that." 
 
    Mike rubbed his ribs absentmindedly. "I didn't like the sound of it last time." Their laughter echoed in the elevator car. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lunch was a pretty substantial spread, delicious food and lots of it. Well laid out, it delighted the eyes, the aromas enticed the nose, and the flavors didn't disappoint. Marna, the chef, was a rather small, odd looking woman with shiny gray skin and deep-set glassy eyes. She demanded perfection, controlling the kitchen and dining area like a croupier handling a deck of cards. She watched the food preparers and porters like a hawk. No wine glass went unfilled. No table wanted for anything. 
 
    As she explained to Jack, though it was not normally quite this extravagant, the one thing pirates did very well was eat. She had wanted to show the combined appreciation of the female portion of the crew for their freedom, and this was the best way that they could think of to make the new officers and crew feel welcome. 
 
    Jack looked around him... there were his people, members of the old pirate crew and members of the Princess's crew that were helping out. All of them chatting amiably and eating happily. But other than the porters, there were no women to be seen, save Maria, Raulya and Myomerr. Jack inquired about this and was told females had never been allowed to dine with the crew they ate what was left, after everyone else was finished. 
 
    Jack stood up and raised his glass, ringing it like a bell with a spoon. Everyone stopped eating and the room grew quiet. He saw Ragnaar at the next table watching him closely. "I have been told the Captain used to kill people at dinner." There was silence. "I find that to be a very rude habit...” Light scattered laughter spread through the group. "Well that type of behavior will not be tolerated on this ship!" There was more scattered laughter and applause, but Jack raised his hand to quiet them down. "I have also been told, women were not allowed in the galley until the men are finished eating.” He looked around. “What the hell? Seriously? You don't like girls? Whose dumbass idea was that?" Laughter rolled through the galley, the idea had been Kidd's of course. "Well that stops now, too! And," he added, grinning, "anyone who doesn't like that, I will kill... out in the corridor of course, and after dinner." The laughter now came easily to them and Jack realized he'd succeeded in breaking the ice, making them all a bit more comfortable. 
 
    Minutes later when the women filed in, the atmosphere was light and friendly. The women became at ease when they saw how easily the men made room for them at the crowded tables. They were finally part of the crew. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The rest of that week, work on the Freedom went well, she began to take on a new look, inside and out. Pirate insignias were removed from every surface that they appeared. In their place, the silhouette of a gold winged horse against a crimson rising sun. Above each, the name FREEDOM  in white capital letters. 
 
    Jack and the other pilots stood outside the Freedom and stared at the new emblem emblazoned on the hull of their ship. It was then that it gelled, the feeling that it was no longer a concept, an idea or a dream, it was a reality; this was their ship, it would take them wherever they decided to go. And soon it would be time to leave. Time to leave behind the place they'd called home for what seemed to be much longer than the few short months they'd actually spent there. But they also realized it was time; after all this is what they had in mind wasn't it? 
 
    The most difficult part would be saying goodbye to all those people who had given and done so much. Jack hoped he had done as much for them as they had for him. He truly did not consider that he had actually done more. 
 
    "Well, she's getting there..." Trigoss had strolled up from behind the pilots. 
 
    "I keep wondering how we're going to drive something that big," said Maria as she turned to greet the new Chief Engineer. 
 
    "Well first, you don't drive it, you navigate it," pointed out Brian. 
 
    "Thank you," dittoed Jack. 
 
    Maria sighed, "Well excuse me, for being terminologically incorrect!” she waved her arms. “So shoot me!" Miffed, she walked away to survey the work on her own. 
 
    Puzzled, Brian looked at the other men. "What'd I say?" 
 
    "Forget it," waved  Jack. 
 
    "That's right, old boy," chimed Derrik. "Don't waste any brain power on it. Won't do you any good if you did. Women are like a Mobius strip, my friend... you never know if you're on the good side or the bad side." 
 
    Jack smiled at Derrik's curious philosophy but actually felt a bit guilty. He'd been so all-consumed with the work and progress on the Freedom that he'd been neglecting, even ignoring Maria. He had come to the realization some time ago that Maria was a high maintenance woman, probably due more to her personal insecurities than any other reason. He promised himself he would make an effort to reassure her it wasn't intentional and to spend some time with her very soon. 
 
    "Well..." Trigoss interrupted Jack's train of thought, "as I was saying, she's getting there, but we have a few serious problems. And then, of course, a few minor ones." 
 
    "Like what?" asked Paul. 
 
    Trigoss started walking. "Follow me; we'll walk, we'll talk." They strolled leisurely away from the stern of the ship toward the bow and the loading ramps. "First," he paused, "well, let's just say a ship lives on its ability to generate power. It runs absolutely everything. This particular ship has five main generators and two smaller generators for miscellaneous items. Each genny, has a specific duty, things it supplies with power. If you take a genny away, the others pick up the slack but, of course, they have to work harder." 
 
    "So what's your point?" asked Mike. 
 
    "Hold on, I'm getting to it." The engineer cleared his throat. "The point is, the ship can safely run on a diminished number of power sources. After that, systems suffer lag time, power losses, even shutdowns." 
 
    "So what's the bottom line?" inquired Jack. 
 
    "The bottom line is this ship is equipped with five large and two small. Borderline adequate would be three large and two small... you'd have to be very careful in any type of conflict." 
 
    Jack was getting concerned. "And we have...?" 
 
     "One large and two small," said Trigoss finishing his sentence. 
 
    "Whaaat?!" Jack threw up his hands. "Holy Shit, that’s it?!" 
 
    Mike shook his head. "We're screwed." 
 
    "Wait a minute," said Paul, stopping in his tracks. "Then how did this clown, Kidd get away with it?" Everyone else stopped walking, their attention on the engineer. 
 
    "Bluffing," answered Trigoss. "The ship will operate. But if you need to use a large system, say shields for instance, you'd have no guns, no launch capabilities, etc." 
 
    "Can they be repaired even temporarily?" asked Pappy. 
 
    "Nope," countered the engineer, "they're totally hopeless." 
 
    The men resumed walking and Jack threw up his hands again. "Well I guess we really need to find a bone-yard, and fast." 
 
    Mike scratched his head. "A bone-yard? Y'mean like a junkyard?" 
 
    "That’s right," injected Trigoss. 
 
    "Yeah right," said Mike sarcastically. "You mean to tell me we just look in the phone book for a spaceship junkyard..." He added a hillbilly cartoon voice and continued, "Hey `yall, my name is Mel. I got this `53 Desoto spaceship, and I need an alternator, well actually y`see, I need four..." He looked at the others, "Seriously you guys gotta be pulling my leg." 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    Mike rubbed his forehead, "Now I've heard everything." 
 
    “And as long as we're there..." added Trigoss. 
 
    Jack shot him a wounded look. "You mean there's more?" 
 
    Trigoss nodded, "I'm afraid so." He inhaled deeply. "The engines need parts too..." 
 
    Jack held his head as he walked, "I don't think I want to hear this, I know I don't want to hear this." He sighed, "OK, I know I'm gonna hate myself for asking... but what parts do they need?" 
 
    Like the dutiful Chief Engineer he was, Trigoss continued to explain the needs of the engines. It seemed much of the mechanical problems with the ship could be blamed on the battle it survived before disappearing. But, like the rest of the ship, almost as much could be blamed on neglect. 
 
    Much of the plasma fuel feed systems for the Freedom's four low-speed thrust engines sorely needed to be rebuilt. Their valves and flow meters no longer accurately regulated fuel use, and many fuel line connectors leaked. The internal reflectors for the three main ion drive engines needed to be completely realigned and refocused. The outer forcing cones, which adjusted to control the concentration and dispersal of thrust, were badly burnt, were no longer adjusted and needed immediate replacement. The good news was they still ran. The bad news was, not at more than half capacity and not for long. 
 
    They all agreed, the first chore at hand upon departing, would be to locate and make all good speed to a place where parts could be found. Jack hoped, that same location would prove an opportunity for additional fighter craft, or at least parts for those he had, as well. 
 
    Trigoss had led the men along the length of the ship, up the Freedom's cargo ramp, and wound through the various contents of the bay to the furthest, darkest reaches of its interior. There, in a darkened corner, hidden by tarps, crates and supplies, sat the stolen shuttle of the Princess Hedonist. 
 
    "Methinks I smell a rat..." quoted Brian. 
 
    Trigoss wiped his hand across the layer of dust on the shuttle's hull, making a clean stripe, "This is the minor problem I spoke of. The men found it early this morning when they were scrounging for materials to finish up the hull." 
 
    "Has it been searched?" Jack was concerned about preserving the crime scene, so to speak. 
 
    Trigoss wiped the dust onto the leg of his coveralls. "Nope." 
 
    Jack, followed by the others, moved around the nose to the access hatch on the other side of the shuttle. "This whole thing is beginning to look like a setup... except it blew up in their face..." 
 
    Paul gave him a puzzled look, "I'm not sure I follow you..." 
 
    "Too many coincidences, Pappy," answered Jack. "First, this shuttle disappears. Then we answer a distress call, off the main travel route between Genisis Gates..." 
 
    "From the Eliza Meru," interrupted Paul. 
 
    Jack nodded. "Right. Then about the same time, we acquire a shadow named Kidd. Then, at full sensor range, he's able to tell our ship has no defenses and he only needs to send one fighter to stop our escape. I checked this tub," he indicated the Freedom. "And at that range, that information isn't available. Finally, in Gant's initial conversation with the commander of the boarding party, they inquired about the Earth pilots, and our planes. How could they have known about that? That stuff's been driving me crazy. But this," he pointed at the shuttle, "answers everything! Kidd had an agent posing as a passenger on the Princess Hedonist!" 
 
    "But who?" asked Derrik. 
 
    Jack, standing at the shuttle's entry hatch, shook his head. He opened the panel covering the keypad. "I don't know. I'm hoping the answer's in here..." The keypad chirped under Jack's fingertips and the door swished open. Since there was no boarding ramp, the men boosted each other up through the shuttle's doorway. "Search everything," he directed. 
 
    It was a fifteen seat work shuttle with cargo and luggage space, so the men split up and went to work. It didn't take long. Two pieces of personal luggage were found in the cockpit on the floor in front of the copilot's seat. On the navigation computer, was the course and rendezvous point between the shuttle and the pirate cruiser. "Well," began Jack, "let's see who the proud owner of this luggage might be..." The luggage ended up on the floor in the passenger compartment, surrounded by the six men. 
 
    Trigoss knocked off the latch-locks with a heavy spanner wrench and opened the luggage. Kneeling on the floor, the men rummaged through the clothes for a clue of identity. "Whoever he is," said Derrik, holding up a dress shirt, "he's a little fella..." 
 
    "He's also Saurian..." added the Chief Engineer, looking at the pattern on the shirt. 
 
    "What have we here...?" Jack pulled a leather pouch out of a hidden pocket in the second travel case. 
 
    "Open it!" urged the group. 
 
    Jack removed the contents and spread them across the mess they'd created looking for clues. Trigoss inspected the various documents, among them, a ledger of some kind. "Hmmm," he reflected, "it's all in Saurian, can't read a word... maybe someone on the Princess can translate for us." He flipped through the pages and a plastic card fell out. He picked it up and scrutinized it, flipping it over. "Hellion..." he mumbled, staring blankly at the photo on the other side before handing it to Jack. "It's Tee,"  added Trigoss, wrinkling his nose. "I never liked that stinking little worm..." The others duplicated his sentiment. 
 
    Since he had not been among the prisoners and had not been discovered among the dead, Jack and the others came to the conclusion that, for his efforts, Tee was probably awarded with a shove into an airlock. It was also agreed upon, that a long stroll in space without a suit, had been too good for him. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, in a meeting between Jack Steele and Gantarro, arrangements for the return of the recovered shuttle were finalized, as well as the disposal of Tee's effects. Jack had also prepared a full report for Gant to relay to the Council of the United Federation of Worlds which outlined the new tactic of placing a spy on a ship desired for acquisition. In the search for creative new ways to obtain safe havens, it seemed obvious that large ships like the Princess Hedonist were the newest likely targets by the pirates. They made exceptional places for repair of small to medium ships and would provide a safe, anonymous, facility for crew R&R, or even innocuous transport of large masses of men and supplies. 
 
    He also expressed that in the interests of victory, they might want to give the general populations, an incentive to participate in the fight and inevitably have some bearing in the outcome. He explained that rewards, bounties, bounty hunters and privateers, who under the flag of their own world, pillage from the pirates then split the profits with their own governments. This would not only increase the number of ships at the UFW's disposal, but funnel needed funds to the planets that might require added defense support. 
 
    He explained, under this principle, he had taken possession of the pirate cruiser, making it his own. And, while his planet was not a member of the UFW or the spacefaring community, he should be considered an ally.  
 
    "So, Jack, are you all settled in?" The two men sat in the Captain's ready room, connected to the Freedom's bridge. Jack had wanted to show Gantarro how the ship was coming along. 
 
    "Pretty much. Most all the systems are up and running pretty well, a couple of problems, but we're weeding them out." 
 
    "Well she looks super. Probably better than when I served on her." 
 
    Steele tried not to let his pride get the better of him. "Thanks. Everyone's worked very hard on her. And I want to thank you, for letting your people help us out." 
 
    Gant swept the sentiment away with a wave of his hand. "Forget it, most of them came to me and personally insisted on it. Besides, the UFW needs all the help they can get. I'm obliged to make sure if an opportunity arises, that I do what I can to make the best of that opportunity." 
 
    A tall, particularly attractive female porter entered with a tray of food from the galley. She had long silken auburn hair and sparkling brown eyes. She strolled gracefully across the room with long, supple legs and set the tray on the table. "Wine?" Her voice was light and musical. Jack nodded and she poured for both men who watched silently. "Will there be anything else, Captain?" 
 
    "No. Thank you Alité." She turned and walked out, both men watching her go. 
 
    "Y'know, Jack," Gant leaned back in the high back chair and put his feet up on the conference table, "the UFW is liable to claim ownership of the Freedom, being she was theirs to begin with... they lost a lot of good people when the Ynosa disappeared." 
 
    Steele, unconcerned, sipped his wine. "I don't know, I think they've got more important things to worry about. Besides," he grinned, "finders keepers..." 
 
    Gant dropped his feet off the table and leaned forward, snatching a sandwich off of the platter. "Well," he smiled, "the Council will have their hands full when they deal with you..." 
 
    Jack raised one eyebrow, "How so?" 
 
    Munching on his sandwich, he waved his free hand. "You have the element of surprise. You aren't orthodox in your approach to things. At least not what they consider orthodox." He smirked, "They'll probably just agree with you. It'll be the path of least resistance." 
 
    "See, that's the attitude that's losing their war," commented Jack. 
 
    "True, true," agreed Gant, taking a swallow of wine. "They need some fresh approaches, some new ideas. They're too used to playing it safe." He held up Jack's report. "Maybe this will get them thinking." 
 
    Jack leaned forward. "I hope so, I really do..." The two men grew quiet, each contemplating their futures and what was in store for them. Secretly, Gant wanted to be back on the bridge of a warship, he missed the military way of life. 
 
    The comm on the table buzzed, interrupting the silence. Jack answered it, “Steele...”  
 
    "Captain?" said the voice, "Lieutenant JG Raulya and Ensign Myomerr to see you." 
 
    "Thank you. Send them in." 
 
    The two former security members of the Princess Hedonist entered the ready room from the bridge, dressed in brand new, gray and blue uniforms of the Freedom's crew. They saluted sharply. "Reporting for duty, Captain." 
 
    Jack smiled, "Relax, it's just us. So, you two got all your gear stowed? You all settled in?" 
 
    Raulya stepped forward and lifted a sandwich off the platter. "We have quarters on the port side, right down the hall from the bridge." 
 
    "Real nice too," added Myomerr. 
 
    "Good, good." Jack had been surprised when the two Ketarians had expressed an interest in becoming part of his crew, but was pleased to accept them with Gant's blessing. "Listen," he added, "if you two are hungry, Marna can get you something hot to eat in the galley." 
 
    "Sounds like an excellent idea," agreed Myomerr. 
 
    "Then, get some sleep," added Jack, "we've got a long, busy day tomorrow." It was true. They were scheduled to pull the Freedom out of the Princess's bay, the day after that. 
 
    "Raulya looked down at the floor. "What about Fritz?" she asked softly. 
 
    Jack looked up and shifted uneasily in his chair. "They won't even let me see him, it's been three weeks..." his voice trailed off as it caught in his throat. It was obvious this was a painful, open, emotional wound. He swallowed hard, "Maybe it's better for him to stay on the Princess where they can care for him..." It was difficult to think it, it was even harder to say it. He took a deep breath to maintain his composure.  
 
    Raulya cleared her throat. "Well, I think there was someone waiting on the bridge to discuss that with you." 
 
    Jack stood up. "Why didn't somebody say something?!" He hustled to the door and it swished open before he reached it, disappearing into the wall. Gantarro jumped up and followed him out, accompanied by Raulya and Myomerr. Jack ran onto a bridge crowded with crew members. "What the hell is going on here...?" No one spoke as his eyes shifted from face to face, nearly thirty people on the bridge. "Are you all going to stand there grinning at me, or is someone going to tell me what's going on..." his voice dropped off in mid-sentence, as Fritz moved slowly through the crowd which parted silently, shuffling to either side. "OhHhh..." his voice wavered. 
 
    The Shepherd looked different, yet the same. Jack was so stunned, he didn't comprehend the changes. Using CABL, Computer Assisted Biological Lifeform, technology, the surgeons were able to save the dog's life. The right side of his head, from the bridge of his snout, including the right eye socket, to behind the right ear, to about the middle of the top of his head, was polished stainless steel. This hand-made steel exoskeletal plate, was molded to replace the destroyed part of his skull. His right eye had been replaced with a color, full zoom, optical cell. Shaped the same as his original ear, his new right ear was a mechanically articulated, polished aluminum composite dish, with a digital pickup that tripled his hearing ability. A specialized CABL microcomputer took the place of the damaged right lobe of his brain, which would actually make him smarter as it aged and stored acquired information. 
 
    Jack dropped to one knee and opened his arms to greet his friend, tears welling in his eyes against his will. The Shepherd ambled past the people and across the room to the man who willed him to live. Still not completely coordinated, the dog's gait was slow and somewhat mechanical in execution, but his determination paid off when he reached the loving, protective arms that encircled him. Jack buried his face in the long, soft fur of Fritz's neck and cried. "Oh, Christ," he sobbed, "I missed you kiddo... I never thought I'd see you again." Jack raised his head to the sound of steady applause. As he wiped away tears of joy and relief, he realized there wasn't a dry eye on the bridge. The Shepherd stared up at his master with one sparkling eye, as dark as black opal. It twinkled with a spark of familiar mischief. The other eye glowed blue-green and focused mechanically, producing a faint whirr. Fritz saw Jack for the first time in complete living color. They stared at each other nose to nose, as if seeing each other for the very first time, until the dog impulsively licked the man across the face. Jack fell backward and laid on the floor laughing. Fritz stood on his chest and wagged his tail, triggering waves of laughter which rolled across the bridge. 
 
    It was a time for celebration. The group filed down the corridors to the galley where more crew waited. Marna, in her effervescent culinary fashion, had created a cake and pastries worthy of presidential consumption. Wine and liquor of all tastes and colors flowed like water. So they had a long day tomorrow, so what? Who cared? So their long day would start a little later than planned, was that any cause for concern? Not in the least. There were toasts to be given! They toasted Fritz's recovery, the Professor's new arm, to Jack as a new Captain, the pilots, the crew, the cook. They moved to toasting their home planets, to victory, even the Queen of England was mentioned. And when they ran out of things, they started all over again because they were masters of their own destiny. And a simple hour or two one way or another, wouldn't make a bit of difference in the grand scheme of the things. All was right with their universe.  
 
    Well, at least until they all got drunk and fell down. 
 
    Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, the celebrating died down and the members of the crew, new and old, dispersed. Trying to find their new quarters in an unfamiliar ship, under the influence of intoxicants and fatigue, proved to be an insurmountable task for some. There were several instances of confused personnel sleeping in the corridors. There were also several more instances, of groups of personnel, in assorted states of dress and undress, sleeping in the same room, even in the same bed. But, the release was good. They had worked hard and it was well deserved. 
 
    Jack almost fell over Maria's prone form, sprawled on the corridor floor, as he made his way to his quarters. "What a lush," he chided. "Hey! Are you awake?" 
 
    "Mmmphh..." she mumbled, face down on the carpet. 
 
    Jack dropped down to one knee and attempted to gather her into his arms. It was about as easy as picking up a bowl full of noodles without the benefit of a bowl. Deciding there was no gentle, delicate way of accomplishing this, especially in his reduced capacity, he heaved her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, having to catch himself on the wall of the corridor to keep himself from keeling over. Diligently carrying his load, the inebriated pilot weaved his way down the corridor. He looked down at the German Shepherd at his side, wobbling his way down the hall. "Geez, I'm-I'm-I'm bombed," joked the pilot, "what's your excuse?" He didn't expect an answer of course, he just wanted to talk to the friend he'd so dearly missed. 
 
    The dog stared up at Jack as they walked and wagged his tail. There were many things hazy or missing from Fritz's memory, but this man was not one of them. He knew this man was his entire world. 
 
    With Maria still slung over his right shoulder, Jack paused at the door to her quarters and punched the buttons on the keypad with his left hand. The door swished aside and disappeared into the wall, swishing closed again after he and Fritz had entered with their cargo. Jack stood motionless in the darkened room, unsure of the furniture arrangement. He addressed the ship itself, "Computer, ambient lighting please." Slowly, the lights came on, producing a soft, comfortable, indirect glow. Not as large as the suites on the Princess Hedonist, the accommodations on the Freedom were quite adequate and more than comfortable. There was no wall, just an archway separating a small salon from the sleeping area. Jack moved over to the bed and dumped Maria bodily onto the mattress, producing an unintelligible mumble. 
 
    Fritz sat at the foot of the bed, his chin resting on its corner, and watched Jack struggle with Maria's clothes. The task of removing her uniform, proved to be almost as difficult as picking her up, but with a little perseverance, he succeeded in stripping her naked. He stared at her curvy, cinnamon skinned form, legs and arms akimbo, and wondered how such a desirable woman could be so unappealing. It had been some time since they'd slept together, so many things to keep them busy and apart, so many distractions... Jack had begun feeling the effects. He had hoped tonight they would've had time to spend together, in pursuit of amorous exploration with absolutely nothing between them except their sweat. Damn, thought Jack. "Well, maybe tomorrow night," he breathed. With a sigh, he mentally shrugged off the thoughts and rolled the dark-haired beauty on her side, then pulled the covers up over her shoulders. Instinctively, the woman curled into a ball and proceeded to suck her thumb like a small child. 
 
    Jack smirked, he couldn't help it. "Goodnight," he said quietly, as he and Fritz headed for the door. 
 
    "Grbnitz..." answered Maria. 
 
    "Yeah," muttered Jack as he and the dog passed into the corridor, "that's what I said... grbnitz." 
 
    The two companions ambled down the silent, half-lit corridor toward the Captain's quarters occupied by Jack. The Shepherd leaned his body into the man as they went, happy to be in his presence. Jack reached down to stroke the dog's ears as they walked and felt the smooth stainless steel plate and the artificial ear. He pulled his hand away as if burned. "Sorry, kiddo," he apologized. "That's going to take a bit of getting used to." He replaced his hand and stroked the dog's muzzle and face. 
 
    The problem was, the surgeons could easily produce artificial skin to duplicate any hue, but on ship, fur was a much different matter. It was extremely difficult to produce, much less duplicate in any accuracy with the equipment on board, so they left the technics exposed, hoping that at this point, function was more important than aesthetics. 
 
    For Fritz, being alive was everything. The thing that bothered him the most, were the constant holes that appeared in his recollections. To him it seemed like he had lost some kind of instinctive edge, but since he could not clearly remember what that was like, he had no solid grounds for proper comparison. What he did not realize, was that the CABL technology was steadily filling in those blanks and eventually he would regain most of what he had lost. Not only that, but it would make him more intelligent on a level somewhat more Human than dog. 
 
    The compartmented doors in the corridors had finally been fixed, the problem mostly being damaged computer components. They opened with a hiss as the two approached, splitting down the center, the halves moving outward to disappear into the walls on either side. After passing, the halves would re-emerge and come together, their edges interlocking. 
 
    The Captain's quarters were nearest the bridge and largest of the ship's accommodations, followed by the suite provided for the ship's first officer. Jack had yet to select a first officer and thought about this as he walked past the entrance to the room he knew to be empty. He walked past the door to his own quarters and continued the short distance to the bridge. He stood in the doorway for a moment, surveying the empty work stations, which, in just two days, would be attended twenty-four hours a day. After strolling the upper deck, he stepped down the short, wide stairs that ringed the pit, the control section of the bridge. Standing in front of the command chair, he surveyed the layout from that vantage point, something he had done dozens of times before. "Whaddya' think, Fritzer?" He looked down at the Shepherd who stared back at him, his tail swaying slowly. "She's all ours y'know... take us anywhere we want to go..." The bridge empty, the ship silent, it was then he began to wonder if he was truly ready for all of this. It felt lonely. 
 
    He thought about home for a minute. The void of space felt uncrossable, the distance incomprehensible. He thought about all the people willing to put their faith in him, their lives in his hands. So many questions unanswered, so many variables... the condition of the ship... The accumulative weight of the responsibilities suddenly became painfully obvious. He had tried to avoid thinking about it, but there it was... like a big, fat, towering mountain of dirt – and all you had was a teaspoon to dig your way through it. 
 
    "If you sit around all day thinking about something," his father would say, "you'll think of a dozen excuses not to do it. So quit thinking about why it can't be done and just get up off your duff and go do it... nothing's impossible." 
 
    Jack battled the doubts and pushed them from his mind. "Thanks, Dad." He turned to leave, "C'mon dog, let's go to bed. I'm bushed." 
 
    Unlike the other suites on the Freedom, the Captain's and the first officer's were expansive. They held a salon with a bar in the middle, a bedroom on one side and a small conference room with a computer work station on the other. Jack stood at the bar in muted light and poured himself a glass of something that resembled ginger ale, "Voorlak," he said softly, "where are you when I need you...?" 
 
    "Will I do?" asked the soft female voice. 
 
    "Huh?" Jack jumped. "Shit," he cursed softly, having spilled some of the drink on the bar. He peered at the figure in the bedroom doorway, but the lighting was so low he could barely see the form. He shot a glance at Fritz who lay calmly on the couch, unaffected. "You're a big help," he whispered to the Shepherd. He left the glass on the bar untouched and moved closer to the bedroom doorway. "Who are you?" He felt stupid having to ask. 
 
    "Come over here and find out," cooed the smooth voice. She leaned casually against the doorway, silhouetted against the darkness of the room behind her. She was tall and slender. 
 
    Jack toyed with the idea of just turning up the lights but declined the impulse. This was much more interesting. His pulse quickened as he neared the doorway. 
 
    "That's it..." she coaxed. 
 
    When he got close enough to touch her, she slipped backwards, into the darkness of the room behind her, drawing him into the inky blackness. His senses were alive with electricity, straining to glean a shred of a clue to the mysterious woman's identity. There was a gentle wafting of perfume. Aahhh, he thought, it was wonderfully smooth but warm and spicy at the same time. Unfortunately, it was unfamiliar to him. 
 
    "Follow my voice," she whispered, "I'm over here..." His heart pounded so hard he thought it would explode, but he moved toward where she directed him. He stiffened when he felt the hands against his chest. "Stop there," she breathed. "Mmmm, a little tense, aren't we?" She began to unbutton his tunic and he reached forward in the darkness to touch her arm. "No," she whispered, putting his hand at his side. "Soon enough..." 
 
    "Who are you?" he whispered. It came out more like a croak. 
 
    "You'll find out soon enough," she breathed huskily, pulling off his tunic. "I promise you, you won't be disappointed." 
 
    "But..." 
 
    "Hush!" she scolded, pressing her finger to his lips. She stripped him naked, ran her hands across his body and laid him on the bed where she instructed him to get comfortable. Which he did, piling up the pillows against the headboard and leaning back, pulling the covers to his waist to fight the sudden chill he was experiencing. As he listened in the total darkness, he could hear the lop, lop, lop, of something being poured into a glass. "Wine?" 
 
    It was the way she said it that caused the tidal wave of instant recognition. "Alité?" 
 
    "Yes," she acknowledged. 
 
    "I..." he realized he had no idea what to say. 
 
    "Computer, ambient light." The lights came up slowly, illuminating the room in a comfortable glow. Alité stood at the side of the bed, a sheer black veil wrapped around her naked form, holding two glasses of wine. She extended one to Jack, "Disappointed?" she asked softly. 
 
    Steele could not take his eyes off her, accepting the glass of wine handed him. He took a sip and attempted to set it on the nightstand behind him. And missed. The glass fell to the floor and bounced on the carpet. He did not notice, nor would he have cared. Taking her hand without speaking he drew her to the bed. 
 
    With one knee on the bed, she stopped. "Wait," she said, breathing deeply. Alité placed her glass on the table on her side of the bed and slowly unwrapped the black see-through veil of lace, letting it hang loosely about her shoulders. She was tall, slender and shapely, and Jack was losing his mind. She crawled upon the bed seductively, far more beautiful than Jack could ever have imagined. She pulled his covers off and lay across his legs, reaching up and running her fingernails gently across his bare muscled chest. "I've wanted you," she sighed, "from the minute I first saw you." 
 
    "When was that...?" he asked in hushed tones, barely finding his voice. 
 
    "The day you took the ship," she replied. She kissed her way up from the flat of his stomach to his lips, so slowly he thought he was going to jump out of his skin. Her long auburn waves of hair danced across his skin setting his nerves on fire. When she reached his lips, he could take no more. He pulled her roughly by the hair and devoured her mouth. She melted into his arms. 
 
    When he pulled her away to gaze at her body, glistening with sweat, she stared back at him with sparkling amethyst eyes. Jack's eyes narrowed. "Your eyes... I thought they were brown..." 
 
    She smiled and traced his lips with her fingernail. "Brown, green, blue, lavender, they change all the time." Still lying on top of him, she swung her leg over his waist and sat up, straddling him. "But I like your eyes better," she whispered, sliding south. 
 
    "Wh, whhyyy izat...?" Jack stuttered, holding her by the waist. 
 
    Alité closed her eyes and inhaled sharply, "Ohh... God!" She opened her eyes and looked into his. "Well," she sighed as she rocked back and forth. "I've never seen eyes so black..." 
 
    "They're actually br, brownnn..." he managed to counter, gritting his teeth and scrunching his eyes shut. 
 
    "Well they're beautiful," she said coolly. "I want to see them. Open your eyes and look at me... or I'll stop." 
 
    Jack's eyes popped open, "Oh God," he pleaded, “please don't do that!" 
 
    They spent the next several hours with nothing between them but their sweat. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Wake up, sleepyhead!" 
 
    Steele sat bolt upright in bed, still half asleep, "Huh?" He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. 
 
    Alité placed a tray full of fruit and breakfast pastries on the bed in front of Jack. "Do you think, just because you're Captain of this ship, that you can lay around all day doing nothing? Get up, lazybones!" 
 
    Jack shot a glance at his watch. "Holy crap! I already missed my morning meeting. We were supposed to look over the navigation system and discuss a possible course for tomorrow." He looked up at Alité, she was in full uniform, and it was obvious she had already reported for duty and returned from the galley. She stole a piece of fruit off the tray and walked into the other room. Jack could hear her at the bar in the salon. "Hey...!" he yelled, "were you late this morning?" 
 
    "Just a little," she called back. 
 
    "Did Marna give you a hard time?" He picked up a jelly pastry and took a bite. He handed another to the Shepherd who waited patiently at the side of the bed. 
 
    "Not really," she answered. "I just told her the Captain summoned me and requested breakfast in his quarters this morning." 
 
    Jack grinned, "So you're telling me, you were late for duty, you lied to your superior, and now you openly address your commanding officer in a familiar and un-military fashion?" He took another bite of the delicious pastry. 
 
    "Is this better?" Alité appeared in the doorway holding a chilled bottle of Boolorean Champagne, two fluted glasses, and wearing nothing but her sparkling smile. Her eyes, now bright blue, danced. She held the chilled bottle against her body, making her nipples stand on end. 
 
    Jack's eyes widened and he swallowed hard, "It works for me!" Alité moved to the bed and eased down beside Jack. She poured, they drank, they ate, they explored. It was the most enjoyable way Jack could think of to spend a morning. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    They laid side by side, their bodies touching, legs entwined, feeling comfortably worn and warm all over. The tangled bed linens lay askew and partially covered their bodies. After a long silence, Jack cleared his throat. "I guess we'd better get up, or people are likely to put two and two together..." 
 
    Alité looked at him. "You are worried about that?"  
 
    Jack shrugged, he wasn't sure how he felt about it, but he was sure how Maria would feel, and she was not one for tact.  
 
    "You are worried about Lieutenant Arroyo, aren't you? Is she your woman?" She looked down at her fingernails. "Do you love her?" 
 
    "No." It was the first time Jack had honestly thought about it for a long time. The answer came so quick and easily that he knew it was right. "At one time I think I did. But not anymore." 
 
    "Then you should tell her." 
 
    Jack thought about that for a moment. "I think she already knows." He got serious and in hushed tones, told Alité the story. How they met, how they ended up on the Princess, and how they decided to take the pirate cruiser. He explained how they drifted apart. Alité listened carefully and agreed. She surmised Maria knew but felt she would deny the reality as long as possible. Jack admitted, that sounded like something Maria would do. 
 
    The conversation was interrupted by an incoming call on the ship's commlink. Jack reached over and punched the button on the night table to answer the call. He leaned back against the bed's headboard. "Yes?" 
 
    "Hey Jack, Paul here. Listen, I know you're probably involved in something vastly more interesting..." Jack could hear the smile in his voice. "But we've come up with several viable routes and possibilities for parts, we thought you'd like to go over them..." 
 
    "Sure, I'll meet you in my ready room, say half an hour?" 
 
    "You got it," shot Paul. The commlink beeped once and ended the connection. 
 
    Jack stared at the beautiful woman, lying on top of him. She was daydreaming and absentmindedly drew circles in his chest hair with her index finger. When she looked up and caught him staring at her, he smiled. A genuinely warm smile that made a wave of heat flush across her body. Jack peered into her eyes, they were a pale lavender. He brushed a stray lock of silken hair from her face. "Duty calls..." 
 
    She kissed his chest and rolled off him. "OK," she said, pouting and mocking disappointment, "if you must." 
 
    "I must," he countered, smirking. He got up and strolled to the bathroom. "Listen," he continued as he turned on the shower, "do me a favor; take Fritz down to level three and let him run around the officer's garden for a bit, OK?" 
 
    She climbed into the shower with him. "Sure. But then you owe me a favor.”  
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    She soaped his back, "Oh, I'll think of something..." 
 
    Jack grinned, "Yeah, I'm sure you will." 
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 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    PRINCESS HEDONIST/FREEDOM: DEGOBAH SYSTEM 
 
    The bridge was buzzing with crew members working on last minute systems repairs and software testing. Steele hustled through their midst and entered his ready room at the back of the bridge about five minutes late, everyone who was to attend was already there. "Good morning gentlemen!" He looked around but nobody spoke, he was surrounded by seven Cheshire Cat grins. "What...?" He looked down at his uniform for an obvious blemish or a missed button, then it dawned on him. "Alright fine,” he shook his head. “Good afternoon. Is that better?" 
 
    There was a good deal of chuckling and elbowing at Jack's expense, but Brian pulled him aside, "You've got something right here..." he pointed between his teeth and made a sucking sound like he was trying to dislodge a stubborn food particle.  Jack didn't realize he was joking and began imitating the routine. 
 
    "I don't feel anything," said Jack, picking the invisible blemish with his fingernail. 
 
    "Well, it's right there," continued Brian, pointing at his own teeth. "What does it look like to you, Pappy?" 
 
    "Gee, I'm not sure..." added Paul, carrying the joke along. He pretended to inspect the spec and imitated Jack by picking his own teeth, making his own sucking noise. Jack was oblivious to the others who were desperately fighting to keep from laughing out loud. 
 
    "It sort of looks like..." began Brian. 
 
    "Fur pie?" finished Paul. The room exploded with laughter, and Jack tried unsuccessfully to look perturbed. 
 
    "Holy crap!” groaned Steele. “I didn't realize we were still in high school... seriously. OK, you guys, you've all had your little laugh. Can we get down to business now?" Jack ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    "First things first, Jacko," called Derrik as it quieted down. "Be a good sport and tell us who the lucky lady was." The other meeting attendees chimed their interest as well. 
 
    “Nothing doing,” Steele waved dismissively, “you guys keep secrets like a sieve holds water.”  He hoped he could sit down with Maria and square things with her before she heard it somewhere else first, because he knew this group of gossip mongers couldn't keep it to themselves. "Cmon, let's get down to business here, what are our options?" 
 
    The lights were dimmed, and the conference table projected a three dimensional holographic chart above it; star systems, Genesis Gates and trade routes hovering in the electronic haze.  Trigoss laid out several route options reaching into the chart and manipulating it by hand, highlighting gates and systems, illuminating the various routes and possible destinations. The mission was to find parts, for free if possible. Trigoss knew the exact location of one such place. It was the closest of the three destinations, unfortunately it was owned by the UFW. Salvaging on the sly would not be a likely prospect and parts would be costly. The second was an independent space salvage yard, but the exact location was unclear. It was in a safer system, but they'd have to cross several sectors heavily occupied and patrolled by pirates. The third was suggested by Ragnaar. Its location was also not exact, and it too required traveling in pirate occupied sectors, but for a multitude of reasons, it seemed to be the lesser of all evils. Ragnaar believed the third facility was owned by the pirates, but didn't feel it was likely to be patrolled or protected, because it was hidden and the pirates preferred stealing new equipment to repairing old. It remained the best chance for obtaining the parts they needed without cost. It was also possible that spare fighters and parts might be kept there. 
 
    After a short discussion, a unanimous decision set their course for the third destination. It was also agreed, upon Gantarro's request, that before they departed, the Freedom would fly escort to the Princess Hedonist until they were clear of the present sector. Once clear, the two ships would part company and continue on to their separate destinations. 
 
    The door from the bridge swished open at about the same time Jack called for the computer to turn up the lights. Alité strolled through the door with a tray full of sandwiches and beverages. Fritz sauntered in behind her. Her hair was pulled back severely in a tight bun and she looked nothing like the woman Jack had spent the night with. She distributed the drinks in silence but smiled warmly at Jack before leaving, her eyes lingering on him. The men watched her go without a word. 
 
    The men thought about their first task and sipped quietly, some taking sandwiches from the platter. Suddenly Brian looked up at Jack and smiled. "Nooo..." Everyone turned to look at him. 
 
    Mike's eyes went wide, his eyebrows rising, "No what?" 
 
    "That was her!" exclaimed Brian. "Did you see the way she looked at him?" 
 
    Paul wasn't convinced, "The Ice Princess? Nah, couldn't be..." 
 
    "That had to be her!" insisted Brian. Steele tried to look innocent but it wasn't convincing and they weren't buying it. Despite biting the inside of his cheek, he cracked a half smile. Primarily because he couldn't help thinking about last night. "Look at his face," urged Brian, "it's written all over his face!" 
 
    "I don't get it," grumbled Mike, "I've been watching her all week, I can't get her to even look at me..." 
 
    "Shows she's got good sense," volleyed Jack, still leaving Brian's accusation unconfirmed. 
 
    "Ouch!" mumbled Paul sympathetically. 
 
    The meeting deteriorated to rolling banter and jokes before Jack was finally able to bring it back to some semblance of order. "We need to talk about crew assignments and placements. First, I think we'll give navigation to Ragnaar. Any objections?" There were none. 
 
    Ragnaar bowed. "Thank you, sir, I am honored. I will do my best." 
 
    Jack nodded then turned to the Professor. He was the only person in the room, not in uniform. He stood to one side and puffed on his pipe, dressed in a comfortable brown tweed English sport coat. Jack studied him for a moment and tried to remember which hand was real and which was mechanical. "Professor, first I want to thank you for all your assistance on the software for the Freedom..." 
 
    Professor Edgars waved his pipe. "Don't mention it, old boy, t'was rather enjoyable." 
 
    "Well," continued Jack, "I can't imagine you not being around and I'd like you to stay on with us... as the ship's first officer with the rank of Commander." 
 
    His eyes widened, "I say!" 
 
    "Look," added Jack, motioning to the others, "we're all pilots. We can do our best for this ship, sitting in the cockpit of a fighter. But we need to know she's in capable hands while we're gone. We need to know we'll have a ship to come back to..." The others all nodded their agreement. "Besides, I can't imagine it'll be boring..." 
 
    The Professor tamped the tobacco in his pipe. "Sounds absolutely smashing! And you know me, anything for a bit of adventure... I must say you've taken me a bit by surprise. I was going to ask to tag along, but this is more than a man could hope for. I'd be delighted!" He was welcomed to the crew with a round of handshakes and congratulations. 
 
    “How about a toast?” 
 
    Thinking of the night before and the all too memorable hangover, Brian rolled his eyes. "Let's not start that again." It bought a round of chuckles and light laughter. 
 
    "What about ship's security?" asked Paul. 
 
    Jack sipped his carbonated fruit juice. "Mmm, Raulya and Myomerr have the clear advantage there, they've served on this ship before. They will share responsibilities of internal security and weapons systems." Ragnaar made a sour face and Jack ignored him. "Well," concluded Jack, "I'll need a list of recommendations for gunnery positions, helmsmen, etc." 
 
    "I think I could do most of that," volunteered Ragnaar. 
 
    "I can give him a hand," added Trigoss. 
 
    "Good. How many people do we have now?" asked Jack. 
 
    "Sixty-seven," answered Trigoss. "We might pick up a couple more before we leave tomorrow... adventure seekers." Several of the newest crew members were former passengers on the Princess Hedonist. 
 
    "It's far from a full crew," admitted Steele, "but it's a start. I think it would be wise to teach the women some of the other positions." He could see Ragnaar making another face. "I know there are some of us who think women only belong in the kitchen, but the truth is, there might be a time, when an extra hand or two could make all the difference in the world. So do me a favor Ragnaar..." 
 
    "Oh please, sir," he said, retreating, "anything but that! Torture me, give me bilge duty, ask me to sacrifice my life... but don't ask me to work with the women!" 
 
    Jack was almost in tears trying to hold his laughter. "For crying out loud, relax, Lieutenant! I just want you to pick someone to interview the women and find if any of them already have any talents or experience." 
 
    Ragnaar stared at the floor. "Yes, of course." 
 
    Laughing, Jack waved it off and dismissed the meeting. 
 
    "Oh, one more thing," said Trigoss, as the others filed out. "We managed one more generator." 
 
    "That's great! How'd you do it?" 
 
    "Well don't thank me yet. It's built from all the parts we could salvage from the burnt units. It only operates at about half capacity, and I'm not sure for how long." 
 
    "That's alright," conceded Jack, "every little bit helps." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Alone with Fritz in the darkened ready room, Jack Steele stood in front of the conference table and studied the three dimensional holo-chart floating above it, a cluster of systems linked together by their gates. Each point of light represented a star, planet, or Genesis Gate, small identity tags near each marker. He reached in and with a wave of his hand pushed on the chart, zooming out from the system cluster, the individual planets and stars disappearing, becoming entire solar systems. And there were thousands of them. A pale blue cube at one end represented millions of miles of space, their present sector. It was only about an inch square, in a chart over eight feet long. A blue line snaked away, perhaps twelve inches to a pale green cube of the same size, the place where they hoped to get the parts and supplies they needed. From there, a green line departed towards the other end of the table sometimes completely obscured by the lights of alien solar systems, ending in a pale yellow cube almost eight feet away. Fritz was sitting in one of the conference chairs at the far end of the table and Jack moved closer to him and the yellow cube. "Y'know what that is, kiddo? That's snowy mountain peaks, green forests, blue oceans and warm, sunny, golden beaches. That's home, Bunky, that's what that is." The Shepherd wagged his tail. He vaguely remembered running in the water. He wasn't sure, but he thought it might have been fun. 
 
    It was difficult even with the chart illustrating it, to comprehend just how far away home really was. But never the less, Jack programmed the table to show the most direct route home at any given time. It seemed to be a good way to keep that fine tenuous thread from breaking and leaving him emotionally adrift and homeless in the starry void. 
 
    A general announcement came over the comm, informing all crew members that engineering would begin main engine warmup momentarily and that all unnecessary power consumption must cease until morning after main engine startup. Jack nodded to himself and switched off the holo-chart, watching the thousand-plus points of light dissolve and disappear. 
 
    He strolled from the ready room onto the bridge. The operations officers and technicians were busy shutting down the computers, sensors, work stations and anything else that wasn't required. With full generator power, it would not require more than a few short hours for engine warmup, and that was with systems running. But, as it was, the ship would require most of the night to warm up the engine cores. Jack and Fritz left the bridge to head to the officer's garden before retiring for the day as nothing else could be done with all the systems off line. Besides, tomorrow would probably prove to be a full day. 
 
    The garden was nowhere near as large as the Ecosphere on the Princess, but it was sizable enough for a fair stroll among the trees and flowers. Jack enjoyed the sweet smell of the air and Fritz seemed to remember about the joys of rolling in the grass. Sitting under a tree, he watched the Shepherd run and frolic, noticing how much more fluidly he moved than just the day before. The dog appeared to be regaining more of his old self back and this made Jack very happy. Fritz found a stick and brought it to Jack, dropping it on his lap. They played fetch for awhile until it became obvious the dog was tiring. "That's enough, dog. Don't want to do too much too fast." Jack stood up and walked towards the garden's port entrance, the German Shepherd trotted at his side, still proudly carrying his stick. 
 
    Ragnaar met them at the elevator. Jack and Fritz were going up, the Lieutenant JG was going down. "Here, sir," said the former pirate, "the info you wanted on personnel." He handed Jack a data disk. 
 
    Jack took the disc. "Your choices for helm and science stations... are they sound?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "No favoritism?" 
 
    "No, sir. Just the best for the job." 
 
    Jack nodded casually, "OK, Lieutenant, thank you. Please inform the first shift you have chosen that they are on duty for start up and pull out tomorrow morning. Work up your recommendations for gunnery positions, we'll review them in the morning." 
 
    "Yes, sir." Ragnaar saluted smartly. Instead of taking the elevator, he turned and hustled down the corridor, presumably to notify crew members of their duty status. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The lighting in the corridors was muted to save power and the corridor partition doors were fixed open, the system off line for the same reason. The low droning hum of the engine blowers was a new and different sound, a contrast to the silence of the past three and a half weeks. 
 
    Jack stepped through the doorway and into his quarters, to discover not one, but two women waiting for him. Maria and Alité. No sooner did he realize this, then he spun on his heel toward the door. Uh ohh...  
 
    "Freeze!" yelled Maria, jumping to her feet. "Where do you think you're going to, Mister?" Her speech always slipped into Spanglish when she was upset.  
 
    “I uhh..." he couldn't think of anything believable, "nowhere," he mumbled. Dammit. The dog stood next to him, not quite sure what to do or where to sit. 
 
    "I thought we were going to spend the night together. Where did you go?" She stood with her hands on her hips. Alité sat demurely on the sofa, adjusting the slit of her casual evening dress. 
 
    "You," said Jack, defensively, "were unconscious!" 
 
    "So what? You couldn't wake me or wait till morning?" 
 
    "Wake you? Are you kidding?" he snorted, moving to the bar to get something to drink. "I carried you over my shoulder, from the galley to your quarters. I completely undressed you. I even tucked you in. And the only word you said the entire time, was gribnitz." 
 
    "Gribnitz? What the hell does that mean?" 
 
    Jack leaned back against the bar and shook his head, "Hell if I know." He took a sip of ginger ale. “It came out of your mouth, not mine.” 
 
    Maria began losing steam. "So why didn't you stay with me?" 
 
    "I'm sorry," shrugged Jack, "but I really didn't want to wake up next to... ahhh” he waved dismissively. “I just didn't... It just wasn't an appealing..." 
 
    "But we've done it before..." 
 
    "I know, I know,” he rubbed his forehead. “That's how I knew it might be better... for both of us," he said quietly, staring into his glass. 
 
    Maria shifted uneasily motioning towards Alité, "So who's she?" 
 
    Alité didn't want any room for misconceptions, "I'm the Captain's personal porter," she said, rising off the couch. "He was here with me last night." 
 
    Steele winced. Oh crap. 
 
    Maria stiffened. "What? What the hell is she talking about Jack? Did you sleep with her?" 
 
    The room suddenly felt warm. "I uuhh..." 
 
    "OH, you did!" she interrupted, stomping her feet, swearing in Spanish. "I can't believe you! How could you? Men are such pigs!" 
 
    "It wasn't his fault..." started Alité. 
 
    "Shut up, puta!" spat Maria. 
 
    "Whoa, whoa, whoa!" yelled Jack, stepping forward with a wave. "That's enough! I think it's your turn to be quiet and listen. You've said enough." 
 
    "But..." 
 
    "I said quiet!" He set his glass on the bar and straightened his tunic, adopting a more professional posture. "Now, sit down!" Maria plopped herself onto the couch like an angry child, her arms folded defiantly across her chest. Alité remained standing, looking very elegant, very proper. 
 
    "As I was about to say..." began Alité. 
 
    "I think you've said enough too," said Steele, sternly. "Sit down." She sat seductively on the other end of the settee and did not bother to close the thigh-high slit of her dress as it fell open. It caught his eye and the pilot momentarily lost his train of thought. "I... ahem, it... um, look," he said to Maria, pulling his thoughts together. "It's been almost four weeks since we've slept together. We haven't talked much, hell, we haven't even seen each other much. We've drifted apart." Maria sat and stared at him with angry child eyes. He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips, hoping to prevent the headache he knew was coming. "I don't know whose fault it is. Yours, mine... it's really not important. The point is, the first night we have to spend together, with any hopes of regaining some of our intimacy, you get so ploughed, you disappear. I found you later, sleeping face down in the corridor absolutely comatose." 
 
    "So you're saying this is all my fault then?" 
 
    Jack was about to object when Alité took over. "No he's not,” she said gently. “But the Lords only know why..." Jack tried to interrupt and she shushed him. "He moved onto the Freedom almost immediately. You waited three weeks. Not only that, you didn't even come to see him in the evenings. He sat here alone most nights studying the ship's systems... or with the engineers reviewing the repairs.” She waved her hand toward Fritz, “He had no idea if his wonderful companion would live or die... and through all that, not once did he have any female company... but I could tell he needed it. And believe me, there are plenty of women on this ship that would have been more than happy to oblige him." 
 
    “Huh?” Jack’s eyebrows rose, “Really?”  
 
    Maria's expression had changed. She listened to Alité but she watched Jack with puppy dog eyes. "How could you tell?" she asked quietly. 
 
    "It was obvious," said the porter, standing up. "He was lonely. He had all these responsibilities..." she strolled to the bar and poured herself a drink. "He had all these people to direct, all the things that had to be done to this ship..." She moved next to Jack and slipped her arm around his waist. "And all without showing the terrible pain he was in, losing Fritz and all." 
 
    "But Fritz didn't die..." objected Maria, indicating the dog who was sitting quietly, watching the conversation. 
 
    "Jack didn't know that," interrupted Alité "I watched it all. And since you didn't, I decided I would do something about it... I simply gave him what he so terribly needed. It seemed obvious he wasn't a priority for you..." 
 
    Maria looked through watery eyes. "Why didn't you say something, Jack?" 
 
    Alité answered for him, "Because he'll put personal feelings aside to accomplish something. He's dedicated. He doesn't complain. But just because he doesn't say anything, doesn't mean he doesn't need anything." 
 
    Maria rose from the couch and smoothed her uniform. "So I suppose this means it's over then?" She wiped the tears from her face. 
 
    Jack pulled away from Alité's grasp and moved over to Maria. He took her face in his hands. "Look, I think we drifted apart long ago, we just couldn't admit it. You are very dear to me and that won't ever change, but let's face it, we're both takers." He moved his hands to her shoulders. "We both need people who have more time to give to us, than we do to them. If for no other reason, than the duties and responsibilities we carry consume so much of our time." It was like walking a thin line through a minefield, one wrong word, and boom! He wanted to carefully traverse the danger without laying blame. 
 
    Maria turned away and slipped from his hands. "OK Jack," she sighed, waving her hand casually, "whatever." She moved to the door, not positive if she was more hurt or angry and if it was directed more at him, Alité, or herself. 
 
    "Hey," called Jack. Maria turned and paused at the open door. "No more booze for awhile, OK?" 
 
    "Sure," she said, in an emotionless, monotone voice. "See ya round the ship, Captain..." She threw him a haphazard salute and stepped through the doorway. The door shushed quietly closed behind her, leaving the room silent. 
 
    Jack swallowed dryly. "I need a drink," he croaked. Alité handed him a glass of sparkling juice almost before he finished his thought. 
 
    "She'll be alright," soothed Alité, "you'll see..." She ran her fingers through his hair and massaged his aching temples. 
 
    “This is not the way I wanted it to go,” sighed Jack. 
 
    “How did you want it to go?” 
 
    Steele waved his hand in a circle, “You know how it went just now?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “Better than that.” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM: HISTORIC LAUNCH, DEGOBAH SYSTEM 
 
    By mid-morning, all that had to be done – all that could be done, had been completed, checked and rechecked; history could not be postponed any longer. The very first ship ever to be captured intact, such as it was, from the pirates, was ready to be relaunched under a flag allied to the UFW.  
 
    Four more people had joined the Freedom's crew that morning; two were former passengers, two were former crew members of the Princess Hedonist. This brought the Freedom's total crew complement to seventy-one. Still well below the standard crew of one-fifty to two-hundred, but as Jack Steele would say; Every little bit helps. 
 
    The entire crew of the raider-class cruiser, Freedom, stood in single file review outside the port loading ramp. The officers wore the royal blue, double breasted, cavalry style shirts, formfitting, charcoal gray pants, and the polished black, knee high boots. Non officers wore light gray, double breasted cavalry shirts, and the same charcoal pants and black boots. Rank was noted on the collar for officers and on the shirt cuff for non-coms, but only six people wore the coveted pilot's wings on their left breast. 
 
    Their brass buttons glittering in the lights of the Princess's landing bay, the small crew was still a dramatic sight. Gantarro, accompanied by Jack, strolled down the line and said goodbye to the former members of his crew he knew as friends and bid the entire group God's speed and protection. As they returned to the beginning of the line, the Captain of the Princess grew more solemn, paused in front of the pilots and faced Jack. His full, trimmed, white beard and sapphire blue eyes made him look a little like Father Christmas. "Captain Steele," he began, "it has come to my attention, that you have no medical staff on your crew. If something happens out there, you'd be in big trouble... any medical assistance, could be days too late. Can't have that. It's not at all acceptable. So..." he continued, grinning, "I'm providing you with both, a medi-bot and a surgically trained CABL." 
 
    "Can you do that?" 
 
    "I just have, Mr. Steele. And may you never need them." Gant extended his hand. 
 
    "Thank you," said Jack, shaking his hand, "you've been a good friend. I hope we'll see you again." 
 
    Gantarro smiled politely, "I'm sure we will. Take care, my boy." 
 
    Jack stepped aside and his new first officer Professor Edgars, stepped forward, followed by Fritz and the five pilots. They exchanged smiles, handshakes and goodbyes. Jack turned to Ragnarr, "Lieutenant..." 
 
    “Yes, sir?" 
 
    "Let's round em up and head em out!" 
 
    The burly Lieutenant cocked his head. "Sir?" 
 
    Steele cracked a crooked smile, "Get the crew aboard and prepare to depart...?" 
 
    "Oh yes," the big man nodded, "aye, sir." He turned to the crew and waved them up the ramp. The assigned medi-bot and the specially trained, CABL M7, followed the crew up into the cruiser. 
 
    The Professor and pilots, having exhausted their goodbyes, turned and started up the ramp, leaving Jack and Fritz at the foot of the ramp facing Gantarro, who stood on the pad. The old man smiled, and then snapped a sharp salute. Jack stiffened and returned it crisply. When he turned on his heel, he proceeded up the ramp without looking back. Things seemed to have come full circle, and Steele pondered how odd, that every time he departed, someone was saluting him. He hoped the Freedom's maiden flight would be more successful than the Sweet Suzie's. 
 
    The Shepherd ran ahead and was at the elevator before Jack reached the entrance to the cargo hold. A technician who doubled as a Gunnery Officer, stood in the hold at the top of the ramp, waiting for his Captain to board. "Thanks, Mister," said Jack, as he passed. "Close her up." The Warrant Officer nodded as he worked the controls to retract the heavy ramp back into the hull. Hydraulic pumps thrummed as the ramp hinged upward to fold itself flush with the hull and seal the cargo opening. Jack glanced back when he heard the hiss of the hydraulics and the squeal of metal on metal, which were the locking rams securing the door. The crewman gave him a thumbs up signal to show the door and hull were sealed tight. Satisfied, Jack gave a wave and stepped into the waiting elevator. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was good to see crew members in the corridors, it made the ship feel alive and vital. Fritz was having to trot to keep up with Jack's long strides, but once he discovered their destiny was the bridge, he galloped off down the hall, happily weaving his way past corridor traffic. It was becoming obvious, the Shepherd was almost back to his full physical abilities already, though some of his personality traits were still absent. All in good time, thought Jack. 
 
    With the work stations fully manned, the bridge appeared to have undergone a substantial metamorphosis. Used to the quiet, it was almost startling when Jack stepped onto the bridge, but it felt like home just the same. As he walked across the upper level, past the science, communication and sensor stations, Raulya handed him a comm unit. Slightly different than the comms on the Princess, he paused and slid the miniature unit over his left ear and adjusted the wire-boom mic near his mouth. Moving down the steps to the command chair, he shooed Fritz from the seat. "OK, boys and girls, here we go!" He dropped into the command chair and scanned the readouts on his monitors. "Communications, give me an open channel..." 
 
    "You have it, sir." 
 
    "Thank you." He looked up to the main view screen which showed the flight bay around them, "Hello tower, this is the Freedom, we're ready to shove off." 
 
    “Copy, Freedom. Bay doors are open, personnel are clear, flight path is clear... you are free to execute." 
 
    "Thank you, tower." Jack sat back in his chair and crossed his legs to feel more comfortable and conceal his anxiousness. He punched a button on his console which would route his communications to engineering. "Are you ready Trigoss?" 
 
    "Ready, Captain." 
 
    "OK, Chief," continued Jack, "we need power for the antigravity system." 
 
    "Gotcha. Rerouting power from the main engine cores, to antigravity... now." The lights on the bridge dimmed momentarily. 
 
    "Helmsman," ordered Jack, "take us off the deck." 
 
    "Yes, sir." The ship began to vibrate as the Ensign applied power and the ship became weightless, lifting off the deck, "Up and holding, sir." The vibration lessened. 
 
    "Good. Lieutenant, retract the landing legs." 
 
    Ragnaar nodded, reaching across his console, "Yes sir." The heavy thrum of massive hydraulic pumps drummed from the belly of the ship as they worked to retract the legs designed to support the Freedom's extensive weight. One by one the legs thumped home and locked into place. "Gear up and secure, sir." 
 
    "Alright," Steele rubbed his hands together, "now we're cooking. Lieutenant, Ensign, it's up to you, take us out of here." 
 
    "Aye, sir," they answered in near unison. 
 
    "Try not to scratch the paint job..."  
 
    Ragnaar turned from his console, forward of the command chair and looked at Jack over his shoulder. "Not a chance, Captain," he replied with a smile. Steele returned the smile with a knowing nod. 
 
    Sitting in his own chair, to the left of Jack's, the Professor eyed his own monitors for trouble. Jack slid out of his position and stood up. Fritz, who had been lying peacefully between them, rose with his human. "Listen, Walt..." It felt strange calling him by his first name but the Professor didn't seem to mind, "I'll be right back, keep an eye on things, OK?" 
 
    "Right-o." The Professor didn't look up from his monitors. 
 
    Followed by Fritz, Steele moved up the short stairs that ringed the control pit and over to where the pilots stood with Raulya and Myomerr at the weapons console, behind the command chairs. They stood, momentarily silent and watched the landing bay slide slowly backwards on the main screen. 
 
    "Pretty freaking amazing," whispered Mike. The others nodded in silent agreement, mesmerized by the scene on the big screen. 
 
    Jack broke his attention away from the view screen. "Where's Maria?" 
 
    "In her quarters," answered Derrik. 
 
    Steele nodded. "Maybe that's for the best right now." The others agreed, knowing what had transpired and her present attitude. "I'm going to call downstairs and have them ready the fighters," continued Jack, "I need you guys to launch as soon as we're clear of the Princess." 
 
    "What's up?" queried Brian. 
 
    "Nothing yet," said Jack peering at the weapons console, "it's just that we're kinda' vulnerable and I think fighter recons are a good idea. I don't want to get caught with our pants down." 
 
    "Good idea," confirmed Paul. 
 
    "Thanks, Pappy." Steele checked the big screen then turned back, "Mike, you fly with Pappy. Bri, you fly Derrik's wing. Pappy, you're flight leader, so pick whatever sweep pattern you think is best." 
 
    "No problem, Jack." Paul motioned to the others, "Let's go get suited and prepped." The pilots filed out of the bridge and Steele really wanted to be going with them; he wanted to fly something other than a shuttle so bad he could taste it. 
 
    But Steele returned to the command chair where he knew he needed to be until the Professor was more familiar with operations. Or they came up with a fifth fighter, whichever came first. He plopped himself into the contoured, well padded chair and after a quick glance at the big screen to check their progress, he punched a button on his console, connecting him with the flight bay. "Flight bay..." 
 
    "Flight bay, go ahead," came the answer over his comm. 
 
    "This is the bridge, arm and prep all fighters for launch." The flight crew acknowledged his order and the computer beeped as the commlink ended. Rotating his chair around, its console and monitors turning with it, he looked at Raulya at the weapons console behind him. "How long will the ship's weapons hold a power charge if they don't fire?" 
 
    She glanced down at the console, then back up. "Most will hold a charge in their storage cells for twenty-four to forty-eight hours." 
 
    Steele nodded and pulled on his lower lip, deep in thought. Without turning or looking, he addressed his first officer, "Walt, do we have any extra power at all to divert to something else?" 
 
    "A little," he answered, checking the status of the generators on his monitor. 
 
    "Good..." Steele turned back towards his weapons officer, "Raulya, can you route power to a couple turrets at a time? Charge them up and move on to the next one?" 
 
    She was staring down at her console and calling up the arming and powering information. Whole columns of directions outlined the specific sequences. "I'd have to change the prescribed format a bit, but I think I can." 
 
    Steele rubbed his hands together. "Good. Do it."  
 
    Raulya nodded and began working on the program's format, rearranging it to make it more flexible and allow her the freedom to manipulate the power to individual gun turrets. She paused, "The guns need to be manned..." 
 
    "No problem." Jack punched the general-comm button on his chair's console. "All gunnery personnel to your stations. This is just a drill, repeat, this is just a drill. Report when at station." His keypad chirped as he ended the broadcast. When he spun his chair back forward, the view screen showed the Freedom was almost halfway clear of the Princess's bay. 
 
    One by one, manned and ready, gunnery teams began reporting in to Raulya. Once all the turret crews had reported in and she had successfully changed the arming and charging program, she addressed all the gunnery personnel at one time, instructing them on the charging protocol. And was careful to make it clear that at no time should they actually arm the weapons in their turrets. Although probably disappointed, all personnel complied and the process proceeded smoothly, though a bit slow. 
 
    Unable to start the main engines in the confines of the landing bay, Jack grew concerned about the engine cores cooling before the withdrawal of the Freedom was complete, necessitating more warm up time. He keyed the proper comm button. "Engineering, this is the bridge, how are our core temps holding out?" 
 
    "Stand by..." Jack recognized the Chief Engineer's voice and waited through a long pause. "Sorry sir, I was a bit busy." 
 
    "Do we have a problem, Chief?" 
 
    "No sir, just some adjustments. Our core temperatures are fine, they'll hold for a couple of hours before requiring any additional heat." 
 
    "Thanks, Chief. Just checking." Jack sat back in his chair, crossed his legs and relaxed, satisfied that there wasn't much else to do but watch and wait. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Paul, Mike, Brian and Derrik, stood in the locker room and donned the flight suits which would protect them in space if ejection from the cockpit became necessary. In appearance, the suit resembled a standard G suit, but that's where the similarity ended. These special survival suits would provide a complete sealed environment with heat and oxygen when the helmet was locked and the suit remained attached to the ejection seat with umbilical cords. The pilot would have several hours of life support in deep space. 
 
    The pilots finished putting on their suits and moved through the double doors into the briefing room, carrying their helmets and flight gloves. They sat in the front four seats, glancing around at the twenty empty seats around them. "I say," said Derrik, "it's a mite lonely in here." 
 
    Paul shrugged, "Maybe some day it won't be so deserted." He sat in the chair the briefing officer would use, which had a small console and keypad that controlled the flight planning wall chart. Using the keypad, he lowered the lights and called up the chart of the present sector. "We are here." Two ship icons representing the Princess and the Freedom appeared in the center of the chart, prompted by Paul and placed by the computer. "We'll fly in a standard finger four, Derrik and I in front, Brian and Mike as respective wing men." A four craft flight formed ahead of the icons for the larger ships and a red line raced forward, away from the ships. At its furthest point, the two flight groups would split, Paul's winging left, Derrik's winging right. The flight plan formed a diamond, the points facing outwards at the bow, stern, port and starboard. 
 
    After momentarily rejoining at the stern point, the groups would split again to create another diamond with points facing out, above, below and again bow and stern, where theoretically if the recons found nothing, they would rejoin and approach the stern of the Freedom for recovery. This, Paul aptly named the Double Diamond Sweep and would become a standard recon used on the Freedom. "Any questions?" asked Paul. There were none. "OK, let's head on out and see how they're coming with those birds." The pilots gathered their gloves and helmets and walked through the blast doors out into the flight bay. Two of the Warthog fighters were completely armed and sitting in the two launch bays with their canopies standing open. The other two were still being armed, but were almost completed. The pilots stood and watched the armorers load the last of the missiles. 
 
    The launch assistant, a former pirate, strolled over to greet the pilots, "Any of you gents ready to go?" 
 
    "Are we clear yet?" asked Paul. 
 
    "Let me check," said the assistant. He keyed the mic on his headset. "Do we have clear launch yet, boss?" He scrunched his face as he listened to the answer on his comm unit. "Not yet," he told the pilot, "but soon." 
 
    "We'll wait then," said Paul. The launch assistant nodded and headed back to his station. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Able to call up almost any of the ship's systems on his monitors, Professor Edgars was getting an indoctrination of trial by fire. Trying to learn all the different systems while they were live and in operation, was stressful and potentially dangerous because his chair's console allowed him access to any one of those systems. But the Professor resisted his professional curiosity and dismissed the urge to experiment. Instead, he concentrated on monitoring the systems he knew best, with only occasional glances at the rest. 
 
    Jack knew there was probably something constructive he should be doing, but he had slipped into a daydream. It was about the warm Florida sun, fine white sand, and the feel of the salty surf. Images of his home on the beach, friends, family, a welcome home barbecue... "When are you going to find a nice girl and settle down?" his mother would say. "I would like to see some grandchildren..." She rarely forgot to mention it and sometimes she made it sound like, all it took, was going to the department store to pick them out. "Maybe you're being too picky," she would add. Darn right, thought Jack, don't want to end up with a lemon, he'd done that once. One divorce was enough... for any man. He decided no man should be required to give away all his worldly possessions more than once, in any given lifetime. Starting over from square one was more than enough for this guy. 
 
    "Captain!" Ragnaar's voice snapped him back, "We are clear of the Princess, sir." There was a short round of applause from the bridge staff. 
 
    Steele looked up to see the stern of the ship ahead, as the Freedom coasted slowly backwards. He watched as the bay doors began to close. "Thank you, Lieutenant. You and the Ensign did a fine job. Maneuver us on thrust engines, bring us abeam of the Princess." 
 
    "Yes, sir." The nose of the cruiser began to swing as the helmsman programmed the controls and the ship vibrated softly as the four thrust engines ignited. 
 
    Jack swiveled his chair to face Raulya behind him. "I need that power back for main engine startup..." 
 
    "You have it, we're finished." 
 
    "Thank you, Lieutenant." He nodded at her, "You may stand down your crews and dismiss them."  As he swiveled back around, the communications officer announced an incoming message. "On screen please..." 
 
    Gant's grinning face appeared on the screen. "Without a hitch. Nice job, Mr. Steele. Well, you're on your own Freedom. Good luck! We'll send over our nav-course for the remainder of this sector, we appreciate the escort." 
 
    "Our pleasure," confirmed Jack. The men signed off and the screen winked out returning to the external view mode. Momentarily abreast, the Princess began to pull away as her main engines lit up. Jack punched his comm button. "Engineering, this is the bridge. We're all set, light em up Chief!" 
 
    "Initiating main engine startup," came the reply. The lights dimmed and the ship rumbled like an approaching freight train as each of the three engines roared to life, one at a time. This diminished to a low soft rumble, not unlike distant rolling thunder. "Startup completed, Captain," called Trigoss. The lights returned to normal - which for the bridge, was muted, to ease the viewing of monitors, control and data consoles and the view screen. 
 
    “Good job, Chief.” Jack ran his fingers through his hair. "OK helm, let's catch up to the Princess. Mr Ragnaar, plot us a course parallel to hers, but at a distance which will prevent a blind spot in our sensors." Both crewmen acknowledged and set about their tasks. The Princess had become a bright halo in the distance, but they would catch her soon. “Walt, run some of that power to the launch bay, will you please?” 
 
    Walt nodded, “Of course.” 
 
    Jack punched a comm button to the tower. "Flight control, you are clear to launch fighters..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The lights over the prep and launch areas dimmed, then turned red to prepare the pilots for night flying, a perpetual state in deep space. 
 
    "Here comes that launch assistant again," mentioned Brian. The pilots turned from their conversation as the gangly young man trotted over from the flight tower. 
 
    "The Launch Boss says we're just about clear," relayed the puffing assistant. "You guys should probably get your bones in those sleds and buckle in." 
 
    Paul slapped the man on the shoulder, "Thanks, kid." He hefted his helmet under one arm and began sliding on his gloves. Walking backwards, he thumbed over his shoulder at the launch tubes. "Mike and I'll take these, you take the other two." Pappy let the helmet slide out from under his arm and caught it, flipping it over, open side up. 
 
    Brian smiled slyly, shaking his head as he pulled on his own gloves. "We'll see you outside!" He picked his own helmet up off the wingtip of the closest fighter where he had set it and walked around to the side of the cockpit, handing it to his mechanic before climbing up the ladder to the open canopy before crawling in. 
 
    "Catch, sir!" The mechanic tossed the helmet up into the cockpit before climbing the ladder himself. Brian caught the newly painted globe and brushed invisible dust off the fresh artwork. Each pilot had his own artwork expertly rendered on his helmet, courtesy of a talented deck hand who had practiced and developed his hidden skill. Brian's had the ship's flying Pegasus logo over red and white stripes that wrapped around to the other side, ending with a blue field of white stars. 
 
    As the mechanic belted him in and connected his comm link and other leads, the pilot donned his helmet and glanced over at Derrik in the next fighter. He couldn't see Derrik's logo from that angle but he could remember it clearly, a diving falcon clutching a British Union Jack. Derrik glanced up and flashed a thumbs up signal which Brian returned. 
 
    The scream of the catapults flinging the first two fighters into space made both men start and look up. After sealing the suits to the pilot's helmets, the equipment crewmen climbed down and removed the ladders. A deck crewman plugged a headset into the nose of Brian's fighter and another did the same for Derrik. "Can you hear me, Lieutenant?" Brian looked down over the side and nodded. "Good," replied the man, "you can speak, I'll hear you. OK, close your canopy and seal it." The pilot slid the handle back and the hydraulics hissed, easing the canopy down, latching and sealing it. The air system came on automatically and Brian could feel the cool air flow into his suit and wash across his face through his open visor. "OK now, flip on only your antigravity system." Brian reached forward and flipped the green and white switch with a click and felt the craft bounce off the deck, the system producing an audible static hum like high voltage wires heard at a distance. "Good, now just follow me... hands on the stick, just point it where you need it to go." The man strolled off towards the launch tubes, tethered to the fighter by the cord from his headphones. 
 
    Brian's fighter headed for the left launch tube and Derrik's around the flight tower to the right tube. As Brian neared the catapult, his stomach flip-flopped with anxious butterflies, his mind racing ahead. The deck crewman turned around and walked backwards, guiding the pilot with hand signals into the opening of the launch tube to the recessed catapult. The pilot found he could literally move in any direction on antigravity, including backwards. The man guiding him held up both hands and Brian let go of the stick. "Good. Anti-grav off, Lieutenant."  
 
    Brian flipped the system off and the craft settled to the deck with a gentle bump, the static hum disappearing. Brian glanced around for a moment, the darkness of space lay ahead, past a veil of thin blue, which was the stasis field holding the atmosphere in the flight bay. To his right, a heavy steel and formcrete wall. Derrik's fighter would be on the other side of that wall. 
 
    Though almost literally side by side, the two launch tubes were separated by a special blast wall nearly eight feet thick. Considering the amount of ordnance and fuel a fighter carried, it was a reasonable and important precaution to prevent a catastrophic launch accident from spreading to the fighter in the next tube. 
 
    The magnetic catapult sled rose off the metal launch tube floor, three legs extending upward toward the underbelly of the fighter. The deck crewman ducked underneath and fixed the legs to the grab-slots on the hull, one near the nose and one on either side of the fuselage. "OK," he said, re-emerging to the left, "retract your landing gear." Brian flipped the switch next to the antigravity and the hydraulics hummed, pulling the gear in flush with the skin of the Warthog, green indicators affirming the gear was locked in place leaving the fighter supported by the legs of the catapult sled. "Comm system on, Lieutenant. And switch to fleet channel Delta," instructed the mechanic. Brian activated his communications equipment, switching channels until the Delta sign appeared on the frequency screen immediately hearing the other fighters talking with the tower. He shot  a quick thumbs up signal to the crewman.  
 
    "OK, Lieutenant, you're all set, so have a good flight!" Disconnecting his headset cord from the nose of the fighter, the deck hand backed out of the catapult bay and using the control panel outside the tube, activated the launch system. 
 
    Brian watched as a reinforced steel blast wall rose out of the floor on his left and arched upward to connect with the ceiling of the launch tube. The tube was oval, being widest at the sides, and the wall had just sealed him in, quickening his heart rate. There was a sudden impression of being a live torpedo. 
 
    "Flight two," called the tower, "you copy?" Both pilots in the tubes acknowledged. "Good. I know you guys are rookies, but if you follow directions, you'll be just fine. First, never ever, arm guns, shields, or ordnance in the tube. Got it?" Both pilots acknowledged.  
 
    Brian wondered what kind of window-licker you'd have to be to do something that moronic... And if anyone had ever done it before. Someone really special had to have done it, otherwise why would they mention it? 
 
    "Navigation on," ordered the tower. "Activate radar, scopes and sensors."  As each command was given, it was executed by the pilots and acknowledged. "OK, here we go boys... switch on engine power, but do not ignite burners." Brian raised the safety cover for each of the two red switches and flipped them up with a snap. When released, the safeties closed, locking the switches in the on position. A red light glowed above each switch. "Fine. Now, when those red lights turn green, you will be clear to ignite engines."  The Launch Boss counted down, “Launching in; five, four, three, two, one...” 
 
    The walls of the tube flashed by in a blur. In what seemed to be a nanosecond, he had pierced the blue veil of the stasis field and was cast into the star filled blackness beyond. "YaaHooooo!" The engine lights turned from red to green and Brian punched the ignition switches, firing up the Warthog's twin engines as he cleared the tube. "Whoa, what a rush!" 
 
    "Hey! How about a little radio decorum out there?" joked Steele from the bridge of the Freedom. 
 
    "Sorry, Skipper," called his former copilot, "but you've really got to try this. It's freaking awesome!" He rolled the Warthog, started a loop that he turned into a barrel roll and fell in alongside Derrik off his starboard wing. 
 
    "Loony Yank," kidded Derrik. 
 
    "Aw c'mon," chided Brian, "gimme a break! You guys have done this stuff before... well, sort of... but this is my first time!" He looked at the stars all around him, "Christ, this is beautiful." The others were more than inclined to agree. To really appreciate its vastness, the beauty had to be seen from outside the ship. 
 
    After some general observations and a little horseplay, the flight grouped and settled down for some serious recon work. Leaving the Freedom behind as it continued to gain on the Princess, the fighters flew on, observing radio silence. After about ten minutes they reached the Princess Hedonist, passing over the cruise liner in formation. Rocking their wings in full view of the observation deck and bridge, the running lights of the liner blinked a friendly reply. The fighters continued on at a moderate pace, the Princess Hedonist and Freedom only visible on scanners ten minutes later. 
 
    By the time the flight of four fighters had reached their outward bound navigation point, the Freedom had caught up with the Princess and was cruising abreast of her, with about five miles between them. On their navigation computers, the pilots saw the first nav-point turn from pink to blue, indicating they had reached their destination. "See you on the back end," said Paul, breaking radio silence. 
 
    "Roger, Pappy," answered Derrik. "Leader two, breaking right." When Derrik's right wing dropped, Brian chopped his power and followed him through the turn letting the other fighter drift across his nose. Brian powered back up and formed on his wing leader's opposite wing. Looking over his right shoulder, he could see Paul's flight as they dwindled to two points of light. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "The fighters have reached their outward point, Captain, they're splitting for the return points." 
 
    "Thank you, Ensign," said Steele, changing his monitor over to watch the split. At the very forward edge of the Freedom's sensor range, the blip separated to form two smaller blips, traveling on a rearward angle away from each other. At that point, he had a quick understanding of the pattern Pappy had used, the return angle after the split made it obvious. He reached forward and turned the monitor off and got out of the command seat, Fritz rose off the floor next to him. "Looks like you found yourself a new favorite spot, huh?" The Shepherd cocked his head in a most familiar fashion and wagged his tail. "The bridge is yours, Walt. I'm going to get a bite to eat and get some rest."  He dropped his comm unit gently on the console, "I'll take over for you later." 
 
    "She's in good hands, my boy." Replied the Professor. "Go get some rest, you were up awful early this morning..." 
 
    "Thanks" said Jack, yawning. "Call me if you need me." 
 
    "Will do." 
 
    Jack and Fritz strolled off the bridge and down the hall toward the central elevators. He was thinking how strange it was that the dog was no longer vocal like he used to be, never barking or growling, not making noises of satisfaction or indignation, no whining, no snorting... He wondered if the injury had caused some unseen damage, something the doctors missed. He decided he would speak to CABL M7, maybe have him give Fritz a checkup. They rounded the corner and stopped at the central bank of elevators. Jack pushed the button and waited for the lift. "So what'll it be, Kiddo? Eat first, or a walk first?" The door swished open and Jack stepped in. 
 
    "Wok!" barked the dog. 
 
    Jack froze mid stride in the elevator's doorway. He wasn't sure if he was more surprised that the dog had finally made vocal noise, or if it was because the vocalization sounded like he had said something. Jack smiled, shook his head and finished entering the elevator. Fritz followed him and sat down. "I must really be tired," said Jack, “I'm starting to hear things." He pushed the third button. "I said eat or walk," he mumbled, "and you barked. So it just sounded like you said..." 
 
    "Woak," interrupted the dog, improving his annunciation. 
 
    The door swished open but Jack didn't move, he stood frozen, staring at the dog who stared back, head cocked to one side, wagging his tail. 
 
    "Captain?" Steele just about jumped out of his boots. "Sorry, sir. Are you getting off?" Jack looked at the gray uniformed non-com standing outside of the elevator. He had a heavy electrical tool bag slung over his shoulder. "Are you getting off?" he repeated. 
 
    Steele looked at the deck number, at the dog and back at the waiting non-com, "Uh, yeah, sure."  He stepped off the lift and past the curious technician. 
 
    "You OK, sir?" 
 
    "Yes I'm fine," lied Jack. What was he going to say? I think my dog just talked to me? Not likely... He waited until the elevator doors closed the crewman inside before he turned to the dog. "Look you, if this is someone's idea of a joke, I'm not laughing..." 
 
    "Nyo," said the dog shaking his head. 
 
    "No?" Steele ran his fingers through his hair. "You said no?" He looked around, but besides himself and the Shepherd, the corridor was empty. "He said no..." mumbled Jack, sitting down on the floor in front of the dog. "I must be losing my marbles." 
 
    "Nyo," countered the dog. He turned and strolled down the corridor. 
 
    "Hey!" yelled Steele. "Where are you going?" 
 
    "Woak!" answered the Shepherd. 
 
    Jack shrugged and got to his feet. "Sure, we'll walk," he muttered. He walked down the hall behind the dog talking to himself. "What the hell, flying saucers exist, aliens are real, there's pirates in space, I know talking cat women, there's even a guy wearing a cloak who drinks brandy and walks through walls... so why not a talking dog?" He followed Fritz into the garden and sat down. "Geez, what a weird freaking universe..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Hmmm," mused CABL M7, after examining Fritz. "It may not have been expected, but it was surely predictable to a certain extent." He rolled the sleeves of his tunic back down. He was one of only two members of the crew with a green uniform tunic, signifying he was on the ship's medical staff. 
 
    "But he talks!" insisted Jack, waving his hands expressively. "Dogs aren't supposed to talk... at least not where I come from." 
 
    "It's a side effect from the installation of his CABL network. Did the surgeons not explain all the possible side effects?" 
 
    "Evidently not," said Jack apprehensively. "Why, what else is there?" 
 
    "Sit down, Captain." 
 
    Jack was sure he didn't like the sound of that. CABL M7 turned to the dog, "You're all done Fritz, you can go if you wish." The Shepherd nodded and gracefully jumped off of the exam table. "I will send the Captain to the galley when we're done. OK?" Fritz nodded once again and trotted through the sliding infirmary doors. Jack stared in disbelief. "Now," began CABL M7, "there are many possibilities." He leaned back casually against the exam table, arms comfortably folded against his chest. "But the probabilities are more what we're concerned with. First of all, you must stop looking at him as merely a dog. The moment his body adapted to the CABL insertion, he stopped being a dog, he will never be merely a dog again." 
 
    He walked over to the small refrigerator used to preserve drugs and specimens. Jack watched him go. He pulled out a jug of ice water and held it up. Jack nodded, his mouth dry. CABL M7 poured two glasses, placed the jug back and returned with the glasses, handing one to Jack. 
 
    "There are many different types and sizes of implants. Fritz's is fairly sizable, it will affect everything about him. Mine, for instance, is more specialized. I was already a surgeon when I developed Garginson's Disease, a debilitating illness which attacks the nervous system of my species. It crippled me. The CABL installation cured me. I decided to replace my right eye with this special optical, about a year later because it enhances my microsurgery abilities. No matter how extensive or how small a system, once inserted, it's permanent." He drank some of his water as did Jack. 
 
    Jack found it both disturbing and fascinating at the same time. "So what are some of the things I should expect?" 
 
    "I'm getting to that," said CABL M7. "A CABL system develops on its own... Learns, if you will, and eventually develops and improves other things. For me, my reflexes doubled in speed, my motor control is beyond my original norm, I'm physically stronger..." He hopped up onto the exam table and crossed his legs, sitting like an Indian. "For Fritz, it will mean a much increased intelligence, the ability to reason, an enhancement of all his natural abilities, hearing, smell, intuition, reflexes, speed, agility, even strength. He may even learn to talk..." Jack cracked a smile. "I thought that might amuse you," added CABL M7, grinning. "The more extensive a unit that's installed, the further-reaching its effects on the recipient." 
 
    Shaking his head, the new Captain rose from the chair. "Amazing... simply amazing. I wish someone had told me all this earlier though, it would have freaked me out a lot less..." 
 
    "Freaked you out?" 
 
    "Um, surprised and confused..." explained Jack. CABL M7 nodded his understanding. "Well I better get going, he'll be waiting for me." They shook hands. "Thanks for your time, Doc, I appreciate it." 
 
    "It was my pleasure, Captain. One other thing, there's no accurate prediction on how sizable his spoken vocabulary will become, but it will definitely be smaller than his mental vocabulary. Simply because he was not physically designed to speak. This will be frustrating for him at times, so be patient with him." 
 
    "I'll do my best, Doc. Thanks again." He turned and walked through the infirmary's sliding double doors into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "You're not going to believe this Jack," shouted Maria as she ran up towards him in the corridor. "Fritz just came into the galley and ordered a hamburger! I thought I was hearing things, but then he said it again!" 
 
    "I know," said Jack wearily. 
 
    "You know? That he talks?” she squawked, her arms waving in the air. “You have a talking dog!?" 
 
    Maria fell in alongside Jack as he continued down the hall towards the galley. "Yeah, you could've knocked me down with a feather. Doc says the CABL installation has expanded his intelligence." Jack continued on as they walked, recounting CABL M7's explanation. 
 
    "Well how much can he say?" probed Maria. 
 
    Jack shrugged, "Who knows? Evidently enough to order lunch!" When they entered the galley, they found Fritz occupying a seat at the head of an empty table. Two hamburger style sandwiches, one half eaten, sat before him on galley plates. He chewed happily and wagged his tail when he saw his human. Sitting down on either side of him, Jack and Maria joined the dog. "You going to eat both of those?" asked Jack, pointing. The Shepherd shook his head and nosed the plate with the whole sandwich over to Jack, who felt thoroughly embarrassed about the dog's unselfishness. 
 
    "I don't believe this..." muttered Maria. 
 
    "Hubugerrr!" barked Fritz, over his shoulder. The porter brought another sandwich on a plate, and Fritz pushed it in front of Maria, not wanting her to feel slighted. He continued to munch on his own as neatly as he could, his eyes shifting back and forth between the two people. 
 
    "Jack, I've never had a d-o-g order lunch for me before," whispered Maria. 
 
    "Why are you whispering?" he asked, "he hears better than you and me... And stop spelling, he probably spells better than y-o-u." Jack took a bite of his sandwich. "Mmm, it is good," he commented, wiping the meat juice off his chin. "Juicy... try it." Maria gave in and took a bite, nodding her agreement. 
 
    "So what do we do now?" asked Maria. 
 
    "About what?" responded Jack, swallowing. 
 
    "About Fritz. What do we do next? Where do we go from here?" 
 
    "I'm not sure," shrugged Jack, "help him if we can, let him develop however he wants to..." Then a sudden idea hit him. "But not before we have a little fun..." 
 
    Maria picked at her sandwich. "Fun? Like what?" 
 
    "Like watching the look on Brian's face... and Paul's, Mike's, Derrik's... even the Professor." Fritz nodded vigorously and wagged his tail with enthusiasm. Jack smiled at the idea and the dog's understanding of it. 
 
    Her eyes sparkled for the first time in weeks. "Oh! That's a super idea! Call them now! Invite them down to eat or something...!" 
 
    "Can't," said Jack, his mouth full, "gotta wait till they come back..." 
 
    "Come back... From where?" interrupted Maria. 
 
    "Patrol," answered Jack. 
 
    "Oh. How come I didn't get to go?" 
 
    Jack paused to think, holding up one finger to stall, while he swallowed. "Wasn't your shift," he lied. "You'll fly with me once we pass through the Genesis Gate to the next sector." He hoped that would be a sufficient answer. It was and to his relief she offered no complaint. 
 
    Jack didn't want her to think he didn't trust her, but he had been concerned that her attitude or frame of mind would affect her performance. But, it seemed that the storm had passed. He decided she would fly his wing, and if everything was acceptable, he would not hesitate to assign her regular patrol duties. "Well I'm done," yawned Steele, pushing the empty plate away, "I'm going to go get some shut eye. You coming, dog?" Fritz hopped off his chair and ambled up next to him as he rose from the table. "You'd better go get some rest too," he told Maria, "you want to be wide awake for patrol." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack had been asleep for less than an hour when the bridge called his quarters, waking him. He reached over and tapped the comm button on the night table. "Yes?" 
 
    "Sorry to disturb you, Jack..." 
 
    "No problem, Walt. What's up?" 
 
    "We're nearing the Genesis Gate. I've maneuvered astern of the Princess, what else should we do?" 
 
    "What's our time to the gate?" 
 
    There was a pause while the Professor consulted Ragnaar at the navigation station. "About thirty minutes to entry." 
 
    "Are the guys back from patrol yet?" Jack stretched and propped himself up on one elbow. 
 
    "Not yet, they're on their return leg from the rearward point." 
 
    "OK," yawned Jack, "call `em in. Tell them to come straight back, no detours. We'll relaunch in the next sector. Oh, and find out how long it takes to pass through." 
 
    "Right, stand by." Jack could hear the Professor recalling the fighters and requesting travel time from the helm. "OK, the boys are on their way back, and our travel time will be five and a half hours, give or take a few minutes." 
 
    "That's fine, Walt. Give me about five, but if you need me, wake me." 
 
    "Right-o." The comm beeped as the connection ended. Jack looked down at Fritz who lay curled on the bed near his feet. His optical sensor glowed faintly, but he appeared to be asleep. The young Captain drifted off wondering if the dog could actually see while he was asleep. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The two flights of fighters rejoined astern of the Freedom and fell into a finger four formation. But before they could execute a turnabout to begin final approach for recovery, they picked up a blip on the edge of their sensor range. Paul triggered his mic, "Flight leader to base..." 
 
    "This is the tower, flight leader, go ahead." 
 
    "We've got a bogie out here, tower..." continued Paul, "do we have time to check it out? Please advise..." 
 
    "Negative flight leader, begin recovery immediately." 
 
    "Roger," answered Pappy. "You heard him boys, loop and roll." 
 
    Brian pulled back on his stick and followed Derrik's wingtip through the 180 degree half loop. Once on top, they executed a half roll to right themselves for final approach. Brian throttled back to match his wing leader's speed as Paul and Mike pulled ahead to create a loose diamond formation. Derrik and Brian fell further behind as Paul and Mike began their final approach. 
 
    Brian followed the tower's commands as they were given, gear down, line up on the ship's signal markers, throttle down to one notch before idle, coast and wait. Paul and Mike disappeared through the giant aft landing bay doors which still looked too small to Brian. Even at his low throttle setting, he was gaining on the cruiser, as it had slowed for recovery procedures. 
 
    "Flight one recovered. Flight two, you are clear to land." Brian concentrated on the flashing landing lights that ran down the runway and the instructions from the tower, engines off, anti-grav on, arm braking jets, arm emergency canopy release. The controller's voice was calm and even, and his reassuring tone made Brian's first recovery less stressful. 
 
    As his fighter passed through the blue veil of the stasis field, the ship's artificial gravity tugged on Brian's fighter, bouncing the landing skids off the deck one time before being countered by his craft's antigravity gear. The solid thump and the shower of sparks skittering across the floor startled him. Embarrassed, he glanced over at Derrik's Warthog off his wingtip but the other pilot hadn't seemed to notice. Firing his braking jets, he slowed and directed by the tower, taxied his fighter off the runway. He coasted on antigravity, maneuvering the craft gently by the stick and followed the mechanic's hand signals to the fighter's parking revetment. 
 
    He methodically flipped off the switches for braking jets, emergency canopy release and all his electronic gear before pulling the manual canopy release handle. As the canopy rose slowly with a hiss, he switched off the antigravity and felt the craft settle to the deck with a gentle bump. Unsealing his flight gloves, he pulled them off and reached back to unseal his helmet. Still adjusted to the darkness of space, the bright lights in the parking area made his eyes water. The sound of someone climbing the boarding ladder told him someone was there, but his eyes refused to focus. The extra hands helped unseal and remove the helmet which made the light even worse. Suddenly realizing the pilot's discomfort, the mechanic twisted around on the ladder and shouted at another member of the ground crew, "HEY YOU!” he pointed at the man. “Yeah YOU! Turn down these lights!" The man jumped at the order from his Crew Chief and the lights dimmed almost instantly. "I'm really sorry, Lieutenant," he said, turning back to Brian. "These new guys..." he explained as he unbuckled the pilot, "some just aren't real swift yet..." 
 
    Brian blinked hard and wiped the tears with the back of his hand. "It's OK, Chief. It's better now, thanks." 
 
    The mechanic waited on the deck below as Brian descended the ladder from the cockpit. "So how do you like her, Lieutenant?" he asked, patting his hand on the port engine nacelle. 
 
    "She handles nice, I like her," commented Brian, stepping to the deck. 
 
    The mechanic handed him back his helmet as they turned to walk around the nose. "Yep, she's a good bird," he bragged, running his hand across the hull, "never been whacked. Not even once." 
 
    Brian tried to sound reassuring. "Well, I'll do my very best to take good care of her." 
 
    The Crew Chief laughed a deep belly laugh and slapped the pilot merrily on the back. "Ah, my boy, that's what they all say..." Brian didn't know whether to feel insulted or not, but he smiled just the same. Maybe he was referring to the landing, thought Brian. Maybe not. 
 
    "Ah, now that was grand!" exclaimed Derrik, as he strolled over to Brian. "It's good to feel the power again. I almost forgot what it was like," he explained. They headed toward the pilot's ready room, their helmets tucked under their arms. "What'd you think?" 
 
    "I had a blast!" 
 
    "It is fun, isn't it?" It was a rhetorical question. "But it can get serious," explained Derrik, "especially if we meet some undesirables out there...”  
 
    "Y'know," interrupted Brian, "I'm really not worried about that." He was surprised, but the possibility of that only made it more exciting. "But," he added, deciding to come clean, "I could use some practice on landing." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Whaddya' mean, why? Didn't you see me touch down? There were sparks everywhere, I bounced pretty hard," said Brian, unzipping his suit as they walked. 
 
    "So did I. You landed just fine. The sparks are from the skid plates on the bottom of the landing feet, they're supposed to do that, you wanker..." 
 
    Brian smiled sheepishly. "Ah." 
 
    Laughing, Derrik slapped Brian in the shoulder with his flight gloves repeatedly. "Wanker, sod, twit..." 
 
    Laughing, they entered the ready room through the double doors and sat down with Mike and Paul, who had already shed their flight gear. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, GENESIS GATE - BAHIA SYSTEM: JOKERS & GUNSLINGERS  
 
    The comm buzzed once and Jack was awake. "Yes?" 
 
    "Walt here, Captain. We're about twenty five minutes from exiting the Genesis Gate." 
 
    "Thanks, Walt, I'll be right up." He jumped out of bed and strolled into the bathroom, whistling. The constant gentle rumbling of the ship in motion, made sleep soothing and deep. After a shower and a clean uniform, Jack felt fresh and energized, excited about the prospect of flying a patrol. He could imagine seeing the expanse of space through the cockpit perspex, uninhibited by steel or view screens. The view from the glass of the observation deck was gratifying, but somehow he couldn't believe it would compare to the unhindered view from a fighter's cockpit. 
 
    Jack checked his watch after he pinned his wings on his tunic. "Are you ready to go Fritzer?" 
 
    "Rrright!" came the gruff reply. He was eager to display his new found talents. 
 
    "Now remember," coached Jack, "no talking until I give you the signal, OK? " The Shepherd nodded his compliance and the two stepped out into the corridor and headed for the bridge. 
 
    As expected, the pilots were hanging out on the bridge to watch the rather exceptional spectacle of leaving a Genesis Gate. At a distance, a Gate just looked like four small points of light in a square with a touch of color in the middle. Drawing closer, it became obvious the expanse between the markers was tremendous, and the color was actually a giant, slowly spinning swirl of brilliant translucent colors. As a ship entered, the swirl enlarged, reaching out and swallowing the ship into what appeared to be a starless tunnel of soft, shimmering, silver silk. Entering was beautiful, but exiting was breathtaking. Surrounded by shimmering silver, the horizon gradually filled with clouds of undulating, effervescent color. The clouds would grow as the ship approached, and after a time, it would be totally immersed in the hazy, wafting colors. Suddenly the colors would intensify, exploding outwards like a giant Roman candle, spilling the ship back into the star filled blackness. It was better than any Fourth of July fireworks show in the world. 
 
    Being a substantial distance behind the Princess Hedonist, the crew of the Freedom had the best possible view. The Gate held itself open as the first ship passed through, showing a stunning array of brilliant colors with an expanse of black, star flecked sky, visible in the middle. Random clouds of color drifted across the opening. Then in an instant, they were out and it was gone. 
 
    Jack and Fritz stepped past the mesmerized pilots and down the short steps to the pit and his command chair. 
 
    "Never get tired of seeing that..." commented the Professor with a wave of his pipe. "Well, Jack," he added, "time for a dash of sleep. I return the bridge to you, Captain." 
 
    "Thank you, my good man," responded Jack, bowing stiffly. They laughed as Walt turned to leave. 
 
    "Oh wait! I almost forgot." He turned to Brian who was standing just behind him at Raulya's console with the other pilots. "Remember that joke you used to tell about the dog and the Siamese cat?" 
 
    "Yeah..." said Brian, unsure where this was going, "what about it?" 
 
    "I don't know why, but it just came to me earlier and it made me think of this other joke..." Fritz jumped up onto Jack's command chair and wagged his tail, paying close attention. 
 
    Walt paused on the stairs. "So tell it..." Everyone on the bridge seemed to be listening closely. 
 
    "Well," began Jack, "this guy walks into a bar with a dog at his side and they both take a seat at the bar. Hey! Says the bartender, no dogs in my bar. So the guy says, but this is the smartest dog in the world! The bartender says, oh yeah? Prove it and I'll give you both a free beer! So the guy asks the dog what's on top of a house and the dog says roof! So? Says the bartender. Then the guy asks the dog to describe sandpaper and the dog says rough! That doesn't prove a thing, grumbles the bartender..." 
 
    "So?" said Paul, impatiently. 
 
    "So," continued Jack, "the guy gets the dog to do a bunch of other stuff, none of which impress the bartender. Finally, the guy pulls out a twenty dollar bill and hands it to the dog, telling him to go across the street and get a pack of cigarettes. He'll have the right brand and the right change, brags the guy. Twenty minutes goes by and the dog hasn't returned, so the guy and the bartender go outside to see what might have happened. They find the dog in the back seat of the guy's convertible, screwing the local hooker. What are you doing? Yells the guy, you never did that before! and the dog says..." Jack motioned to Fritz with a sweep of his hand. 
 
    "I never had twenty bucks before..." said Fritz, enunciating slowly. 
 
    There was a smattering of laughter as everyone looked from Jack to Fritz then again back and forth in obvious confusion. Jack and Maria, who was standing on the other side of Raulya's console, laughed the hardest, but not at the joke. The confused expressions of everyone on the bridge was almost too funny to stand, Jack gripping his sides. Fritz stood on Jack's command chair facing backwards, with his front paws clutching the headrest, tail whipping from side to side. He looked from Jack, to the pilots and back, his tongue lolling casually out the side of his mouth. This was great fun. 
 
    "How'd you do that Jack?" asked Brian, shifting his eyes from man to dog and back again. 
 
    "Yeah," added Mike, "I didn't even see your mouth move!" Jack was in tears and Maria was holding onto the console for support. 
 
    "I'm not sure I understand..." said Walt, "did he get the cigarettes or not?" That's when Paul lost it, he had just begun to understand what Jack thought was so funny and the laughter was contagious. 
 
    "I say," quipped Derrik "it wasn't that funny..." 
 
    "Laf! Laf! Laf!" Barked Fritz as he bounced on the command chair excitedly. 
 
    "Good Heavens!" yelled the Professor, laughing, eyes agog. 
 
    Jack and Maria were both sitting on the floor, tears streaming down their faces. Brian's eyes were like saucers, "Did HE say that?" he asked, pointing at the dog. "Did YOU say that fuzzball?" 
 
    "Laf! Laf! Laf!" barked the dog again, even louder than before. 
 
    “Holy freaking crap! Your dog talks...?” Brian and Mike fell down they were laughing so hard. There wasn't a dry eye or straight face on the bridge. The laughter had spread across the bridge like a tidal wave and like continuing waves of water, spread back and forth as one side or the other slowed to catch their breath. 
 
    "What the Hellion is going on over there?!" Jack looked up to see Gantarro's face on the view screen. "I've been trying to reach you!" 
 
    Red faced and out of breath, Jack rose from the floor, wiped the tears from his face and tried desperately to compose himself. "I'm sorry, sir," he stifled a chuckle, "we learned last night, Fritz was developing the ability to talk," he glanced at Pappy and began to laugh. "Ahem, so, well we..." he laughed when he looked at Brian gasping for air. 
 
    Gantarro found himself laughing as well. Yet he did not know the reason. He glanced at his first officer who chuckled with him, but shrugged. He didn't know why either. 
 
    "Anyway," continued Jack, taking a deep breath, "I played a practical joke on my bridge crew, who didn't know of this sudden development. It was quite funny... I guess you had to be here." 
 
    "Aaaahh! Well... my congratulations to Mr. Fritz! We just called to wish you luck and thank you for the escort." 
 
    "You're welcome, sir," Jack was forcing composure, despite the sounds of controlled humor behind him. "Good luck and God's speed." The screen went blank and the external view returned. The Princess Hedonist turned away on its new heading and began its departure. Jack turned back to the others who had suddenly grown quiet. They were all staring at the screen, watching the image of the cruise liner as it moved away. 
 
    "OK, boys and girls..." said Jack, startling half the crew on the bridge, "it looks like we're on our own now..." He reached over to the console on his command chair and turned on the monitors. Fritz, still sitting in the chair, watched intently as Jack's fingers danced across the flat keyboard. The musical beeping made him tilt his head in a curious fashion. Jack found what he was looking for. "Helm, steer a new course, one-five-one, point seven-three-nine, point zero-six-six." 
 
    "Yes, sir..." the young bridge officer paused as he entered the course into the computer, "course laid in, Captain." 
 
    "Take us there, Ensign. Best speed." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    Jack reached over and rubbed Fritz's head. "Off you go, kid, go sit on that one," he pointed at the empty first officer's chair. The dog switched locations and curled up comfortably on Walt's chair, his chin on the console. Jack plopped into the command seat and swiveled around to face the pilots. "Time to go liberate some parts, from our friendly neighborhood pirate supply store..." he wiggled his eyebrows up and down. "Why don't you guys go get some shut eye, I'll call you if anything comes up." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It had been over seven hours, and the screens were void of ships, planets or Gates. Jack was bored. Maria was sitting with Myomerr at the weapons console and Raulya was off duty. Jack spun his seat around. "You want to go for a flight?" 
 
    Maria sat up straight. "Can we?" 
 
    "Sure, why not." Jack called the flight bay and told them to ready two fighters, then he called Trigoss and asked him to come to the bridge. "You don't mind playing skipper for awhile, do you?" 
 
    "Certainly not!" he exclaimed, "I'll be right up." 
 
    After a brief chat, the two pilots left the command to Trigoss and headed to the flight bay. Fritz stayed on the bridge. "What kind of pattern will we fly?" asked Maria as they walked down the corridor. 
 
    "Pappy came up with a thing he called a double diamond, it makes a pretty thorough pattern." Jack went on to describe it in detail. 
 
    "That's a four ship pattern though, right? How will we do it with only the two of us?" 
 
    "We go deep while we're together, then shallow when we're apart so we're not too far from each other. So instead of a fat, even diamond, we make a long, skinny one." Maria nodded in understanding as she pictured it in her mind. 
 
    Jack was cheerful as he picked his helmet off the rack of his locker. Whistling, he rubbed the fingerprints off the fresh artwork on the sides and admired the shine. The logo looked like the Medieval battle shield on his bedroom wall back at home, black shield, fiery-red rising sun with the gold Pegasus silhouette over it, and a gold skull, square and compasses at the bottom tip of the shield. He tossed his flight gloves into his helmet and strode toward the doors to the flight bay. 
 
    "Hey! Wait for me!" Maria snatched her helmet off the bench in front of her locker, the cartoon of an angry hornet looking like it was about to fly off of its shiny white surface. She caught Jack as he passed through the doors into the flight bay. "Don't forget me," she reminded him. 
 
    "I didn't." He smiled then continued to whistle as he walked. The fighters were already sitting in the launch tubes, waiting only for their pilots. "I'll take the other one," he volunteered. She nodded and began sliding her gloves on as she headed for the closest Warthog. Jack used the walkway through the base of the tower to reach the other craft in the far launch tube. 
 
    "Hello, Captain, didn't know you'd be flying today..."       
 
    "Hi Chief, sure, why not?" He took his gloves but handed the man his helmet. "I'm allowed to have some fun too." With a grin he climbed the ladder to the cockpit. It was snug, comfortable, and it felt like he belonged there. 
 
    Setting his helmet on the dash, the Crew Chief went about securing Jack into his seat and connecting his comm and power leads. The Chief's headphones were already plugged into the nose of the fighter so as soon as Jack's gloves and helmet were on, he checked the connections. "Can you hear me, Skipper?" Jack nodded. "OK, sir, you're all set." He began to descend the ladder. "Go ahead, close and latch your canopy, Captain." 
 
    Jack followed the Chief's instructions and the tower's pre-flight prompts as the Line Chief sealed the launch tube. Sitting in the darkness, the only light the low glow of his screens and instruments, Steele eyed the blue stasis field wavering down at the end of the launch tube. "Brian's right, I feel like a torpedo..." 
 
    "Excuse me, sir?" inquired the tower. 
 
    Jack smiled and shook his head, "Nothing." The countdown was far enough warning but the launch still managed to bounce Steele's helmet off his headrest.  His fighter flashed through the launch tube, the blue stasis field almost undetectable as the inky blackness of space appeared around him. 
 
    Igniting his engines, Steele looked to his left and could see Maria's fighter slightly behind his. "Boy that was fun! Wanna' go back and do it again?" There was silence. "Arroyo, you OK? Is your comm on?" 
 
    "I'm here," she breathed, "I'm just trying to... swallow... my heart. Now I know what a bullet feels like." Steele pondered the abstract idea of making it a thrill ride for an adult amusement park. It was quiet again until she caught her breath. "I never dreamed it would be this beautiful..." her voice trailed off. They both spent the next few moments staring at the stars. 
 
    "I always wondered what it would look like from out here," recalled Jack. "Even as a kid I used to think about that." 
 
    "I bet you never thought you'd find out first hand." 
 
    "No..." He remembered laying in the grass as a boy and staring up into the stars. "But I used to dream about what it would be like if I did." 
 
    "So," deduced Maria, "this is sort of a dream come true..." 
 
    Jack glanced down at his sensors, there was nothing but their fighters and the Freedom. "Yeah, I guess it is." 
 
    "Maybe you were always supposed to end up out here... Y'know what I mean? Like the saying, everything happens for a reason?" She thought for a moment and continued. "You used to dream about it because someday you'd really end up out here... in fact, everything you've done all your life seems to have prepared you for it..." 
 
    "Like what?" he interrupted. 
 
    "Your police career gave you certain knowledge and skills. You left that to be a pilot... your values, your ideas, your beliefs. They're all needed out here. Then several sets of circumstances all collide and connect to actually bring us together and deliver us all out here. Doesn't that sound like destiny to you?"  
 
    Jack admitted it did. But he always believed that a man had more than one destiny and could choose which path he wanted to take. To him this sounded more predestined.  
 
    "No," said Maria, "don't you see? This is what you always wanted, ever since you were a little boy. And you did everything you needed. Destiny just provided the right circumstances to complete delivery." 
 
    Jack offhandedly wondered if she'd been talking to Voorlak. "When did you think of all this?" He had to admit it though, there were too many coincidences to be just coincidences. 
 
    "Over the last couple of days when I was thinking about you and me and what's happened, or should I say, what's been happening..." She went on to explain that she suddenly realized where destiny was taking him. That she was not the right woman, because the right woman would have to be someone who could sit by and wait until he had time to need her. Someone who had the right devotion and patience. "I'm not the right person," she admitted. "Maybe I'm selfish, but I want it when I want it. I don't like to wait, I want first priority." 
 
    Jack glanced at his sensors screens and back up. "Well it sure sounds like you thought this out thoroughly..." 
 
    "Well, when I have a revelation, I don't fool around!" she boasted. 
 
    "Are you OK with it?" They were nearing their break off point. 
 
    "Yeah, but I still love you, you jerk." 
 
    "Me too... I mean you, not me..." 
 
    "Yeah I know what you mean. Listen, I don't know Alité very well," continued Maria, "but she seems real nice, maybe the right one. So be nice to her." 
 
    Jack cracked half a smile. "Cut it out, will you?  You sound like my mother." He looked over at the fighter next to him and could see Maria's silhouette bathed in the glow from the electronics in her cockpit. "We're at point, you ready to go?" 
 
    She looked over at him and gave him a thumbs up. "Ready." 
 
    He returned the signal. "OK, break." The two fighters split and banked away from each other. Soon they would only be able to see one another on sensors. "Switch to Comm One." 
 
    "Roger," came her reply. They had been talking on a short-range, low-power frequency. They would now switch to a long range frequency to keep in touch, though now they would speak only if necessary. This would prevent giving away their location to an enemy. 
 
    Jack felt a queer sense of loneliness as he looked at the emptiness around him. Nothing to be seen but the twinkling points of light. Except for the constant rumble of the engines vibrating through the hull and the occasional beep of the sensors as they made their sweeps, it was too quiet for him. He switched off his mic and began to whistle a tune. Then he hummed. Finally he sang. He longed for some familiar rock-n-roll. He was nearing his outward point. 
 
    "Bird Two to Leader." 
 
    Jack switched his mic back on. "Leader, go ahead." 
 
    "I've got some kind of debris floating out here, some large, some small. Please advise." 
 
    "Is it ship debris or organic asteroid stuff..." 
 
    "I'm on the very edge of it, it's hard to tell from here... ship maybe?" 
 
    "Roger. Stand by, hold position." Maria acknowledged the order and pulled the throttle back into the idle position. "Power your shields up," added Jack, in an afterthought. "Leader to tower..." 
 
    "Tower, go ahead." 
 
    "Wake Commander Smiley and Lieutenant Warren, I need them on stand by." The tower acknowledged. "Leader to bridge, please wake Commander Edgars." 
 
    "I'm already here, Jack," responded the Professor. 
 
    "Roger." Jack swung the nose of his Warthog fighter to the new course heading he set and pushed the throttle forward until it stopped. "Leader to Bird Two, I'm on my way, full burner." He thumbed the boost button. 
 
    "Hurry, Leader, I've got movement out there." 
 
    "Hold on, I'm coming! Arm guns, Bird Two." Maria acknowledged. "Leader to Bridge, go to yellow alert!" Jack flipped the switches for his shield generator and heard the whine as it kicked on. He armed guns at the same time. The defense and armament screens winked on. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Paul and Mike were heading down to the flight bay when the warning lights in the corridors flashed yellow and the alert horn sounded twice. The two pilots exchanged quick glances and broke into a hurried trot for the ready room. These men were pros at readying for launch, they had plenty of experience and were two of their country's best. In a time any carrier captain would be proud of, Paul and Mike were suited up and heading for the door. Paul snatched up the helmet with the Desert Storm logo on it and Mike grabbed the one with the cartoon of the Mad Wolf. 
 
    The fighters were already loaded into the launch tubes. "Take that one," Paul pointed at the far tube. 
 
    "Right, Pappy!" Mike hefted his helmet under his arm like a football and sprinted off. 
 
    Paul reached out and grabbed a passing mechanic. "Ready that shuttle," he commanded, pointing at a small, ten man work craft. "Get it ready to launch and see if you can get some guns on it, we might need it for recovery." 
 
    "You got it, Commander!" He ran off in its general direction and grabbed another mechanic on the way. 
 
    Paul sprinted to his fighter and went up the ladder one handed, still holding his helmet. "So far you're still on hold, sir," his Chief informed him. 
 
    "That's OK, Chief," said Paul, "I got a feeling..." He flipped on his comm unit ahead of schedule. "Tower?" 
 
    "Tower, go ahead." 
 
    "Find Lieutenant Commander Brighton and Lieutenant Carter. Advise them to prep, there's a shuttle being readied for emergency recovery." The tower acknowledged. He pulled on his gloves and began going through his pre-flight by memory while the Chief strapped him in. "Mike, you ready?" 
 
    "Ready, Pappy." Mike pulled the canopy lever and the perspex bubble began to drop, all his systems were on. 
 
    Paul glanced at the mechanic as he descended the ladder. "Thanks, Chief." He pulled the canopy lever. 
 
    "Good luck!" shouted the Chief as the canopy closed. Pappy waved. 
 
    "Tower, we're ready for launch." 
 
    "Right. Stand by, Leader Two." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ahead, Jack could see the soft glow of Maria's engines on low power as she coasted closer to the field of debris. His scanner picked up intermittent sources of power, but the drifting debris kept interfering with the computer's ability to make an identification. Jack thought he could make out the silhouette of a sizable hull amidst the wreckage. "You get anything yet, Bird Two?" 
 
    "Not on the computer, but I've seen them twice... I think." She knew the dot behind her on the scope was Jack approaching. "Glad you're here, I was beginning to get a little lonely." 
 
    Jack pulled the throttle all the way back and coasted, firing a short burst on his braking jets. "So what were they?" 
 
    "Well it was hard to tell, they were kinda far off..." She could see the other Warthog sliding up even with hers about a hundred yards off her starboard wing. She felt better. "One sort of looked like maybe a shuttle, the other... I don't know." She shook her head, "Like a flattened egg?" 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Pass the salt will ya'?" Derrik slid the shaker across the galley table to Brian. "Thanks." He sprinkled it liberally across his hash browns. The galley had a few people in it, but it was not the normal full breakfast crowd. 
 
    "What do you suppose we're on yellow for?" wondered Derrik aloud. 
 
    "Probably asteroids or something like that," answered Brian, sipping his juice. The announcement of their names over the paging system caught him mid-swallow. "Hey," he said coughing. "That's us!" They jumped up from the table, upsetting glasses and plates of food. "Sorry!" Yelled Brian over his shoulder as the two pilots hustled out. They jogged down the corridor towards the elevators to the flight bay. 
 
    “Red Alert! Red Alert! All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!”   
 
    The screaming alarm horn sounded red alert as the corridors were bathed in red flashing light. Without hesitation, the two pilots broke out into an all-out run. Brian, a little faster than Derrik, collided twice with other crew members heading for their own battle stations. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    There were four pirate light fighters and an armed shuttle. A split second before they emerged, Jack's computer grabbed recognition and the identity screen flashed a picture of it in red. An enemy. They roughly looked like slightly flattened eggs with forward canted wings, guns were mounted on the wingtips. It was a practiced pirate tactic, to use debris as cover and draw prey into an ambush. The Fallken fighters charged from the field of debris like angry hornets, firing wildly as they advanced. 
 
    "Break! Break!" yelled Jack. He slammed the throttle forward and rolled right. Maria rolled left. Jack felt the fighter buck as laser shots hit his shields. "Leader to tower, launch fighters! Launch fighters!" 
 
    "We're on our way Leader One!" came the reply. 
 
    Jack threw the Warthog into a corkscrew from the roll and tried to lead the last fighter as it passed. He squeezed the trigger and heard the rapid thump-thump-thump of the single Mercury Gatling gun and the high pulsing whistle of the twin Laser cannons. Red and silver streaks raced from the nose of the Warthog but passed behind the speeding Fallken. He'd allowed too short of a lead. The fighter passed untouched. "Shit." 
 
    “Jaaaack!" Maria was zig-zagging violently but couldn't shake two of the nimble fighters who had latched onto her tail. 
 
    "Hold on!" He thumbed the boost button and looped tightly back the way he came. A pair of crimson streaks flashed close across his bow. He ignored them. "Almost there..." he reassured her. Still a little too far to be accurate, he fired once to get their attention. It struck the first fighter and the two pilots hesitated just long enough... "Break right!" They were slow in responding to Maria's evasion and Jack held down the trigger watching the red and silver streaks pound on the rear pirate fighter, decimating its shields and tearing into its plating. 
 
    Feeling the kick as a Fallken fired at his tail from point blank range, Jack broke off, easing back on the stick and cutting throttle. The other fighter shot by below him. "Hurry up, Pappy!" 
 
    "Right behind you, Jack!" A Warthog screamed by Jack's right wing at full throttle, guns blazing. The Fallken Jack had damaged, disappeared in a hot white flash and a spray of debris flung in all directions. "Freedom one, Pirates zero!" claimed Paul, as he winged over and swung right. 
 
    Jack nosed down and rammed the throttle open in hot pursuit of the pirate who had originally latched onto his tail. He thumbed the boost button but the pirate was still pulling away. "Damn..."  Hearing a lock tone, he thumbed off the safety and fired a missile. "Outrun that, shithead..." 
 
    "Get this son-of-a-bitch off me!" screamed Maria. She couldn't shake the other fighter. 
 
    "Relax," replied Mike, "I'm right here..." He squeezed the trigger, a long, steady burst. "Guns, guns, guns," he announced. The pirate broke off but never finished his turn, Mike had throttled back and turned inside his arc. The Fallken blew in half, spinning slowly outwards. "Gotcha!" 
 
    Jack closed on his prey as it wobbled out of control from the missile hit. When it finally stopped rolling, the pirate was facing him; the Fallken, half its shields down, charged, guns firing. Jack throttled back and squeezed the trigger, holding it down. The pirate was unsteady and firing wildly. He only hit Jack's Warthog twice, barely enough to effect its hefty forward shields before his own shields disappeared. Breaking off, the pirate nosed his fighter down to avoid destruction as a stream of charged Mercury balls from Jack's Gatling gun, smashed through his canopy and exploded in his cockpit, blowing holes straight through its belly. Jack did a wing-over and let the Fallken with the crater in its center, drift away. "Scratch one!" 
 
    After a deep breath, he saw a flash in the distance, below him and to his left. "Adios, dirtbag!" came Paul's voice over the comm. 
 
    Steele had lost track, "Is that all of them?"  
 
    "No," answered Maria, "I could use a hand with this shuttle..." She was having a hard time getting a clear shot, the rear gunner taking pot shots at her while she wove back and forth to avoid being hit. 
 
    She was all the way on the other side of the debris field and the only one in range of the fleeing pirate. "Back off a bit," coached Paul. "Lay off your guns and let your shields recharge. Hit him with a missile then close in and finish him off." 
 
    In all the excitement, she was embarrassed to have forgotten the missiles. "Right!" She pulled back hard and reduced power, getting a missile lock a heartbeat later. She thumbed off the safety and fired one, paused, then fired another, jinking to avoid the rear gunner's fire. It was easier from a distance but she didn't have to do it again. Two thirds of the craft disappeared in a double yellow flash. "Adios, pendejo," she sneered. Maria could hear the other pilots cheering her on across the comm as they rounded the debris field. 
 
    "Where do you suppose these jokers came from, Pappy?" 
 
    "I don't know, Mad Dog. Everybody form up." 
 
    "When you get to this side you'll see it," advised Maria. "It's almost at the edge of my sensor range." 
 
    "How big?" asked Jack. 
 
    "It appears to be about the same size as the Freedom.” 
 
    When the Warthogs regrouped, the visitor was still there. "Let's see if they want to play," said Paul. He switched to long range frequency as the four fighters coasted wingtip to wingtip toward the distant ship. Paul used his best authoritative voice, "Unidentified ship... this is Squadron Leader Paul Smiley, of the UFW strike-carrier Freedom. What are your intentions? Do you wish to engage?"  The ship quickly moved out of their sensor range without replying. "I didn't think so," added Paul. 
 
    Steele didn't want to take any chances, "Think we should see if they're really leaving?"  
 
    Paul switched back to a local frequency. "I don't expect so. They'll go lick their wounds after a sound beating like that. The Freedom's behind us, outside their sensor range. If I were them, I wouldn't be curious enough to come back and check." 
 
    It made sense to Jack. "Then let's go see what they were after." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The pilots carefully maneuvered through the drifting debris to its center. It was a large ship but so damaged it was difficult to determine what kind. They could find no markings or identification on it. "Think it's worth doing a walk through?" asked Mike. 
 
    Steele looked over at Paul. At about fifty feet away he could see his face clearly through the canopy perspex, illuminated by the soft glow of his instruments. "As long as you're sure they won't be back." 
 
    Paul shook his head. "I wouldn't; not if I thought I had to face a carrier. We gave their flight a professionally dealt ass-kicking, they have no reason to doubt our claim." 
 
    Jack nodded and smiled. "Pretty slick." 
 
    "Hey," called Maria, "my fuel warning light just came on!" 
 
    Jack quickly checked his, he was half full. "You must have a leak, we'd better head back." He advised the tower and the four fighters started back to the Freedom in formation. Halfway there, Maria reported a flame-out on her port engine. "Shut it down," advised Jack. She lifted the safety cover and toggled off its power. 
 
    With gear down and antigravity on, Maria's starboard engine began to sputter on final approach. "Uh oh..." 
 
    "What's uh oh?" asked Jack. 
 
    "Bingo fuel," responded Maria, “my tanks just ran dry...” 
 
    "That's OK, Lieutenant," said the tower, "you're lined up, just shut it down and coast in." She acknowledged and toggled off the power for the starboard engine, Jack throttling down, cutting off his engines to stay even with her. 
 
    As instructed by the tower, Jack applied braking jets as he neared the stern of the Freedom. Maria's fighter passed him by. "Uh oh..." 
 
    "Now what?!" shouted Jack. 
 
    "No brakes," replied Maria calmly. 
 
    The crewman in the flight tower sprang to his feet and slammed his hand down on a large red button on his console, sounding an alarm in the flight bay. "Crash crews! Crash crews!" Huge snag nets stretching across the landing strip dropped from the ceiling of the flight bay, dragging heavily on the deck. "Shut down everything but your antigravity and comm," he told Maria.  
 
    Steele was too close to abort his landing and braked hard cutting off his antigravity as Maria's fighter buried itself in the snag nets, tearing off her nose gear, finally coming to rest in the third net. After dropping heavily to the deck with a resounding thud, Jack's fighter slid off the landing strip in a shower of sparks and a squeal of skid plates on metal deck, coming to a stop in the taxiing lane.  
 
    Steele yanked the canopy release handle and tore at his harness. He tossed his helmet on the dash, not bothering to shut down all the systems and stood in his seat, pulling all the power and comm leads free. Jumping to the deck, he rolled, bounced to his feet and leaned into a full run towards the netted Warthog. It was a long run, but he got there quickly, the ground crew was still pulling her from the cockpit. Two missiles lay scattered on the deck and one hung in the netting. "Watch those, sir," pointed a crewman. Jack stepped around them. 
 
    Paul and Mike braked early on their approach and coasted slowly in for a short, cautious landing. They could see Maria on a stretcher, surrounded by CABL M7, a medic, Jack, Derrik and Brian. But they couldn't tell if she was moving or not. Exchanging glances from their cockpits about fifty feet apart, they too jumped to the deck without waiting for ground personnel or a ladder. 
 
    The medic wiped the blood from her forehead while M7 adjusted his sensor pads to monitor her vitals. "How many fingers do you see?" asked Jack holding up three fingers for her to see. 
 
    "How many am I supposed to see...?" groaned Maria. "Why does my head hurt?" She ran her hand lazily through her hair and touched blood. "Ichh, what's thisss stuffff...?" M7 glanced around and shook his head, making it clear they were not to tell her. 
 
    Derrik changed the subject. "That was a spiffy landing, love..." 
 
    "What landing?" Her eyes rolled around. 
 
    "Time to go..." urged M7, punching the keys on the electric gurney.  
 
    Paul and Mike skidded to a stop next to Jack as the medic and M7 trotted off alongside the whirring electric gurney carrying Maria. Paul grabbed Jack's elbow. "Is she OK?" he asked breathlessly. 
 
    Steele was watching them go. His arms folded tightly across his chest, he was battling his emotions. He thought about the friend he lost on the police department. "Maybe I shouldn't have taken her out..." He stared at the floor and toyed with the head of a rivet on the deck with the toe of his boot. 
 
    "She wouldn't have had it any other way," said Brian. "You couldn't have grounded her if you wanted to..." 
 
    Mike nodded, "He's right, she would've never stood for that." 
 
    "Stop talking past tense," said Derrik. "She's not bloody dead... she'll be fine!" 
 
    A mechanic ran up to Jack and handed him a wireless headset. "It's Commander Edgars, sir." 
 
    Jack held the headset to his ear, "What's up, Walt?" 
 
    "We're reading several small power sources in that debris out there, Jack..." 
 
    "Damn! They're back?" 
 
    "No, no, screens are clear. These originated in the debris. Maybe you'd like to take another look?" 
 
    Jack nodded, "Yeah we've already talked about it. Listen, get a shopping list from M7, if we go aboard, we might see something he needs." 
 
    "Right-o." He paused, his voice quieter, "Um, how's Miss Arroyo?" 
 
    Steele cleared his throat and blinked hard. "Uh well, um, they took her to the infirmary. We don't know yet." 
 
    "I'll ask when I call for that list." 
 
    "Thanks, Walt." 
 
    Jack turned to the other pilots who stood by. "We need to go out and take another look around, who wants to go?" They all did. "OK, how about this... Mike and Pappy in fighters for cover. And me, Bri and Derrik in the shuttle?" It seemed to be agreeable to all. 
 
    A ground crewman walked up to Jack with Maria's helmet in his hand. It had a sizable crack in it. "I don't get it, sir, we just can't figure out what she hit. There's no marks on anything in the cockpit, nothing's broken..." The pilots huddled around and examined it. Someone gave out a low whistle. Jack handed it back to the frowning lineman. "Is she going to be OK, sir?" 
 
    Jack smiled at him. He was pleased with the concern. "I hope so." 
 
    The Crew Chief for Maria's fighter strolled up. "Well it's fixable, but it'll be a couple of days." Untangled from the nets, the fighter's nose was sitting on an antigravity pad and a group of men began pushing it to its maintenance bay for repairs. The snag nets slowly retracted into open slots in the ceiling. "She took a couple of hits with no shields," the Chief continued. "That caused her fuel leak. Another hit or two and she wouldn't have come back." He scratched the sparse hair on the top of his head. "She's lucky..." 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    BAHIA SYSTEM, DEBRIS FIELD: GUNFIGHT AT THE OK CORRAL 
 
    Being that the shuttle was slower than the fighters, Brian had a much easier time winding through the debris than Mike and Paul. Some of the pieces were as small as a bread box, the largest, the size of a good-sized American car. Striking a small piece was of little consequence, hitting something sizable could damage a craft, even with its shields up. "I've got something here to the left," said Derrik who copiloted for Brian. 
 
    Sitting behind them at a detailed sensor array panel, Steele examined the oblong shape on his view screen. "Say's here it's an escape pod. Can you get closer?" 
 
    "No problem," said Brian. He maneuvered closer. "How's this?" 
 
    "Just fine..." Working a set of controls Steele was concentrating on reaching it with an external, mechanically articulated arm. "Gotcha..." he breathed, succeeding in grabbing an anchor ring. Working the controls, he drew it in close to the shuttle's hull and secured it with one of the many grapple claws on the outside of the hull. "Done," he announced. 
 
    "There's another one over here," called Mike. Derrik pointed out Mike's position on the scope and Brian swung the nose of the shuttle in his direction. All in all, they recovered four of the pods, three with power, one without. Everyone agreed it would be best to return to the Freedom and deposit the pods before returning to the wreck for a walk-through exploration. 
 
    Brian maneuvered the loaded shuttle slowly through the field. With its added girth, Brian was finding it more difficult to navigate. He armed the single Mercury Gatling gun and flipped off the safety. Derrik looked curiously at him. Brian smiled, pulled the trigger and wiggled the nose of the shuttle. The stream of silver balls swept everything from their path, destroying smaller pieces and hurling larger things out of the way.  
 
    Derrik smiled in appreciation and nodded. “Good show, mate...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Aware of the life pod recoveries, the Professor had arranged for an armed security team to meet the shuttle as it landed, since the origin and loyalties of the ship and its crew was currently unknown. It was also unknown if the pods contained survivors or not, there was no way to tell until they were opened. 
 
    Brian brought the shuttle to a stop in front of the tower and shut down the antigravity system, letting it settle to the deck with a gentle bump. As he busied himself with the task of shutting down all its systems, Steele popped the port hatch and it hissed like a leaking tire before releasing and swinging open, a flood of flight bay air greeting him. He jumped to the deck before the short boarding ramp had dropped all the way down.  
 
    Leading the security team, Raulya greeted him on the deck, "Hi Jack," she said quietly, taking him off to one side. "I talked to CABLE M7 while we were waiting for you..." 
 
    "Yeah?" Steele moved closer. "How is she?" 
 
    "She's got a concussion and some swelling, but he said she'd be OK in about a week." Raulya adjusted her tunic absentmindedly. "He said she's grounded for about a month though..." 
 
    Jack sighed a deep relaxing breath, "Who cares, as long as she's going to be OK." His stomach had been in knots since M7 and the medic took her away. Brian and Derrik stepped out of the shuttle and over to where Jack and Raulya stood. "Raulya talked to the Doc," he volunteered, "Maria's going to be alright, but she's grounded for a while." 
 
    They both expressed a similar sigh of relief. "Mind if I pop up to see her?" inquired Derrik. 
 
    "Nah, go ahead,” waved Jack. “We got this covered." He glanced at the mechanics who were working on releasing the escape hatches on two of the pods. "Tell her we'll be up a little later." Derrik nodded and trotted off.  
 
    One of the pods was sweating condensation profusely, creating a puddle of water underneath. "That doesn't look good," commented Jack. 
 
    "It's not," offered a mechanic. Jack could see M7 and the medic standing behind the security team. They were leaning casually against the gurney, talking quietly. Jack turned back when he heard the hiss of the hatch, first for one, then the other of the two pods. There was a cold rush of air out of the first, as the door squeaked open, the hinges frozen with ice. Two frozen figures covered in frost, one man, one woman, sat huddled together, wrapped in blankets. The mechanic shook his head in sorrow, "Total system failure..." Ironically, the second life pod which was functioning perfectly, was empty. 
 
    Everyone moved around to the other side of the shuttle, to open the last two life pods. Again, the doors hissed as the seals were broken. A man stood in the doorway of the first, wrapped in a blanket. He shielded his eyes with his hand from the lights in the landing bay. "Where am I?" 
 
    "Safe," said Raulya, taking his hand. "You're on the cruiser Freedom." 
 
    "What is your alliance?" he inquired as he stepped to the deck. 
 
    "Independently owned, we ally with the UFW." He nodded and looked relieved. M7 and the medic assisted him to the gurney. As he lay down, the blanket parted and revealed a tattered uniform tunic and a bent pair of wings. Raulya noticed but said nothing. 
 
    "What of Dakkah... Mozzy..." The medic hushed him and administered a sedative. 
 
    The last pod held a prone occupant cocooned in blankets. Raulya and M7 entered to see if he was alive. His eyes opened slowly and did not blink. "Let's get him outside," said M7. He was carefully moved out and placed on a second gurney. With the assistance of security, M7 and the medic moved the two survivors to the infirmary. 
 
    Jack grabbed a line Chief. "What about the other two?" He was referring to the unfortunate couple who had frozen to death. 
 
    "Well," he thought for a moment. “We'll probably just seal the pod... permanently," he added, "then eject it with the others." 
 
    Jack nodded. "OK, but wait until after dinner to eject it. I'll see if we can find out who they are, and we'll say a few words first." 
 
    The mechanic had no idea what Jack meant by a few words, but it didn't make any difference to him. "Sure, Captain, whatever you want." 
 
    The pilots agreed to eat dinner and visit the infirmary before taking a third trip to the wreck. Ground crews ejected the empty life pods and busied themselves doing prep and maintenance on the ships that would be going back out. The pilots went to dinner. "I'm going to the bridge to see the Professor first," said Steele, "I'll meet you guys in the galley." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Listen Jack, I know you want to check out that wreck, see if there's anything on it we can use, Lord knows we need everything... but I think we should move on." 
 
    Jack sat in his command chair and scratched Fritz's head. "What's on your mind Walt?" 
 
    "I just get the very distinct feeling that our friends will be back. And very possibly with some assistance." He could see the doubt in Jack's face. "Let me show you why," he continued, rotating a monitor on his console toward Jack. "We're here..." he pointed. "Here's the gate we're heading to, it's about three hours off. According to the logs on your fighters, that pirate cruiser went this way..." He drew a line on the screen with his finger, to another gate. "Towards this gate, less than an hour away from his last position." 
 
    "OK," said Jack thoughtfully, "what does that mean to us?" 
 
    "That gate..." Walt hesitated, "goes to heavily patrolled pirate territory." He held up his hand before Jack could interrupt. "And I did a bit of digging on that wreck out there. It looked familiar, but I wasn't sure, I mean with all that damage..." 
 
    "What did you come up with Walt?" interrupted Steele, growing a bit impatient, his stomach growling. 
 
    "I believe that's a Royal Velorian freighter." 
 
    Jack shrugged, "OK..." The name meant nothing to him. 
 
    "I only know, because I saw one when I visited Rathskell Spindle Spaceport, in..." 
 
    Steele raised one eyebrow, "Get to the point, Walt." 
 
    "Oh yes. Well... Royal Velorean freighters are very fast. Owned by the royal family of Veloria, they are usually reserved for cargo of extreme importance. Sometimes diplomats, but usually rare goods, even military equipment. We are like the proverbial lion who has stolen the prize from the jackals. They will return with the pack." 
 
    Jack sat perfectly still for a moment, staring at nothing. The Professor's concerns were well founded, but he just couldn't pass up a peek. It was like finding yourself in the ladies locker room and not sneaking a look into the showers. Half the thrill was getting away with it. Jack snatched the wireless comm headset off his console and jumped up. "Keep an eye on things, Walt." He trotted towards the door followed by Fritz. "Leave us on yellow alert..." he passed into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Pilots to the infirmary, pilots to the infirmary." The pilots stopped eating when the page called and looked up, expecting more. "That's Jack," said Brian. 
 
    "Wonder what's up," said Paul, rising from the galley table. Brian rose, sandwich in hand. He picked up another, wrapped it in a napkin one handed and carried it with the first. 
 
    "Still hungry?" asked Mike. 
 
    Brian shook his head. "Jack didn't eat yet..." 
 
    The three pilots hustled down the hall, still eating what they could carry from the galley. 
 
    Jack and Raulya were waiting outside the infirmary door when Mike, Paul and Brian arrived. Derrik was inside, still visiting with Maria. 
 
    Jack gratefully accepted the wrapped sandwich from Brian. "Thanks, Bri, I'm really starving." 
 
    "So what's up?" asked Paul. 
 
    "A bunch of stuff. First, Raulya thinks these guys are pilots. And quite possibly military pilots..." 
 
    "Anybody talk to them yet?" asked Paul. 
 
    "Not yet," answered Raulya. "M7 was giving them an exam and some tests. He's just finished.” 
 
    Alité emerged from the infirmary doorway. She had bought Derrik and Maria dinner from the galley and was heading back to get food for the two survivors as M7 had asked. "Ensign Arroyo is asking for you, Captain." She was always conscious of proper protocol when others were present. 
 
    "Thank you Alité" replied Jack. He continued briefing the others as Alité headed down the hall. "Anyway, the Professor did some records checking and thinks that junk out there used to be a Royal Velorian freighter..." 
 
    Alité stopped dead in her tracks. She whirled around. "Did you say a Royal Velorian freighter?" 
 
    Jack was puzzled and a bit annoyed at another interruption. "Yes..." She left the galley cart in the middle of the corridor and dashed back through the confused pilots into the infirmary. After an odd moment of exchanging blank glances, the pilots filed in after her. Alité had pulled the curtain back that separated the two halves of the room. 
 
    "Princess?!" The pilot sat up in his hospital bed. 
 
    Alité's eyes were wide like saucers. "Walrick...? And LaNareef! My Lord! I had no idea!" She stood between the two beds. 
 
    "Alité?!" LaNareef opened his eyes and tried to get up. "We thought you were dead..." 
 
    "Lay down you fool!" she scolded. "You're not well enough!" Raulya, Jack, Paul, Mike and Brian, stood in a group behind her. Maria and Derrik watched from the other side of the room. 
 
    LaNareef lay back down and took her hand when she offered it, kissing it gently. He smoothed his silver blond hair and looked upon her with devotion, his gray eyes sparkling. "It is good to see you again. Your father will be delighted when you return." 
 
    Walrick leaned over and reached for her other hand. She gave it and he pressed it to his face. "Home has not been the same since you left." 
 
    "How are Dakkah and Mozzy?" she asked. Neither man answered. "Do things go well?" she insisted. 
 
    "No..." answered LaNareef. "The war goes poorly. The pirates intercept even our fastest transports. We have great difficulty getting supplies to the Navy." He'd succeeded in changing the subject, though temporarily. 
 
    "So, will neither of you tell me of my brother and sister?" 
 
    Jack had moved closer and stood directly behind Alité. Both pilots saw the gold wings and the Captain's insignia. They each in turn looked him in the eye, then cast their eyes down in silence. Then he knew. Jack put his arms around her from behind, pulling her close against him. She turned to look over her shoulder but he held her tight. "I'm sorry..." he whispered softly. Jack had a flood of questions, but now was not the time. 
 
    She had let go of Walrick and LaNareef and reached back behind her to touch Jack's face. She clutched his hair and pulled his face against her neck. "Nnooo..." she cried, "nooo, please..." 
 
    "I'm sorry," he whispered. Her knees went weak but he held her up, one arm around her waist the other around her shoulders. He half turned her and lifted her up, carrying her to the bed next to Maria. He laid her on the bed and she sobbed into the pillow as he pulled the covers over her. Jack clicked on the mic on his headset as he walked back over to Walrick and LaNareef. "How do we look, Walt?" 
 
    "Everything's clear so far," came the Professor's reply. 
 
    "Thanks Walt." He turned off his mic and faced the two Velorian pilots. "Gentlemen, I'm assuming since we both share the pirates as enemies that we fight on the same side. With that in mind, we need to know what's on your ship. What were those pirates after?" The Velorians shifted uneasily. "C'mon guys," prodded Steele, "would you rather the pirates got it?" 
 
    "Military stores, supplies," answered LaNareef reluctantly. He stared down at the bed linens. 
 
    "What kind?" If it was ground equipment, Jack decided he would just destroy it to keep it out of pirate hands. 
 
    "Tell him." Alité swung her legs off the bed and sat up. "This ship needs  equipment. Tell him." 
 
    Walrick looked at his hands then at Jack. As a Velorian Navy pilot, he was sworn to protect the secrecy of their operations, but he could see no benefit in that now. "Lancia fighters, a couple of Zulu gunships, missiles, parts, tools, food..." 
 
    "Nice..." Steele fought the urge to celebrate though it felt like a win for the Freedom, it wasn't a win for the Velorians and that put him in a sensitive position. "OK," he interrupted. "This is what Walt was afraid of... the pirates know what's on that ship. They'll be back and they won't be alone. We've got to hustle." He clicked on his mic and called Walt on the bridge and Trigoss in engineering so they could listen to the briefing. "Pappy, you, Mike and Derrik launch, pronto. Go to the far side of the debris field and sit on its edge. You'll be hidden to their sensors just like they were to ours. Watch for company, but whatever you do, don't get in over your head. Stall em' and pull back. Go now." Derrik kissed Maria goodbye and the three pilots hustled out and down the corridor. "Walt, the first sign of anything, go to red alert. Trigoss, you're flying the shuttle, take a few good men and your tools. Swipe anything you need, but set demolition charges behind you. Three hours. Whatever we can't take, we burn. Bri and I will get as many craft back to the Freedom as we can." 
 
    "Let me go too." Walrick swung his legs off the edge and got out of bed. "I'm OK, I can fly. Please, I want to help..." 
 
    "Me too..." chimed LaNareef as he struggled to get up. 
 
    "No," ordered M7, "you're not well enough." He turned to Jack, "Walrick can go if he wants, he's fine. LaNareef needs rest." 
 
    "Thanks," smiled Jack. He extended his hand to Walrick. "Glad to have you." Walrick's grip was firm. "Trigoss, see you in the flight bay." He switched off his mic and kissed Alité. "Keep an eye on Maria for us, OK?" 
 
    "OK," she sniffed, "be careful." 
 
    He stepped away and touched her face, staring into her eyes. Without a word, he turned, dashing out the door and down the corridor. "I will!" he called. Fritz stayed at her side. 
 
    "Princess..." 
 
    "Yes, LaNareef?" She answered him without turning around, staring at the empty doorway. 
 
    "He seems like a fine man... do you love him?" He could not bring himself to look at her. 
 
    "With every molecule of my mind and body," she breathed.  She turned to face the man who had promised to marry her when they were only five years old. "Now tell me, old friend, how did my brother and sister die?" 
 
    LaNareef  looked up at her and shivered. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    By the time Jack, Brian and Walrick reached the flight bay, the Warthogs were gone and Trigoss had the shuttle warmed up and ready to go. 
 
    “Hold on!” Jack turned and ran over to examine the outside of the failed pod that had been moved to the side of the flight line. Followed closely by Brian, Jack grabbed one of the mechanics  and pulled him close. “See any reason for this thing to have failed...?” 
 
    The mechanic shook his head. “Uh, no, sir... there's no damage to the outside that I can see. Sometimes they get hit with something, damage the systems, but this one's totally intact...” He shrugged, “it might have been faulty off the manufacturing line...” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The mechanic shrugged again. “Well, I've never heard of it happening, they're supposed to be pretty bulletproof - but nothing's impossible...” 
 
    Brian leaned in, “What're you thinking, Jack?” 
 
    “I don't know Bri, something just doesn't seem right.” He turned back to the mechanic. “Can these things be tampered with...?” 
 
    “Sure, any system can be altered - but why would someone do that to a life pod though?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “I don't know... yet.” He turned to head to the waiting shuttle and stopped in his tracks, turning back to the mechanic. “Test it, disassemble it... see if you can find out why it failed...” 
 
    “Yes, sir...” he scratched his head, “but I'll need help...” 
 
    “Then get help,” called Jack as he headed off to the waiting shuttle, Brian in full stride behind him. There were five other crewmen with Trigoss as the two pilots hustled up the boarding ramp.. "Shove off," called Jack as he sealed the door. 
 
    "OK, hold on, boys." Trigoss eased the shuttle off the deck and accelerated smoothly, clearing the bay door at almost twice the normal launch speed. "Nnyyerrooommm!" roared Trigoss making engine noises. "Flew shuttles and airbuses," he called over his shoulder, "for three years before I started on the Princess Hedonist." 
 
    Jack was gripping the armrest like he had claws, "Uh huh..." he grunted, trying to be nonchalant. 
 
    Weaving expertly through the floating wreckage, Trigoss brought the shuttle to a stop at the stern of the Velorian freighter. Arming the Gatling gun, he thumbed off the safety and aimed at the outer edges of the door. He squeezed the trigger, a stream of cryogenically frozen, charged mercury rounds reaching out. Without any shields to protect it, Trigoss succeeded in blowing the loading bay door off its tracks in less than a minute without damaging anything in the bay. Using the mechanical arms and crabbing the shuttle sideways, the shuttle crew was able to pull the door free and casting it adrift, completely cleared the entry to the bay. 
 
    Trigoss engaged the engines and idled carefully forward through the doorway into the darkened cargo bay. Flipping the switches for the shuttle's floodlights, the beams reached into the bay's darkness casting long shadows. Jack was watching over the engineer's shoulder. "Holy shit..." he breathed in astonishment. "Wall to wall fighters..." He pointed to a row of four burly, brutish-looking assault craft. "What are those?" 
 
    "Those are the Zulu gunships," answered Walrick. Brian whistled low and quiet. "You said it," added the Velorian. "They are some of the most devastating birds in the air. The only drawback is, they require a four man crew for battle." 
 
    "Set us down, Chief," said Jack. "Let's get this show on the road." 
 
    "Right." Trigoss maneuvered the shuttle, again crabbing it sideways to allow room to get the fighters off the deck and out of the bay. The shuttle touched down with a thump. Donning their helmets, the men helped each other seal their suits. After they closed their visors and flipped on their personal life support systems, they checked for leaks. Finding none, Jack released the shuttle door with a hiss of outward rushing air. 
 
    "Walrick, which ones have fuel?" 
 
    "They all have plenty to get back to your cruiser, Captain." 
 
    "OK, let's go!" Steele turned to Trigoss as he disappeared in the darkness, his hand-light shining ahead of him. "See if you can find parts for these birds, will you?" The engineer waved and kept going. One of the crewmen stayed with the pilots to help them board and take off in the darkness. 
 
    The Lancia fighters were fast looking, graceful craft, smaller and lighter than the Warthogs. Steele admired the lines as he climbed into the cockpit, illuminating the dash with his hand-light and searched for the systems switches. "Ah," he mumbled, flipping the master switch the panels coming to life. "OK... let's see now..." he commented, surveying the dash and electronics layout. Going through the pre-flight in his head, he activated the switches as he went along. Engines warming, all systems running including atmosphere, he pulled the canopy lever and it dropped silently in the zero atmosphere of the bay. Once sealed in and the cockpit pressurized, the visor in his helmet opened automatically. Jack connected his comm and power leads.. "Bri, Walrick, you guys ready?" 
 
    "Ready." Brian switched on his Lancia's antigravity system, Jack and Walrick doing the same. Guiding the three Lancia fighters with hand-lights, a ground crewman coached each of them in a 180 degree turn and headed them single file toward the star filled sky. Flipping on their landing lights, the three pilots taxied their Lancias past the shuttle and coasted out into space. Switching off their antigravity and retracting landing gear they ignited their engines. 
 
    Jack looked over the armament screen, four Pulse Laser cannons, two on each wing, and a Mercury Gatling gun in the nose. Plus seven hard points for missiles or accessories. He was pleased and impressed. "How's it looking out there, Pappy?" 
 
    "So far, so good, Skipper. You on your way back?" 
 
    "Yep. And thanks to Walrick, we're moving three at a time." 
 
    "Cool... how many are in there anyway?" 
 
    "Believe it or not, more than we can carry," boasted Brian. 
 
    "Wow! What a break, huh?" Paul slapped his knee in jubilation. "Are they nice?" 
 
    "Real nice..." Jack inhaled the sweet smell of a new machine. It was crisp like a new car. "Fresh off the dealership's lot..." he joked. 
 
    "Brand new huh?" Mike rubbed his gloved hands together. "Man, I can't wait to fly one of those babies." 
 
    The Lancias rounded the stern of the Freedom and simultaneously fired their braking jets. "Gear down," said Jack, "engines off, anti-grav on...  OK tower, line us up, we're coming in hot, we got a schedule to keep." 
 
    The landing lights flashed on and the tower lined up their V formation. The Lancias came in fast and braked hard, bouncing solidly on the deck. The pilots popped their canopies early as they slowed to a reasonable taxiing speed, swinging off the runway. Unbuckling as they taxied, the three pilots shut their systems down before they had completely stopped. The Lancias slid momentarily on their skid plates and the pilots jumped to the deck without ladders. "Let's go!" exclaimed Jack. They sprinted to a waiting shuttle and closed the hatch. "Go ahead, Ensign," prompted Jack. 
 
    Myomerr glanced over her shoulder. "Yes, sir." The shuttle lifted off and accelerated from the flight bay. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The cargo bay of the Velorian freighter was fairly well lit when Jack, Brian and Walrick returned. Myomerr maneuvered around and slid up in front of the first shuttle and killed the systems. Closing their visors, they exited the work craft. Myomerr opened the cargo door for loading, then headed for the loaded craft to fly it back to the Freedom. The three men headed for more Lancias. 
 
    Two crewmen were loading the last parcels of cargo off an antigravity pallet into the stern of the first workcraft. "It's all ready, Ensign," commented one of the mechanics. Myomerr checked the cargo and its stability before she readied the shuttle for takeoff. Finding everything acceptable, she lifted off shortly after the Lancias. 
 
    The landing on the Freedom was a carbon copy of the one before it with the exception of the loaded shuttle taxiing in afterward. Knowing they could not return to the Velorian freighter until this shuttle had been emptied, the three pilots dismounted their Lancias at a leisurely pace. 
 
    Empty antigravity palettes were lined up behind the shuttle as deck crew hustled to unload the cargo. Jack, Brian and Walrick, walked to, and stood outside the shuttle, waiting for the crews to finish unloading. Jack had given some thought to lending a hand, but it was obvious the crews had a rhythm and he didn't want to interfere with their performance. 
 
    "All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!" Suddenly, lights everywhere flashed red and the alarm klaxons sounded throughout the ship. 
 
    Jack grabbed a headset off a passing lineman, palming the earpiece against his ear. "This is the Captain, what's happening, bridge?"  
 
    “A signal from Commander Smiley,” said Walt, “hold on I'll route him to you...” 
 
    "We got company, Jack..." Paul's transmission was full of static. 
 
    "How many?" 
 
    "Three," came the answer, "looks like small, medium and large, on the edge of our grid." 
 
    “Fighters?” 
 
    “You wish,” replied Paul. “The small one looks to be about the size of the Freedom...” 
 
    "OK," called Jack, "stay put for now, I'll get back to you." He saw the last loaded palette leaving the back of the shuttle. Tossing the headset back to the lineman, Jack turned to the pilots. "Let's go, everybody in..." 
 
    "Where are we going in this thing?" demanded Walrick. 
 
    "To help our people finish over there," yelled Brian. "Now, get in!" 
 
    Jack and Brian took the cockpit seats, Myomerr and Walrick sat behind them. "Ready?" Jack was already powering up. The shuttle whistled through the bay and out the door. "Tower..." 
 
    "Go ahead Captain." 
 
    "Ready three of the Lancias, I want them fueled, armed and ready to launch when we return." The tower acknowledged. "Bridge..." 
 
    "Yes, Captain..." 
 
    “Walt, make sure all the gun batteries are fully charged. Plot a course straight away from the freighter which keeps it directly between us and the pirates." 
 
    "That will deviate us from the gate we're headed to, Jack." 
 
    "That's OK, Walt, I have an idea." Jack jinked hard as he entered the field of debris. "Trigoss, you almost ready to go?" 
 
    "Almost... I had one of the boys warm up three more craft for you, they're ready to go." 
 
    "I don't know if we have time for that Chief." Jack swung hard to avoid a hefty piece of scrap. The bay door yawned close ahead. 
 
    "It'd be a shame to leave them behind..." 
 
    Jack could see them all at the stern of the shuttle in the bay, loading cargo as fast as they could. It was almost full. He passed through the doorway and braked hard, setting the craft down next to the first. Jack left the systems on. Walrick was at the door, he pulled on the release handle. "Wait!" Brian yanked his arm away. "Put your visor down, turn on your suit..." 
 
    "Sorry..." Walrick felt foolish, his zeal had gotten the better of him. 
 
    "Warthog Leader to Shuttle Two..." 
 
    Jack stayed to answer Paul while Brian and the Velorian pilot exited the craft to help Trigoss finish up. "Go ahead, Pappy." 
 
    "They're getting kinda' close Jack. You mind telling me what you got in mind?" 
 
    "Do you think," Steele's mind was racing, "you could make them think there is more of you than there really is? Like spreading out and maybe popping in and out of the field?" 
 
    If Paul hadn't had his helmet on he would've liked to scratch his head. "You're kidding right?" Jack admitted he wasn't. "Well, maybe... I don't know," shrugged Paul. "Sounds kinda' lame, but we'll try it." 
 
    "Thanks." Jack wanted to avoid an engagement. Three to one was lousy odds, not to mention being severely short on crew and ship readiness. He dropped to the deck from the shuttle to see Trigoss and the ground crew, now loading it. "What are you doing?! We need to get out of here! Let's go!" 
 
    "Just another minute, Captain," said Trigoss, we're almost done. You go, we'll be alright." 
 
    Jack just then realized Brian and Walrick were nowhere to be seen. "Where'd they go?" He looked around frantically. 
 
    The engineer thumbed over his shoulder. "Took two Lancias and headed back, you should too..." He never stopped loading the shuttle. "Go on, get out of here. Myomerr's got the other one, I'll get this one." Jack looked up as the loaded shuttle lifted off the deck, Myomerr waved through the cockpit perspex before rotating towards the bay door. 
 
    Jack looked around at the fighters. "Which one?" 
 
    "That one..." Trigoss pointed at a Zulu gunship. "These two wouldn't start," he motioned toward the next two Lancias in line. "So we warmed up that one. Get going Captain." 
 
    Steele trotted across the bay to the boarding ladder hanging from the belly of the gunship. "Hurry up, Chief," he urged before ascending the ladder. The Engineer watched the ladder retract as he loaded the shuttle. 
 
    The Zulu had a two man cockpit but one man could fly it without any assistance. The second officer acted as an offensive weapons officer, and other two crewmen operated the defensive gun turrets. One turret was on the bottom at the stern of the ship, the other on the top of the hull, forward of the center. 
 
    Jack glanced around at the panels, all the systems were on and the engine burners warmed up. He flipped on the antigravity and started his taxi glide as he secured his harness. He steered clear of the parked Lancias and, pushing the stick forward, accelerated past the shuttle and toward the open bay door. Once outside, he retracted the gear, fired the four engines and headed toward the Freedom. As he cleared the debris field, he saw two fighters emerge from under the nose of the Freedom. 
 
    "Warthog Leader, this is Flight Two, vector us to your locale." Jack recognized Brian's voice. 
 
    "Roger, Flight Two, here are the co-ordinates..." Paul read off the numbers. "Where's Leader One?" 
 
    "He'll be along shortly," answered Brian. 
 
    The three ships had advanced about halfway into Paul's sensor screen and stopped. He contemplated contact to see if he could determine what their alliance might be. His identification screen gave him a technical two-view line picture, but it was in white which meant the computer received ambiguous information about the target's identity. He decided to wait. 
 
    Jack rounded the stern of the Freedom, lowered his gear and fired braking jets. "On my final approach, tower..." The tower cleared his approach. 
 
    "This is Shuttle Two," called Trigoss. "We're clear of the freighter and on our way back." The tower acknowledged the transmission. 
 
    "Well done, Chief," injected Jack, “did you remember to leave behind our party favors...?” 
 
    “That is affirmative...”  
 
    "Excellent. Hustle up, Shuttle Two, it's starting to warm up out here..."  He passed through the stasis field, braked early and bounced hard on the deck. He quickly adjusted the pressure up on the antigravity, he'd forgotten this was a much heavier ship than the others. 
 
    "Warthog Leader to tower, one of these ships is a light carrier. It has just launched! Please advise!" 
 
    Jack tore at his harness and flipped off the Zulu's antigravity. He was out of his seat before it had stopped sliding on the deck. Popping the belly hatch, he slid down the ladder holding its sides and dropped to the deck. A crewman struggled to keep pace with the pilot's long legs as he ran towards the Lancia waiting on the port launch tube. "Tell him to engage!" shouted Jack as they ran. "Hit and run! We need time to recover the shuttle and take up the new heading!" The lineman repeated the orders into his headset as they ran, falling behind the faster pilot. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Roger, Freedom." Pappy did a wing over and broke toward the enemy formation. "Let's go, boys. Time to mix it up." he throttled up to half, waiting for the others to group up. "Derrik, you're Leader Two, keep the fighters busy." 
 
    "Right-o." 
 
    "Mad Dog," continued Paul, "you're with me. We're going straight through to that carrier and ruin their day." Mike gave his wing leader a vigorous thumbs up. 
 
    Eight Fallken fighters spread out in a line abreast. Derrik sent the two Lancias wide, he stayed in the center. Paul and Mike, some distance behind him, were ready to take advantage of any hole in the line and dash for the carrier. 
 
    Derrik nosed up, rolled and increasing throttle, came down on the Fallkens from above. "Tally-Ho, boys! Give em' hell!" Brian and Walrick swung inwards and screamed in from the flanks, firing their laser cannons at range. Derrik switched to full guns and waited for the distance to close for his Gatling gun. He lead the first Fallken perfectly and hammered it soundly. It rolled to one side to evade, its shields utterly decimated. 
 
    Brian had hit the fighter on his end with four laser cannons. While not as powerful as the Gatling, they had twice the range. So by the time the Fallken was in range of Brian's Gatling gun, its shields were gone. The pirate turned his fighter away from Brian, offering an irresistible shot. Brian squeezed the trigger and watched the strikes walk down the side of the Fallken's hull. Tiny flashes of flame appeared, then disappeared, unable to burn on in space. Brian released the trigger only when he realized the guns had exhausted their charge. He winged off, disappointed to not see the pirate fighter die. It was only momentary. There was a brief flicker of light below him, and a lone Fallken wing sailed past. "Hasta la vista, dude..." He throttled up and headed back toward the melee. 
 
    Derrik had put some serious damage to his first strike-victim but couldn't seem to get behind him long enough to finish him off. He kept having to shake off other fighters. "I say, die you filthy little rodent!" He squeezed off a brief shot as the pirate zigzagged his damaged fighter. 
 
    Changing tactics, he backed off to get a missile lock. The sudden vibration coming from his stern told him he had other problems. He twisted around in his seat to see two Fallkens scissoring behind him. Laser streaks flashed by his cockpit. "Oh bloody hell!" He glanced down at his defense screen, his stern shield was gone. The computer toned, indicating a lock and he thumbed off a missile. At almost the same time, the Warthog bucked hard. Warning bells rang and he fought the stick as the Warthog spun flatly sideways. He thumbed the boost button and the instant thrust snapped him back into straight flight, blowing the forcing cone out of his damaged port engine. The middle of his engine glowed red hot as ruptured fuel lines sprayed fuel over the outside of the thrust burners. 
 
    Walrick was just behind the pirates on Derrik's tail but he couldn't get there fast enough. His heart sank as he saw the damaged Warthog spin away. He picked a fighter and locked on. Clearing the safety, he fired two missiles and broke off, winging after the second one. If Derrik was still alive, Walrick knew he needed to keep the pirates away. He chased down the second fighter and destroyed it with a long burst from all guns. The pirate made no attempt to evade, he foolishly tried to outrun the faster Lancia. 
 
    As Jack emerged from the Freedom's launch tube, he flew straight into the guns of an approaching Fallken. "SHIT!" He squeezed the trigger out of reflex and yanked back hard on the stick. His guns did nothing, he hadn't had a chance to arm them yet. But he felt the impact of the pirates lasers on his own shields. He thumbed the boost and reached for the gun switches. 
 
    The pirate didn't follow, instead he broke off and attacked the Freedom. Gun batteries opened up on him, drawing from their charges. Once empty, they would not be able to recharge, as all power would be dedicated to the ship's defensive shields. 
 
    Jack winged over, guns armed, pursuing the pirate low over the surface of the Freedom's hull. "Warthog One to Freedom, looks like they're launching a second wave..." 
 
    "Damn! Bridge, this is the Captain, take up the new course heading and shove off. Now!" Jack powered back and jinked to line up his guns. He squeezed the trigger and watched the Fallken disintegrate, its shields already damaged by the Freedom's gunners. "Clear!" He pulled back on the stick and looped back, heading toward the far side of the debris field. Jack looked at his watch, there wasn't much time left. He shoved the throttle open and fired boost.  
 
    Paul and Mike could see the first two Fallkens emerge from the center launch tubes on the pirate carrier as the cruiser and destroyer moved forward to protect it. Paul and Mike jinked and weaved their Warthogs through the increasing veil of laser fire. "I have lock, I have lock..." 
 
    "Then let `em go!" shouted Paul. Mike was slightly ahead of him. Paul watched as Mike fired missile after missile, with only a slight pause in between. Paul had lock now and was waiting his turn. "Inbound! Inbound! Break! Break!" The threat lamp was lit, the alarm whistling as the computer tracked two missiles on the screen. Pappy rolled left and Mike broke right, with only one of his own missiles remaining on each wingtip. 
 
    The in-bounds passed between, one going straight the other arcing to follow Paul's fighter. Paul boosted, cut a ninety degree turn and facing the carrier again, cut power. The inbound arced wide, searching for his exhaust heat. Paul got lock tone again and fired missiles at the carrier, four in all, before the advancing destroyer forced him to break off. When he boosted to evade, the inbound recognized his fighters profile and resumed pursuit. He jinked to avoid laser fire, but the missile detonated on the edge of his shields sending his fighter tumbling end over end. He wrestled control back somewhere between the carrier and destroyer. The defensive fire was thick enough to walk on and Paul's shields were almost non-existent. He flipped off power to his guns, hoping it would help his shield generator restore protection. He thumbed boost and held it down, ducking his head out of reflex. The Warthog bucked and rocked, he held the boost. 
 
    Mike was in a roll when the two Fallkens latched onto his tail. He'd shake one, only to regain the other. He looked for Pappy but couldn't see him anywhere. "This is Mad Dog, a little help out here...?" 
 
    "Cut power Mike, break right!" Mike did as he was told and the two pirates shot by him on his left, closely followed by a blurred Lancia, guns blazing. The rearmost Fallken blew in half, its wings spinning outwards. Another Lancia screamed by and peeled off to pursue the first pirate, out of Mike's line of sight. He swung his Warthog around just in time to see Paul's four missiles hit the front of the carrier, just as two more pirate fighters emerged from the launch tubes. 
 
    The first volley of missiles had dropped the carriers forward shields. The second, detonated against exposed plating and the open launch tubes, destroying the unprotected fighters being launched. Brilliant flashes, one after another in rapid succession, danced across the front of the carrier. The newly-launched Fallkens, consumed in the explosions, added their own fury to the force. Giant fireballs jumped from three of the four launch tubes. The carrier's nose was left a mass of burnt, twisted metal. 
 
    Secondary explosions ripped through the ship's forward torpedo bays, belching short-lived balls of flame into space. Steele was out of range of the destroyer's guns and throttled back, looking over his shoulder at the carrier. "Leader One to all birds... back to base." Jack searched the space behind him for Warthogs but could only see one. The destroyer was still firing at something between it and the carrier... "All Freedom's fighters back to base..." urged Jack, looking at his watch. They were running out of time. A heartbeat later, a blackened Warthog under full boost emerged from between the two ships. It made a straight-line, all-out run, for the safety of distance. 
 
    “Mayday! Mayday! This is Pappy, I'm in trouble. Mayday! Mayday!" 
 
    Jack made a tight right hand bank, shouting, "Cover fire! Cover fire!" Jack locked onto the destroyer and thumbed two missiles. Mike looped back hard and, sighting upside down on the destroyer, fired his last two missiles. Dense laser fire reached out toward the two pilots who had turned back to protect their friend. "Break! Break!" They swung outwards, away from each other. Heavy streaks of red and green passed between them. 
 
    "Mayday! Mayday! I can't hold her together..." 
 
    "Eject, Pappy! Eject!" shouted Jack. He searched the sky to his right to pinpoint Paul's craft. "Where is he?" asked Mike. 
 
    Jack was about to answer when a brilliant flash made him jump in his seat. A small sphere of debris expanded silently outwards. Jack suddenly felt drained, he let his body go limp, letting the Lancia fly itself. No one spoke for some time. "Pappy..." muttered Mike. Jack's eyes burned. 
 
    The other fighters had vectored to the retreating Freedom as ordered, only Mike and Jack remained. The carrier motionless, the destroyer damaged enough to deter pursuit, only the cruiser remained untouched. But its Captain had chosen to remain with the carrier. 
 
    "I'm on bingo fuel, Skipper," mumbled Mike. 
 
    They had won the fight, but Jack felt like he had lost something greater... a part of himself. "We'd better head back," said Jack quietly. 
 
    "Shuttle One to Leader One..." 
 
    "This is Leader One," answered Jack lethargically, edging the throttle forward. 
 
    "We're picking up a beacon off your starboard bow." 
 
    Jack throttled back and glanced down at his scope. There was a green blip with a blinking green ring around it, signifying a distress beacon. He looked up. It was right about where Paul's fighter disappeared. "I see it too..." 
 
    "Roger," answered the shuttle. "Then we're moving in, to intercept and recover." 
 
    Jack saw a green blip appear as the shuttle emerged from the edge of the debris field surrounding the Velorian freighter. "How long have you been out here, shuttle?" 
 
    "Just got here," lied the pilot. 
 
    "Uh, huh," agreed Jack, unconvinced. Jack turned to Mike, he could see him across the forty or fifty feet of space between their cockpits. "Head back Mike, I'll hang with the shuttle." 
 
    Jack could see Mike shaking his head. "No way," he objected. "If that's Pappy out there, I'm staying." 
 
    Jack was worried Mike would run out of fuel. "Boogie Lieutenant, that's an order." 
 
    "Yes, sir!" The reply was curt, if not downright contemptible. Jack ignored it. He knew how Mike felt. In fact, he was cutting it pretty slim too. He watched the Warthog accelerate away and swung the Lancia's nose toward the emergency beacon. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
    BAHIA, TWO SECTORS FROM DEBRIS FIELD: RESCUE & RECOVERY 
 
    Derrik glanced over his left shoulder through the cockpit perspex at his port engine. The forcing cone gone, large sections of plating and cowling missing, it drooled long strings and gobbets of gooey foam. It was messy, but he was still alive. Had he shut down the engine before blowing the canister of fire foam, the back feed of fuel would have pulled the burner flame into the fuel tank. Instead, it pulled in the thick, gooey substance, sealing the fuel line. 
 
    Funny, he thought, that was the same side that his Harrier got hit on in the Falklands. Though this time, he had not been injured. He offered a private thanks to whichever God might be listening. 
 
    Derrik refocused his attention on the Freedom's bay as he neared its stern. The Freedom had slowed to recover fighters, but she had put a good distance between her and the pirates. Derrik flipped the switches for gear and antigravity. He was surprised when the indicators showed both systems operative and responsive. Even the braking jets were still working properly, prompting a sigh of relief. The runway lights winked into existence, clearing his final approach. Two nets hung before the tower in case he developed problems... he hoped he wouldn't need them. Walrick, who had escorted him back, had landed first. 
 
    The damaged Warthog passed through the stasis field and touched down nicely, splashing huge blobs of gooey foam all over the deck. He keyed his mic, "Sorry about the mess, tower. Had a bit of a row with the neighbors." Firing braking jets, more foam slopped and gushed, making a gooey trail down the runway. As he taxied toward the Warthog's parking revetment, he popped the canopy and pulled off his helmet, laying it in his lap. The rush of air felt more than just good. "Ahh, home sweet home..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Professor Edgars was afraid if he went too much further, the fighters would run out of fuel before they reached the Freedom. "All stop, helm." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Tower, how many craft are unaccounted for yet?" 
 
    After a quick count, the tower replied. "Well, sir, Lieutenant Carter is on final approach, so that leaves two Warthogs, one Lancia and shuttle number one." 
 
    "What the hell is a shuttle doing out there? Who took it out?" 
 
    "Ensigns Myomerr and Arroyo," replied the tower. 
 
    Walt slammed his hand down on the console. "Arroyo's supposed to be in sick bay, dammit!" He rubbed his forehead. "Tower, prep two Lancias and put them in the tubes. Tell Walrick and Carter they're on standby, those stragglers might need some protection." The tower acknowledged. "Helm," he continued, "bring us around, then full stop. Raulya, drop shields. Transfer power and recharge all guns." 
 
    Brian touched down and a lineman directed him to taxi directly to a prep skirt in front of the tower. After a quick inspection and finding no damage, a ground crew swarmed around the Lancia and began to refuel and rearm it. Brian laid his helmet on the dash as a Crew Chief climbed the ladder. "What's going on Chief?" The pilot pulled off his gloves. 
 
    "You're on standby," he began, "until the others return." He started unbuckling Brian's harness. 
 
    "Should I stay in the cockpit?" 
 
    “Nah. Just don't wander off, Lieutenant." 
 
    As soon as it was finished, Brian's Lancia was moved back into the launch tube. 
 
    Mike was so low on fuel when he landed, that when he fired braking jets as he entered the bay, they fizzled out mid-burst. He quickly flipped off the antigravity and the Warthog dropped to the deck with a thud, screeching down the runway on its skid plates. It came to a stop with its nose, just inches from the safety nets before the tower. Mike pulled the lever, popping the canopy, "Man, what a landing," he announced. "Am I fucking good, or what?!" The lineman, climbing the boarding ladder, pointed out the burn marks and blast holes in the Warthog's left wing without saying a word. Mike's eyes widened, then narrowed. "I said I was good," his voice took a more humble tone, "not perfect." He sat quietly and let the crewman unbuckle his harness, standing on the seat and stretching after he was finished. "Boy, almost three hours in that cockpit..." He dropped his helmet over the side to the crewman on the deck. 
 
    Derrik and Brian approached from the pilot's ready-lounge at the base of the tower on the other side of the grab net. "Where's Paul? What happened out there?" called Derrik. 
 
    Mike had turned around to descend the ladder. "Haven't you heard from them yet?" He asked, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    "We're on radio silence," said Brian, clinging to the grab net. The two pilots looked like people watching a softball game through a mesh fence. 
 
    "Damn..." said Mike, stepping to the deck. He walked to the net shaking his head, "I'm not sure exactly what happened, we got separated." Brian and Derrik pulled up on the net lifting the bottom edge off the deck and Mike ducked underneath to their side. "We split to evade some inbound stuff," he began, walking with them back to the lounge. "The next thing I know, I got two bandits on my tail and I can't shake `em. All of a sudden, two of those new birds," he points to a Lancia, "come out of nowhere..." 
 
    Brian was nodding, "That was me and Jack..." 
 
    Derrik was nodding too. "Don't feel bad, same thing happened to me." He pointed to his Warthog sitting in its revetment. "That's mine." 
 
    Mike made a face like he'd swallowed bad medicine. "What's all that white shit?" 
 
    "Fire foam." 
 
    "Geez, what a mess," sympathized Mike. "So," he said, changing the subject, "did you get him?" He was looking at Brian. 
 
    "Yeah, sort of. I had to chase him clear round the other side of that floating junkyard out there. I took his shields down, so he tries to shake me by taking a left into the debris... smack!" Brian clapped his hands together, "He crashes right into a huge piece of scrap." He shook his head, "End of story, film at eleven."  
 
    They entered the lounge and threw themselves on the loungers, stretching out. No one spoke for awhile. "Do you think he made it?" asked Derrik. It was a disjointed question but they all knew he was talking about Pappy. 
 
    Mike shook his head slowly, he had been trying not to think about it. "I don't know... I hope so." He fidgeted. "There was a beacon." 
 
    "That's a good sign," said Brian. "Right?" He looked at Derrik. 
 
    "Could have been automatic..." 
 
    "Maybe..." 
 
    "Think so?" 
 
    It grew quiet again. Until the announcement from the tower, "Craft on final approach, recovery crews stand by." The three pilots jumped to their feet and ran for the door and didn't stop until they reached the net. Mike's Warthog had been moved and the runway was clear. They waited. "Well?" said Brian. “Where are they...?” 
 
    Barely visible outside the bay, a Lancia suddenly popped into view as it slowly passed through the blue veil of the stasis field. The fighter moved lethargically as it touched down, moving down the runway as if it was in slow motion. "What's he doing?" asked Mike. No one had a clue. The canopy popped open and rose quietly as the fighter neared the safety net and swung off, taxiing to the skirt where the Lancia coasted to a stop of its own volition. The three pilots exchanged confused glances as Steele descended the ladder from his cockpit. Where was the shuttle? 
 
    With a loud whoosh, the shuttle passed through the stasis field at a speed more normal to landing spacecraft. It braked hard and touched down halfway to the tower, coasting to the net before stopping. Jack trotted to its side entrance and waited for the hatch to open. 
 
    "Is Pappy OK?!" shouted Mike. Jack cupped his hand around his ear to show he couldn't hear Mike, who was becoming visibly more anxious. The three pilots lifted up on the net and scooted underneath as the shuttle's hatch and ramp opened. "I said," yelled Mike, trotting over to where Jack stood, "is Pappy alright?" Jack looked sullen or tired, Mike couldn't tell which. 
 
    "I'm fine kid..." Paul stood in the shuttle's doorway, grinning from ear to ear, his helmet dangling from his left hand. He strolled casually down the ramp. 
 
    Mike met him halfway and grabbed him by the shoulders. "Man, am I glad to see you! I thought you were a gonner..." 
 
    "So did I. In fact, I almost was..."  
 
    Jack clapped him on the shoulder as he reached the bottom of the ramp. There was a round of handshaking and backslapping as the five pilots released the tension of uncertainty and gave private thanks for getting their friends back in one piece. 
 
    "What about me?" Maria descended the ramp, her arm linked with Myomerr's arm for support. Paul turned around and, with arms opened wide, hugged them both. "Why did you wait so long to eject?" 
 
    "Well," said Paul stepping back. He suddenly had a full audience. "I couldn't punch out too close, I would've been toast. I had to wait till I got clear. I figured if I timed it right, they'd think I went up with my bird and wouldn't come looking for me. I had to hope y'all would find me first." He hugged Maria and kissed Myomerr full on the lips. "Good eyes kids." 
 
    "You!" said Jack, pointing at Maria, "should be in bed." 
 
    "I can fly, I just can't stand. Besides, I couldn't let her go out alone, you need at least two for recoveries." She wiped the sweat off her forehead. "If we hadn't been out there, Paul would still be out there." She pointed at Myomerr, "We were the only two who were free to go... everyone else was at battle stations." 
 
    Jack smiled and scooped her up because she was beginning to wobble. "Well you did a fine job. Now it's back to bed with you." The group moved off the runway together and headed for the ready room to remove their flight suits. "Chief!" shouted Jack, still carrying Maria. 
 
    The mechanic stopped his work on the shuttle. "Yeah?" 
 
    "Close up the bay and the tubes. Call a stand down, we're done for the day." 
 
    "What about that cruiser out there?" asked Derrik. 
 
    Paul shook his head. "Gone." 
 
    "Where'd it go?" 
 
    "To that big cruiser Heaven in the sky," he said, waving his arms expansively, his helmet still in his left hand. 
 
    Mike's eyes narrowed, "Huh?" 
 
    They all started walking again. "Wait'll I tell you this," joked Paul, "this is gonna' kill you..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Paul kept them in suspense until they had all cleaned up. Jack had checked in with the bridge and now they were all seated together on the floor of Maria's suite. LaNareef, feeling stronger now, was there with Walrick. Alité was there with Jack, Myomerr with Paul, Seeta with Brian and Mike was with a cute little porter named Tilee. Jack was surprised, he had no idea Mike was seeing someone. Food and wine had been provided by Marna's culinary wizardry. 
 
    Maria was tucked comfortably in bed. She lay on her side, facing the group and absentmindedly played with Derrik's hair, who was sitting on the floor with his back against the side of her bed. The rest of the group, mostly boy-girl couples, sat on the sofa or gathered around the coffee table where the platters of food sat and chatted as they ate. For some of them, it was the first decent meal they had eaten in ten hours. Jack stared into Alité's eyes as they ate, they were pale lavender now. Every time he looked at her, she seemed to get more beautiful, more alluring. She was wearing a sheer white leotard with a matching knee length bloused gown that was both low cut and slit up the sides. He couldn't take his eyes off her, he wished they were alone. 
 
    "Alright," said Brian, after sipping his wine, “tell us your story..." 
 
    Paul held up one hand. "OK, OK." With his other hand he poured wine for Myomerr. He picked up his wine and watched the burgundy liquid swirl around. "Once upon a time..." 
 
    "C'mon!" interrupted Mike, "quit goofing around..."  Tilee pulled on his arm to let him know he was embarrassing her. 
 
    Failing at begging, Fritz took advantage of the various distractions and stole food off the table. Seeta tweaked his nose in reprisal and shooed him away with his prize. 
 
    Paul got serious. "Alright.” It took him a second to decide where to start. "Well, we did some pretty serious damage to that carrier, pretty much tore the bow off of her and crippled her launch capabilities. We took the fight out of her but good. But in the exchange that caused that damage she got a couple missiles out.” He adjusted the way he was sitting and leaned forward. “I get hit by one of those inbounds from that carrier and it tosses me, end over end. By the time I get it back under control, I'm somewhere between that destroyer and carrier getting the shit kicked outta' my bird. My shields are gone, so I cut off my guns to keep them from pulling power, and I make a bee-line for the first empty patch of sky I see." He takes a sip of wine. "Well, these guys are throwing everything they got at me and my bird is flopping around like a kite in a hurricane. I'm getting the hell beat outta' me cause I'm slamming all over the place..." He pulled the collar of his shirt aside to show the purple bruises over his shoulder from the harness straps. 
 
    "Those are worse than mine," commented Derrik. 
 
    "Hurt like a bitch," added Paul. "So anyway, every warning light in the cockpit is screaming at me; no shields, inbound alert, flame-out, fire, hull breach... and probably a few I didn't notice. I wait as long as I can... hoping I'm clear... and I punch out." He sipped his wine, "Just in time too. She blows, right under me..." He held out one hand, "I know what all the scientists say, there's no sound in space... bullshit! Cause I swear I could hear it! Well, I must have blacked out for a minute from the concussion, cause when I woke, I could see the shuttle coming - I hadn't seen it before that. But then I see the cruiser is coming too! I was betting that Captain was good and mad by now... he wanted us. Bad. Then, I see this lunatic," he pointed to Jack. "He comes screaming in, guns going like crazy, flinging missiles everywhere... He buzzes around that cruiser like a pissed off hornet! Probably drives the Captain nuts. Well it works, cause for some reason he forgets us and decides to chase Jack..." 
 
    "Because he was calling him names on an open channel..." added Maria. 
 
    Brian looked at Jack. "You called him names...? Like what?" 
 
    Jack shrugged. "I don't really remember that,” he smirked, handing an after dinner pastry to Fritz who was quietly nudging his elbow. "Whatever came to mind... I guess." 
 
    "Dickbreath," said Maria laughing, "asshole, chicken-shit..." 
 
    "What's chicken-shit?” whispered Alité. 
 
    Jack almost snorted a mouthful of wine through his nose. "I'll tell you later," he promised. 
 
    "So anyway," continued Paul, "Jack heads for the freighter, and the cruiser follows and launches two fighters. The girls pick me up and we head out for the Freedom. Jack suckers the fighters and the cruiser into the debris. They can't even touch him, he's all over the place. The fighters are shooting at him, the cruiser's shooting at him, not a scratch. The cruiser blows up one of their own fighters, the other crashes into something in the debris field. Jack takes off. So the cruiser plows through the debris and stops next to the freighter and just sits there..." 
 
    Mike was dying in suspense. "So what happened to it?" 
 
    Jack pointed to his watch. "Three hours..." There were a lot of confused looks. "Remember what I told Trigoss? What we can't take, burn! The Chief stuck one of the charges between the engine cores. When it went off, it must've opened the cores and it went up like a nuke. That cruiser wasn't more than fifteen-hundred feet away." Jack waved, "Bye, bye cruiser." 
 
    "I was worried," said Paul, "I didn't know what he was doing. I thought if that cruiser finds the Freedom, we could be in deep trouble. Because I knew the Freedom couldn't outrun, or outgun it." 
 
    "It turned out to be a lot bigger than we thought too," commented Mike. 
 
    "I thought he was nuts," announced Maria. "I thought, no way is he coming back. No way could he survive attacking that thing alone..." 
 
    "But he slid through it like he was covered in Teflon or something," reflected Paul. 
 
    Brian thought about the airport in Puerto Rico and raised an eyebrow. "I've seen that before..." 
 
    "Stainless Steele," said Mike. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Your new call name," continued Mike. "All fighter jocks get one, yours is going to be Stainless Steele." 
 
    "Is that what I am? A fighter jock?" 
 
    "You are now... Stainless." Paul smirked crookedly. 
 
    "It kinda' does have a nice ring to it, doesn't it?" 
 
    "What about me?" asked Brian. 
 
    "Gunner," said Derrik without hesitation. "Did you know, all they had to do when he came in was to refuel his bird and refill the Mercury pods for his Gatling? He got two bloody kills without lighting one damn missile!" 
 
    Brian shrugged sheepishly. “I kinda forgot I had them...” 
 
    "Sounds like it fits to me," said Paul chuckling. 
 
    "OK, Gunner it is," accepted Brian. 
 
    "How about me?" asked Maria. 
 
    "Lifeguard," said Jack. He'd already thought about it. 
 
    "Oh I like that a lot," interrupted Paul. "That's perfect," he winked at Jack. 
 
    Maria snuggled down and yawned. "I like it too." The door chime rang and the person closest was Walrick who reached up and palmed the control on the wall opening the door allowing Trigoss to walk in. The Engineer handed Jack a printout of everything they had recovered from the Velorian freighter. His other hand was concealed behind him. 
 
    "What else you got, Chief?" 
 
    "That other little thing you asked me to take care of Captain." The helmet was in plain sight to everyone behind him but not to Maria. 
 
    "Perfect timing, go ahead and give it to her, Chief." Trigoss stepped around the couples on the floor and handed Maria the new helmet. 
 
    "That's from all of us," said Jack. "You broke your other one." The brand new helmet had the same determined little hornet on it, except he was wearing a lifeguard shirt and a pith helmet. In the front, side by side on the forehead, was a miniature life-ring and a miniature skull and crossbones. 
 
    "Oh I love it! But what are these?" She pointed to the little emblems. 
 
    "You downed one pirate and you saved one life," said Trigoss, matter-of-factly. "They'll all have little pirates," he whispered loudly. "But you and Myomerr will be the only ones with life-rings..." he beamed like a proud father. 
 
    "I'd like you to consider being our permanent recovery and rescue pilot," suggested Jack. "Myomerr would be your second officer. You don't have to answer now, just think about it. OK?" 
 
    "Does that mean no more patrols?" 
 
    "Not necessarily." 
 
    "OK, then I'll think about it." 
 
    "Good," yawned Steele. "Well people, I don't know about you, but it's been a long day, and I'm bushed. I think we ought to call it quits and go to bed." They all agreed, most of them had been yawning all through dinner. Saying their goodnights, the weary pilots rose from their various places on the floor, several assisted by their dates. 
 
    Jack lifted a half bottle of wine and two glasses off the table as he and Alité prepared to leave. "Something for later," he whispered. 
 
    LaNareef looked painfully at Alité as Walrick helped him to his feet. He ached more of heartbreak than physical pain. In his heart, he knew she was a Princess and though a decorated officer, he was only a commoner. And because he was a realistic man, he also knew nothing could ever come of his childhood promise to marry her. But that had never seemed to interfere with their twenty-five year friendship. In that twenty-five years, he had become her best friend and self-appointed protector. And although he respected Steele's rank, LaNareef found it extremely distasteful that Alité should want to throw her affections at a man who was so obviously a rogue, not to mention being a commoner of another world. To him it was clear, her capture and the time she spent with the pirates had severely corrupted her Royal morals. The only thing unclear was what he was going to do about it. 
 
    Alité caught his look and shook her head, making it clear he was to say nothing of his objections in Jack's presence. She had guessed correctly that Jack did not suspect she was a real Princess, and she wanted to be able tell him in her own time and in her own way. A careless slip like Walrick's in the infirmary could ruin everything. 
 
    Jack sent Alité and Fritz ahead and detoured to the bridge to check on things before retiring for the night. "How're you holding out, Walt?" 
 
    Professor Edgars stretched in the reclined command chair. "Just fine, my boy, just fine. I took a couple of cat naps and things are real quiet. We enter Gate 24-024 in about an hour." He called up some information on his navigation screen, "Passage is a little over seven hours, so we probably won't see another ship for the next eight hours. Go get some sleep," he whispered, "you look like hell." 
 
    "Think I will. Thanks, Walt. Call me if you need me." He started up the stairs and stopped next to Raulya. "May I borrow your comm for a moment?" He realized there was one thing more he should do. 
 
    Puzzled, she pulled off her comm and handed it to him. "Thanks," he replied. Steele palmed the earpiece to his ear and adjusted the mic, turning it on. "Attention all personnel, this is the Captain... we did what many might think was fairly impossible today. We severely damaged a light carrier, damaged a destroyer and destroyed a cruiser. All this from an impaired ship with an understaffed crew. While we were blessed by God and fate today, we must not overlook the performance of this ship and the exemplary efforts of its crew. You all did a wonderful job, and I thank you all. Goodnight." He handed the comm back to Raulya and the bridge crew applauded. 
 
    It was sad, thought Jack, as he walked the short distance to his quarters, that such a good group of people should have had to serve under a man such as Kidd. He wondered why one of Kidd's own people hadn't killed him in his sleep. Surely, most of them despised him. OK, granted, half the survivors of the ship's pirate crew, were as crooked as he was... That's why they ended up prisoners of the UFW patrol vessel that answered the Princess Hedonist's distress call. But the rest of these people were dedicated and hard working. He wondered how many other pirate vessels were run just like this one had been, how many good people had been caught up in the clutches of men like Kidd. It was nice to know, however, reflected Jack, that at least humans had not invented deceit and treachery, nor did they curb the market in it. What did bother him was that they spent so much time trying to perfect it. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, DEPARTING BAHIA SYSTEM: HEAD OVER HEELS  
 
    All thought escaped Jack Steele when he entered his suite. Alité stood near the bar in a long, flowing white gown of the sheerest material he'd ever seen. He froze in the doorway and swallowed hard when she turned silently away. The gown was mostly backless to the waist, and the wispy material fluttering in the breeze of her movement revealed side slits from her ankles to the top of her thighs. "Wine?" she asked, turning back. She extended a glass toward him but did not move. 
 
    "YoOu..." his voice cracked and he cleared his throat, "always seem to be asking me that..." He stepped forward and the door swished closed behind him, plunging the room into semidarkness. He stepped forward, hand outstretched, and she slid the glass into his hand. "Thanks..." 
 
    "You're welcome," she breathed. "It is my pleasure to serve you." 
 
    "Stop that," he scolded mildly. "You're not a slave or a servant. I want you to be here, because you want to be here. Not because you think you have to..." 
 
    "Oh, but I am, I do" she corrected. "No one could make me give my love if I didn't want to... not even Kidd."  She looked down at her glass then back up at Jack. "He used to try though." 
 
    "Did he punish you?" Jack was almost sorry he asked, the second it came out of his mouth. He could imagine Kidd's cruelty, and he didn't think he could bear to hear what she might have been forced to endure. 
 
    "Sometimes. But not much." She didn't want to say more. 
 
    Jack could see this was an uncomfortable topic. "So," he smiled, changing the subject, "how do I get you to give me your love?" 
 
    Alité grabbed the folded-down flap on his tunic and pulled him closer. "You're doing just fine," she cooed. "Now if I could just get you to loosen up a bit. Quit being so proper..." She unbuttoned his tunic with one hand and put her glass on the bar with the other. "Quit being such a gentleman, I won't break." Jack raised an eyebrow. "I am yours," she continued, "I want you to do what you're thinking, let loose, take me..." Jack grabbed her by the hair and pulled her face to his. "Yesss..." she hissed. He pressed his lips against hers and backed her against the bar. 
 
    She let him kiss her for awhile, then fought him back. He glared at her and she could see the smoldering want, in his eyes. She held him at bay, with one hand on his bare chest, the other gripping his hair, holding back his head. She felt his chest muscles ripple under her fingers. "If you want me," she whispered, "you'll have to take me." 
 
    Dropping to one knee, he dragged her down on top of him. Toppling to the floor, they rolled and he pinned her to the carpet. "You are mine..." he growled, holding down her hands. 
 
    "Never..." she teased. 
 
    "Yes," he countered, easing his body down onto hers. 
 
    "Yesss," she breathed. 
 
    Jack Steele had always been fascinated by the human body's capacity for sensations, and he always knew the mind could manipulate those sensations either heightening or reducing their intensity. He always felt he had a rather good grasp on how to use them to his best advantage, until now. 
 
    In Alité's world, much like Earth, its people placed a great deal of effort and value on giving and receiving personal pleasure. The biggest difference being, their elevated use of the mind and its psychologies to effect, expand and intensify. He knew for some time he'd been falling in love with her, but this sealed it, wrapped it, and tied it with a bow. 
 
    She was the first woman Jack had been with in a long time who gave as much as, or more than, she got in return, physically, emotionally and intellectually. He hadn't thought he'd ever get those feelings again... He simply didn't allow a woman that close. Maybe it was because he wasn't naive enough anymore, to fall for the unrealistic fantasy expectations of what love should be. Maybe it was because once burned, twice shy. At any rate, keeping a safe distance from the flame seemed a wise way to provide insulation against injury. 
 
    But she had found the chink in his armor, she had gotten under his skin. She knew how to treat him, what to say, when to say it, how he felt, how to reach him and how to get him closer. He had forgotten how good the warmth of that flame could feel. And after feeling it again, he wondered how he'd gotten along without it. 
 
    There was no getting around it, no sense in denying it, he was in it up to his neck. He was in love with her. And frankly, it scared the shit out of him. 
 
    He rolled on his side and stared at her profile in the darkness... she was quite possibly the most beautiful creature he'd ever seen. He slid his arm under the covers and across her stomach, drawing himself closer to her. She uttered a soft little moan and rolled on her side with her back toward him. 
 
    Even in her sleep  Alité felt him there, his thoughts, his being, his soul. Or as they called it on her planet, his Rae. She snuggled back until her body touched his, fitting together like two spoons in a silverware tray. With one arm under her neck, his other draped over her body and across her breasts, she felt comforted by Jack's warmth. Alité became more lucid as her breathing gently rubbed her right nipple on the palm of his hand. As she awakened, growing more conscious, she could feel the contemplation in his Rae, it was like a disturbance in its completeness. He must have sensed she was awakening and lightly kissed her shoulder and neck. She inhaled deeply and smelled the sweet musk of their combined bodies. "What's wrong sweetheart?" she whispered. 
 
    Jack had not realized he'd wakened her. "Nothing," he replied softly, "go back to sleep, I didn't mean to wake you." 
 
    "You didn't," she replied. "Why are you awake? Can't you sleep?" She felt him shrug. "Tell me..." she urged, "what are you thinking about?" 
 
    "I don't know, nothing I guess." He was feeling a bit vulnerable, exposed, like she knew what he was thinking. "Just thinking..." 
 
    Alité reached back and ran her hand up his thigh, pulling him against her. "Tell me..." she whispered, "it'll make you feel better." 
 
    "I, well... ahem," he had to clear his throat. He wanted to say something, tell her what he was feeling, but he just couldn't form the words or put them in a coherent sentence. It seemed like his thoughts ran around in his head, like a circus gone mad. "I um... lo..." He stopped himself. 
 
    Alité could feel his inner conflict and it worried her. She turned over in his arms and touched his face. "It's OK... just tell me." 
 
    He wanted to tell her, he needed to tell her. But his brain said no and his heart said yes. So he wrestled with it. 
 
    She could feel the waves of emotion; then it grew calmer, more whole. 
 
    When Steele pulled away, he touched his hand to Alité's face and brushed the hair from her eyes. "I..." he swallowed hard, "I..." he didn't expect it to be so difficult. 
 
    "Go on..." she murmured. 
 
    "Christ," he breathed, "I love you..." There, he'd said it. Fine. It was out. And he'd never meant it more. He felt a wave of relief. 
 
    Alité shivered as the thrill raced up her spine. "And I love you," she sighed, "with all my heart... more than life itself." 
 
    Jack wanted to jump out of bed and scream at the top of his lungs. But he pulled her close and hugged her instead. He didn't want to let her go. There was just one little thing that nagged at him... "What about LaNareef?" 
 
    Alité realized at that point, Jack was far more perceptive than he let on. "What about him?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Jack, rolling on his back and drawing her on top. "I just get the feeling like there's something more, like you were more than acquaintances or something. He's not too fond of me, I can tell that, for sure." She attempted to speak but Jack continued. "Like he calls you Princess..." He looked up at her, "That's a kind of endearment, a familiar you use when you're real close with someone." He decided to take a stab in the dark. "Do you still love him?" 
 
    Alité giggled. "Yes, but not in the way you think. We could never..." Her voice trailed off. She wasn't sure what affect it would have to tell him about her lineage, her capture... 
 
    "Why not?" interrupted Jack. Alité didn't want to lie, and she realized she had to tell him sooner or later... it seemed it would have to be now. "So you love him like a brother then?" asked Jack, pressing on. 
 
    "Well yes, I guess you could look at it like that." She noticed another disturbance in his Rae, but it was so fast it escaped before she got a good feel for it. What she could feel though, was his heart pounding against her chest as she lay on top of him. She decided she would tell him now and settle his mind, get the matter out of the way. "I..." 
 
    Steele cut her off with a kiss, his heart pounding like a drum. She mistook it for arousal and began to slide her body sensuously down his torso. He grabbed her and pulled her face back to his. "I love you..." 
 
    "I love you too..." she cooed. 
 
    "I want you to be my wife." Even as he said it, he thought maybe he shouldn't have. But he wanted to say it before he lost his nerve. The little voice in his head was absolutely screaming... Nooooooo! 
 
    "What?" Alité sat bolt upright on his stomach, the blanket sliding off her shoulders. 
 
    He couldn't believe he said it the first time, he didn't want to have to repeat it. "I love you... very much," he said, slowly, deliberately, "and I'm asking you to be my wife." Nooooooo... screamed the little voice. Shut the fuck up, he told it. He could feel the rush of heat rising across his face. 
 
    Alité leaned forward, putting her hands on his chest and held herself at arm's length. "Wait, there is something you don't know, something I need to tell you..." 
 
    "You're married?" 
 
    "No, of course not!" 
 
    "You're engaged?" 
 
    "No..." 
 
    "You're promised to someone...? Dating...? Good friends...?" 
 
    "No, no, no..." she slapped his chest, giggling.  
 
    “Are you saying no?" 
 
    "NO I'M NOT! Not exactly," she added quietly. 
 
    "Then what?" 
 
    "Shut up and I'll tell you!" She held her hand over his mouth and he mumbled through her fingers. She needed to tell things to Jack, to explain her parentage and her capture. "Are you done?" she asked. He nodded. "Good. Now, the reason I could never get involved with LaNareef, even though we've been friends for over twenty years, is, I am Royalty and he is not." 
 
    Jack's eyes widened. "Mmmphfy?" 
 
    She stared at him, her hand still on his mouth. "Yes, Royalty," she confirmed. "I was captured by Kidd over a year ago when he attacked the ship I was on. Just like that freighter we saw. And..." she inhaled deeply, approaching the hard part. "I spent over a year as a servant, a slave..." her voice dwindled to a whisper. "I did many things I'm not very proud of. And I'm not so sure you would be asking me this if you knew..." 
 
    She could see the questions in his eyes. She shook her head and swallowed hard. "No, no... In that whole time, he never touched me once... but he never hesitated to torment me." She cleared her throat, "He had a tremendous ego and wanted me to throw myself at him. Since I wouldn't, he took great pleasure in my humility. He couldn't kill me. After all, a dead Princess isn't worth a Trillian penny in ransom..." 
 
    "Pfingpss?" She squeezed her hand over Jack's mouth. 
 
    "Yes, Princess. Hush... let me finish before I lose my nerve." The memories flooded forth in detail, forcing her to remember things she had not wanted to tell. But Steele had broached a subject she had up until now, only dreamed of. And she felt he had a right to know what he was getting into. 
 
    She took a deep breath. "Sometimes Kidd would not let me eat for several days. Then he'd force me to watch while he ate a feast, taunting me with the food and making me beg on my knees for scraps. He would strip me naked and force me to eat what he'd given me off a dish on the floor like an animal." Her eyes burned, she blinked hard. "To punish me for improperly thanking him, he would rape or have sex with one of other girls and make me watch. Then I'd be locked in my quarters. No one would be allowed to touch or speak to me, sometimes for days or weeks." 
 
    "Pfingpss?"  
 
    "Yes,” she sighed,  “Princess. A real Princess... can we get past that? Are you listening?” He nodded. 
 
    Despite her efforts, the pain and anger began to show. "I'd cry in frustration... Seeing it, smelling it, hearing it. Eventually even wanting it. Something, anything. The touch of a hand, a voice... So, one night, one of the other girls snuck in... against the threat of death, and made love to me." 
 
    As much as Alité didn't want to tell it all, afraid of what Jack might think of her, it poured out. "After that," she continued, "the girls would take turns and secretly visit me when they could." 
 
    Alité sighed heavily, her heart aching. "I was so desperate once, I raped a new girl. I still can't believe I did it, I'm so ashamed. I felt terrible then too, because Kidd had succeeded in making me as bad as him. I felt so bad I wanted to die, but she forgave me." Alité stopped to rub her eyes and wipe the tears that had escaped down her cheeks. "We became good friends... and lovers," she added, after a pause. 
 
    Steele could see and feel her pain, gently pulling her hands back to his mouth and kissed her fingertips. "What happened to her?" 
 
    Alité smiled but there were tears in her eyes. "She's gone, dead. Kidd killed her... caught her sneaking from my room one night..." She hung her head, and tears hit Jack's chest. Raising her head sharply, she tossed her hair back. "That son-of-a-bitch had her... right on the floor in the corridor, then gave her to the crew. Almost everyone on the crew had her that night." Tears of anger streamed down Alité's face. "I could hear her screams coming from the galley, all the way down the corridor into my room. She had never had a man before. She was a virgin." Alité shook her head and sobbed, "She was dead by morning." Shuddering, she sat upright, covered her face with her hands and cried. "I thought I was next..." 
 
    "And you were a virgin too..." guessed Jack, gently running his hands up her arms. His gut ached for the pain she endured. 
 
    Alité nodded as she slid her hands down her face and peered over her fingertips. "Until you." She cracked a little smile behind her hands. 
 
    "I was your first?" He stared into her eyes. She nodded again. Due to this revelation, the conversation took a sudden left turn. "How could you have remained a virgin for so long?" Alité was almost his age and he couldn't imagine being a virgin at twenty, much less thirty. 
 
    "It was my duty. A Princess is supposed to keep herself pure until marriage. At all costs," she explained. "But I failed. I had coupled with women and released my sex drive. So technically, I was no longer a pure virgin." She went on to explain that while her society did not frown upon same-gender relationships, it was not acceptable behavior for a Princess and violated her guidelines of conduct. She would probably have to forfeit all claims to her title and rights of succession. Especially since she'd slept with Jack. 
 
    "Then why did you do it?" he wondered aloud, feeling a bit guilty. 
 
    She folded her arms demurely across her breasts. "I couldn't help myself... you were so handsome, so compassionate to us... even before I really knew you, I would have done anything you asked of me." 
 
    "Really?" Jack was both surprised and flattered. "And now...?" 
 
    Alité shivered as she took a deep breath, gathered her composure and looked into his eyes. She felt the ache in her heart and knew she should face the fact that in his eyes he probably saw her the way she saw herself; soiled and unwashed. The Velorian Princess decided to be blunt. "I am a Princess, most likely without a crown. I have no honor, I have no purity. All I have, is my being, my life. But I would forfeit that too if you asked me." 
 
    "I don't want you to forfeit anything." Jack grabbed her firmly by the arms, "You love me, right?" 
 
    She sobbed, exposed, unable to cover her face with her hands and hide her shame, "With every fiber of my being," she whispered. 
 
    "There is no other?" 
 
    She shook her head violently, "No! I swear..." 
 
    "Then be my wife." 
 
    "You could still want me, after all I've told you?" 
 
    Unintentionally, Jack shook her by the arms. “Of course I can!" 
 
    "But," she objected, "what about..." 
 
    He cut her off, knowing what she was going to say. "Your crown doesn't matter to me... only your happiness matters to me. You will be my Princess... You will be my Queen! As for the rest of it... well, you have more honor, more compassion, more integrity in your little finger, than most people have in their entire body." He touched the center of her chest with the palm of his hand. "That's here, in your heart. No one, can take that from you..." He eased her body down against his and pulled the covers over them. She was shivering. "Tell me you will be my wife..." he whispered. The little voice in his head had nothing to say this time. 
 
    "For ever and ever," she breathed. They clung tightly to each other in the darkness and slid back into sleep. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, CALO ALTO SYSTEM: DESTINATION UNKNOWN 
 
    Jack opened his eyes when the comm on the headboard chimed. As he lay waking, it chimed again, reminding him it was unanswered. He reached back over his head and felt for the button. He found it. "Yes?" whispered Steele. 
 
    "Ensign Quixetta here, sir. You're needed on the bridge, Captain." 
 
    "OK. What do we have, Ensign?" 
 
    "Chief Engineer needs to see you, sir, it seems we're having some mechanical problems." 
 
    "Right. I'm on my way. Follow any recommendations he gives you, until I get there." 
 
    "Yes, sir." The comm beeped as the connection terminated. 
 
    Jack looked down at Alité who was curled up against him, sound asleep, the blanket pulled up to her ear. "Fritz," he snapped his fingers, "come..." The sleepy Shepherd slid off the sofa in the other room and plodded through the suite into the bedroom. He stopped at the foot of the bed and shook himself to settle his coat. Jack could see the green glow of the dog's electronic eye in the darkness and called him up onto the bed to lie next to Alité. The Shepherd stretched out on top of the blanket, then curled up comfortably next to Jack's betrothed. "Thank's, buddy..." he stroked the dog's head and watched the glowing green iris dim as Fritz went back to sleep. 
 
    After dressing, Jack knelt on the bed and kissed the top of Alité's head as he tucked the blanket in around her. Her hair was soft and sweet with perfume. He drew it into his lungs, wanting to carry it with him the whole day. Jack didn't want to leave, but he was glad Fritz was there to keep her company so she wouldn't wake alone. He grabbed a quick glass of juice from the bar in his suite and headed to the bridge. 
 
    “Sir...? Captain, sir...!” A young mechanic trotted up the corridor toward Jack, an electronic notepad tucked under his arm like a football. 
 
    Jack stopped, turned and waited for him. “Yes?” 
 
    “ABS Vestemore, sir... from the flight bay?” He saluted, “You asked me to go over the life pod and see if we could find any reason for it to fail, remember?” Jack returned his salute and looked him over - the young mechanic cleaned up well, he almost didn't recognize him. 
 
    Jack nodded, “Of course, what did you find?” 
 
    The mechanic pulled the electronic notepad out from under his arm and turned on the screen, moving closer to Jack and beside him so they could view it simultaneously. “You were right to be suspicious, Captain, the pod had definitely been sabotaged...” 
 
    “You found proof...?” 
 
    “Yes, sir...” He pulled up a video on the screen.  “We found this as we dismantled the pod...” The video showed blackened scorch marks, small but definitely visible.    
 
    “Tell me what are we looking at, Vestemore...” 
 
    The ABS freeze-framed the video. “The scorching had trace nitrates, so they used a small amount of explosive, and this is an area of the pod that is not checked during scheduled inspections – so there's no telling how long it was in there.” He advanced the video until there was a wider view and stopped it again. “The area is a tunnel for all the power leads from the battery compartment at the bottom, past the atmosphere system, up to the computer and controls above. It's actually a pretty simple system and pretty well protected... All the critical areas are armored from damage occurring outside the pod...” 
 
    “So they just took out all the power connections...” 
 
    “Pretty much. A few lines survived, but I think they were for the distress beacon - all the computer cables were shredded.” He paused as he pulled up another screen with a few photos. “It would be pretty easy to rig something that small, probably used a little G force meter for a trigger.” He held up 2 fingers together so they were touching. “The whole thing wouldn'tve been any bigger than this. The pod was live and functioning until it launched, then the G forces of the launch triggered the device and that was it.”  
 
    “They probably wouldn't have even heard it during the pod launch...” said Jack, thinking out loud. 
 
    “Probably not. And it was most likely pretty quick. Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes tops. No oxygen, no heat - they would just fall asleep.”  
 
    “Have you discussed this with anyone else...?” Jack tapped the screen. 
 
    “No, sir, er, well, the other mechanic that helped me disassemble it knows... ABS Toncaresh. I needed his help, he knew these type of pods better than I did.” 
 
    “Can he be trusted not to discuss it with anyone other than you or me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Good, let's keep it that way. This information doesn't go beyond the three of us...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele shook Trigoss' hand. "Morning, Chief, I hear we have a problem. What's up?" Trigoss gave a puzzled frown and looked up at the ceiling. "No, Chief," said Jack laughing, "I mean, what seems to be happening?" 
 
    "Oh," said the Chief Engineer reflexively. Another human saying that meant nothing like it sounded. He harumphed. "Captain, we've had to shut down engine number two. It got far too hot and the connecting rings failed which creates pressure leakage among other problems. The worst being, a possible reactor leak." 
 
    "Any danger?" 
 
    "Nah," he countered with a dismissive wave, "we caught it soon enough." 
 
    "How'd it happen?" 
 
    Trigoss turned and moved to the engineering station on the bridge and called up some information. "We're simply pushing them too hard." He pointed at the screen. "I had helm drop us down to half power..." Jack groaned. Trigoss pointed back at the screen. "Had to. If the calculations are correct, we would have lost number one next. They just can't take the pressure, Jack. Now I got a good bit of parts from that freighter, but I haven't had time to do any work yet. And if we push the other cores too hard, there won't be anything left of them to rebuild." 
 
    Jack nodded. "Understood. You did the right thing, of course." He turned to the helm, "How long at present course and speed, Ensign?" 
 
    "A little over forty-three hours to planned destination sir; from there it's search and guesswork." 
 
    "It's double our planned time," acknowledged Trigoss, "but it's the only way without blowing the ass-end off the ship." 
 
    "I know, Chief." Jack put his hand on Trigoss' shoulder. "It just leaves us kind of vulnerable." 
 
    "Can I make a suggestion, sir?" 
 
    Jack turned to Raulya at the weapons console. "By all means..." 
 
    "Round the clock, constant roaming fighter patrols. It'll be tiring, but it would be the best way to protect ourselves." 
 
    Jack nodded. "I was thinking the same thing. And let's set up a regular schedule for keeping the ship's gun-pods at full charge." 
 
    Raulya nodded. "I've already laid one out." 
 
    "Good. Well, let's get to work." He picked his comm unit up off his console and slid it on. When he glanced at the communications console, he saw a face he didn't recognize. "Hello..." 
 
    The young woman in the gray tunic rose and stood at attention. "Petty Officer Stacell, sir." 
 
    "Good morning, Petty Officer Stacell... Is that your first or last name?" He was only curious. 
 
    The young woman's eyes shifted nervously, "I only have... one name. Sir..." 
 
    Jack was getting used to that, it was fairly common. "Oh, OK. Well, relax Stacell, I'm not going to bite your head off..." 
 
    "Thank you, sir." She seemed a bit more at ease, but her eyes never left him. Maybe just in case he changed his mind. 
 
    Jack smiled. If he said boo, she'd probably jump right out of her uniform. "Stacell..." he kept his voice soft, "please locate and inform all pilots to come to my ready room for a briefing." He turned back to the bridge crew. "I'll be in my ready room if anyone needs me..."  Except for Professor Edgars, most of the faces had changed to a fresh crew. "Walt, get lost." Smiling, Jack thumbed towards the door to the corridor. "Get some rest and don't come back till I call you." 
 
    "Right you are..." The Professor started out the door and paused. 
 
    "I'll send up some breakfast," he called. Jack nodded and Walt disappeared out the door, it closed almost silently behind him. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The comm chimed and Derrik rolled over and palmed the button on the nightstand. "Yes?" He said sleepily. 
 
    "Sorry," said the voice on the other end, "I'm looking for Lieutenant Arroyo, who's this?" 
 
    "Lieutenant Commander Brighton..." 
 
    "Terribly sorry, I must have gotten your suite by mistake..." 
 
    "No, wait." He reached over and shook Maria by the shoulder. "Wake up, love..." he whispered. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Lieutenant Warren here, go ahead." Mike and Tilee were already dressed and getting ready to go to breakfast when the comm chimed. 
 
    "Your presence is required in the Captain's ready room for flight briefing, sir." 
 
    "OK, thank you, Stacell..." 
 
    "By the way, sir, you wouldn't know where I might locate Commander Smiley, would you? I can't seem to find him." 
 
    Mike glanced at Tilee and rubbed his chin. "Try Ensign Myomerr's quarters..." 
 
    "Thank you sir," came the voice over the comm. Petty Officer Stacell was beginning to wonder if anybody was where they were supposed to be this morning. 
 
    The comm beeped off. "I guess I'll meet you for breakfast after the meeting," said Mike. Tilee nodded. She was shy and didn't talk much, but Mike didn't mind, she was adorable and sweet. He kissed her and headed for the bridge. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack was sitting at the head of the briefing table in the semidarkness studying the plotted route on the holo-chart when Brian strolled in. "Whatcha' doing, Skipper?" 
 
    "Just checking our progress." 
 
    "Oh," nodded Brian. "Want to go to breakfast?" 
 
    "Not till after..." 
 
    "Excuse me, Captain," Petty Officer Stacell entered behind Brian, "I can't seem to find Lieutenant Carter..." She glanced at Brian and saw the rank on his collar. "Is that you?" Brian grinned and nodded. "Oh." Stacell walked from the room shaking her head. "Never mind." 
 
    "Thank you Stacell," called Jack as the door swished closed. He smiled at Brian. "Seems she's had a tough morning already..." 
 
    "Mine was pretty good," beamed Brian. 
 
    "Mine too," reflected Jack. "And you'll be the first to know..." he took a deep breath, "Alité and I are getting married." 
 
    It took Brian a moment to recover from that finger in the light socket look. "Really? No kidding?"  
 
    “No kidding...” 
 
    Brian jumped forward and thrust out his hand and Jack shook it. "Well shit! Congratulations, buddy, that's awesome!" He stopped for a moment. “Wait, you don't have to, do you...?” 
 
    “No,” chuckled Jack. 
 
    “Then it's awesome!” Brian sat down in the chair next to Jack. "But I thought after your last fiasco, you'd sworn off it for good." 
 
    Steele shook his head slowly, "So did I. But I guess things change, I changed... or my feelings about it..." 
 
    "What changes?" The two men turned as Maria and Derrik entered the room. 
 
    "People do," said Brian jumping from his seat. "Jack's getting married!"  
 
    It happened so fast, Jack couldn't stop him. The little voice in his head was screaming in slow motion Nnnnooooo... A little late he told it. He wanted to tell Maria alone, explain things... 
 
    But Maria beamed. "Married? You? That's wonderful!" 
 
    Jack's little voice only had one word, Huh? That was not the response he was expecting from her at all. 
 
    "Who's gettin' married?” asked Mike as he entered the room behind the others. 
 
    "Jacko is," volunteered Derrik. 
 
    "To the Ice Princess? No kidding... Wow!" Mike looked stunned. 
 
    "Hey, hey, hey!" countered Jack, rising from his seat in mock anger. "Watch how you talk about the woman I intend to marry... I might shoot you at the dinner table." There was a short round of laughter as Paul entered, followed by Walrick and LaNareef. 
 
    "What's going on?" 
 
    Mike spun around. "Hey, Pappy! Jack and Alité are getting married!" 
 
    OK, thought Jack, I've totally lost control of this, it's getting way out of hand... Perhaps this wasn't the best venue for this... or maybe I should've added, please don't say anything in front of the Velorians! 
 
    Paul expressed surprise, Walrick expressed friendly indifference and LaNareef expressed horror and rage. "How dare you!" he screamed, lunging forward. 
 
    Jack dropped the charging Velorian to his knees with a stiff-arm to the chest. "Get a grip," growled Jack sarcastically. 
 
    "She is..." LaNareef gasped, trying to get his breath back. "She is Royalty! A Princess!"  
 
    “I am fully aware of that... You do realize, she has some say in this, right?” 
 
    LaNareef was clutching the ache in his chest and breathing hard. "She will lose her crown if she marries outside the Royal Circle. I cannot allow you to do this..." 
 
    "You cannot allow?" Jack chortled defiantly, his hands on his hips. "Just who the hell do you think you are? The marriage police?  I can't believe you have the balls to stand on the bridge of my ship and insult me... I think you'd better do a reality check, pal, because you're not at home anymore." The others stood about in silence as Jack continued. "Alité will always be a Princess. The difference is, here, she has the freedom and safety to do what she wants. So find solace in her happiness because she is happy. And if that proves difficult, just remember who saved your sorry butt from the pirates." Jack pointed his finger at the kneeling pilot. "Because if you give me a hard time about this, or cause Alité grief, any grief, you'll find yourself on the wrong side of an airlock. Is that clear?" 
 
    Walrick stepped forward and clamped his hand over LaNareef's mouth from behind. "He understands completely," said Walrick. "And if he doesn't," he squeezed his hand tighter, "I'll explain it to him again." 
 
    Jack stared at the two as if he was trying to make up his mind about something. "Fine. Then it's forgotten." He turned away. "We have some ship's business to discuss, take a seat." He turned back. 
 
    "You mean she's really a Princess?" asked Mike, grabbing a seat. 
 
    Jack smiled and pulled up his chair. "Yeah, pretty amazing, eh?" 
 
    "Does that make you a Prince?" whispered Brian. 
 
    "I don't think so," chuckled Jack. He glanced at LaNareef who stared silently at the surface of the table, sullen and gray-cast. They're losing the war, thought Jack, and all this idiot can think of is, who's supposed to marry whom... like they did such a great job of protecting her in the first place. Maybe space wasn't so different from Earth after all; you can't fix stupid. Steele realized for the first time, he hadn't thought of that emerald and sapphire planet as home. Merely a place. He guessed Voorlak would have something insightful to say about that. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The briefing went as planned and a strategy for constant fighter patrols was hammered out. The patrols would run until repairs to the Freedom's power plants could be effected, which was not likely to be until they reached the space station at Blackmount. There they would use the station's indoor facilities to install any parts they might acquire along the way. 
 
    Halfway through the meeting Trigoss rang in on the intercom. "Sorry to bother you Captain... remember that generator we built before we left?" 
 
    "Yeah, what about it?" answered Jack. 
 
    "Well it just quit, for good. The armatures just melted down.  We're back to one large and two small." 
 
    Jack closed his eyes and pinched the bridge if his nose. "Dammit." Everyone else in the room sat in silence. 
 
    "The good news," continued the Engineer, "is that I managed to pull an undamaged large off the freighter before we had to run..." 
 
    "That's great!" interrupted Jack. “Y'know, you could've led-off with that tidbit of  information…” 
 
    "But, I can't install it without shutting most of the systems off for at least several hours." 
 
    Jack sighed, “Yeah, well that figures. Alright, how about this Chief, pull the old one now. Mount the new one in its place and get it ready to hook it up? We'll shut down and you can do the installation hookup in the salvage yard..." 
 
    “We can prep the new one, but we can't touch the old one since she's wired in... We're liable to damage computer systems without shutting them down first.” 
 
    Jack groaned, “But we can do this in the salvage yard, right...?”  
 
    "Before we go to Blackmount Station...? Yeah, sure we can. But we'll be awful vulnerable out there..." 
 
    There was a lot of space between them and UFW Blackmount in the Feerocobi System, four or five systems to Jack's recollection. And from where they were, that was the closest location. He was pretty sure doing repairs at a protected facility, with proper equipment, was ultimately the way to go but that was a long time to be running underpowered, under-shielded and under-gunned while your ship was undermanned. He hoped the salvage yard would be a quiet out-of-the-way place where they could find some parts and make a few critically needed repairs. If they could find salvage that they could use for more extensive repairs at Blackmount, that would be a bonus. "Well," Jack paused, "I don't expect there to be too much traffic out there, but we'll pack the pilots a lunch, put out every bird we can, charge the ship's gun pods, then, go dark and play possum." 
 
    “Play possum...?” 
 
    “Never mind, I'll explain that later.” 
 
    "OK. In the meantime, we need to cut down on some of the systems so we don't overtax these gennys." 
 
    "If it's necessary..." 
 
    "It is," confirmed Trigoss. The comm beeped as the conversation ended. 
 
    Jack set his elbows on the table and his face in his hands. "Holy crap, what next...?" He mumbled. It was a rhetorical question. 
 
    The comm-link chimed again. "Captain, we have two ships at full sensor range." 
 
    "How big are they, Mr Ragnaar?" The pilots rose from the table in unison. 
 
    "Not very big, sir, but fast." Until the Freedom could acquire more parts for its aging and damaged sensor array, clear identification of ships was impossible beyond one third of its normal range. 
 
    Jack looked up at the pilots, stalling them with a wave of his hand. "Any guess Lieutenant?" 
 
    "They're using a standard UFW patrol sweep, and they're too small to be destroyers... The pirates rarely use anything smaller than that. I'd say UFW interceptor ships. Crew of about thirty." 
 
    "Thank you, Lieutenant, maintain course." Jack ended the connection and turned to the pilots. "Paul, Mike, you two are the welcoming committee. Take Lancias and get going." They turned and left. "Derrik, Bri, you sit on standby. Lancias. Mister LaNareef, are you ready to fly?"  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he nodded.  
 
    "Fine. You and Walrick are ship's cover. You'll launch last in Warthogs." They also turned and left. 
 
    "Hey! What about me?" complained Maria. 
 
    Jack stood, shaking his head. "How soon we forget." He tapped his head. "You are grounded until the Doc clears you for flight. I want to keep your brains in your head where they belong. You're no good to me if your gray matter comes running out of your ears." 
 
    "Aw c'mon..." 
 
    "OK, you want to be useful? Tell you what. Go down to the flight bay and have one of the techs hook that Zulu up to a simulator. Find out everything you can about it. How it handles, range, arms, you name it." 
 
    Maria screwed her face into one of distaste but decided it was better than sitting around. "Alright." 
 
    "But if anyone catches you near a live ship," added Jack, "zoom!" He swept his hand. "Back to the infirmary where the Doc can keep an eye on you. And that's after I put you over my knee and take away your wings." 
 
    Maria smiled as she turned for the door. "Yeah?" she said playfully. “You and what army?" She strolled out without looking back, the door swishing closed behind her, leaving Jack alone. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack sat in the command chair watching the view screen and could feel the bridge vibrate as Paul and Mike's Lancias launched through the tubes. Then he saw the flares of light as they ignited their engines, appearing from under the nose of the Freedom. "Freedom, this is Pappy. Flight One is clear." 
 
    Steele acknowledged him. Scant moments later, the flight tower notified the bridge, Flight Two was ready, and Flight Three was standing by. It seemed to him the flight crews were getting faster at prep and launch. 
 
    It wasn't more than a couple of minutes before Paul and Mike were able to see the ships on their Lancia's sensors. "Flight One to Bridge, you can stand down Flights Two and Three. We have confirmation, two UFW interceptor patrol vessels." 
 
    "Roger Flight One. Is that Visual?" 
 
    "Negative, sensor only. We'll be in visual range in approximately five minutes." 
 
    "Understood. Continue standard patrol after visual contact," advised Jack. He decided to keep the other flights on standby until after Paul's visual confirmation of identification. The next five minutes passed slowly, Steele eying the chronometer on one of his command screens.  
 
    "Flight One, identity confirmed. Forwarding data, proceeding on patrol route." 
 
    Jack acknowledged and called a stand down for the other flights. A short time later, the Commander of one of the patrol vessels hailed the Freedom as the two vessels slowed and staggered their formation in a defensive tactic. "Hello, Commander," began Jack politely. He stood between the helmsman and Ragnaar at the navigation station. "What can I do for you?" The face of the UFW officer appeared on the view screen, he did not look trusting. His skin was blanched and drawn in a perpetual scowl. 
 
    "Identify yourself," he said bluntly. 
 
    "His shields are up..." whispered Raulya. 
 
    Jack moved his hand behind his back to indicate he'd heard her. He hoped Paul and Mike hadn't gone too far. "I'm Captain Jack Steele. This is the cruiser Freedom, Raider Class. Our home world is Earth and we are allied with the UFW." 
 
    "Stand by." The screen went blank while the Commander consulted with his crew and the other patrol ship. The screen winked back on. "We can find no records on your ship. And as far as your origin, the Terran System has no space travel capabilities to my knowledge." 
 
    "We do now," countered Jack. 
 
    "What is your mission, your purpose..." inquired the patrol vessel Commander. 
 
    "Right now," began Jack, "we are heading for parts and repair, then home." 
 
    "You're headed the wrong way my friend." The Commander sneered like he'd caught Jack in a lie. "Beyond us is pirate territory." The three ships came to a stop, facing off  miles apart. "So why don't you tell me what you're really doing out here? And why is your ship so well armed?" 
 
    Steele snorted at the absurdity of the question. "Well gee, I heard there were pirates out here..." he countered sarcastically. “As I said before, this is a Raider Class cruiser, the guns kinda come standard on this model...”  Steele could see where this was going and motioned behind his back to cut communications. Petty Officer Stacell caught the signal and ended the connection. "Thank you, Stacell." He turned to Raulya. "Call the tower..." 
 
    "You can't launch," she interrupted, "he'll read the power surges of the launch equipment on his sensors. He could gun us to pieces before I could bring up our shields." 
 
    "I know..." he snapped. "Have Brian, Derrik, LaNareef and Walrick, taxi and launch out the bay door, engines off. Have them wait there." He turned back to Stacell, "OK." The screen winked back on. "I'm sorry, Captain. Where were we?" 
 
    "You were about to tell me, you are a pirate heading for pirate territory in a pirated ship." His sneer was back. "And that you surrender so I don't have to blow you out of existence." 
 
    "He's powering up weapons," whispered Raulya. Jack acknowledged again with a discreet hand movement. 
 
    Jack shook his head. "Untrue, Commander, untrue. We took this vessel from the pirates who took it from you the UFW. This vessel was originally the Ynosa and we simply stole it from the thieves. So, by the interspace law of finders keepers we have confiscated it for ourselves." 
 
    "Finders keepers...?" The puzzled Commander glanced off screen for an explanation from his crew. There was none. 
 
    "Right," confirmed Jack, "while aboard the Princess Hedonist. In fact, if you contact Captain Gantarro, he can confirm this..." 
 
    "Did you say the Princess Hedonist?" 
 
    "Yes. Why? Do you know Gantarro?" Ragnaar reached back and tapped Jack on the leg, out of view of the other Captain. He pointed to his sensor screen. Jack could casually glance at it without being noticed. It showed the second patrol vessel swinging wide in an attack posture. 
 
    "Mr. Steele, the Princess Hedonist was attacked and disappeared about two days ago. Its fate is unknown." Jack could feel the heat rise in his face as he hazarded a quick glance in Raulya's direction. Her eyes were wide with astonishment.  "About the same time, a Royal Velorian freighter was attacked and destroyed back in the direction you're coming from. There was quite a battle. The freighter must have done well. But by the time our cruisers got there, it was over. Only a crippled pirate carrier was left." Jack was still in shock about the Princess Hedonist and did not answer. "I'll just bet if I searched your vessel, I'd find either equipment or prisoners from one of those ships, wouldn't I?" 
 
    "Whoa, hold on a minute!" exclaimed Jack. "You got some good facts there, but they're in the wrong order! Not to mention missing a few vital pieces..." 
 
    "That's not really my problem," claimed the other, with a face somewhere between a sneer and a scowl. "I have a man in space from a world which hasn't the technology, in a ship that is not his own, knowledge of a ship that has since disappeared, and coming from where another has been destroyed. Now I see no signs of physical damage, but my sensors tell me your ship is operating well below its standards... did we over exert ourselves in combat? Blow a few systems?" He shook his head, "No Captain, I think I have plenty..." 
 
    Jack kept telling himself this man was just doing his job. "Look, Captain, I can appreciate how all these circumstances coincide, and that's just what they are, coincidental... But we can clear all this up if you'll contact the UFW Directorate on Tanzia. That's where our wings and ranks were issued from..." 
 
    "Do you think I would really waste their time on the word of a pirate? Do you think me a fool?"  
 
    Well yeah, thought Jack, actually moron might be more accurate. 
 
    The Commander waved his hand to dismiss the thought. "No, Mr. Steele, we will wait here. The cruisers I summoned will be here shortly, and their Marines will board and take over your ship. Your pirating career is over." 
 
    Jack was seriously beginning to lose his patience. This man had appointed himself both judge and jury, convicted him and was about to pass sentence. "Look, Commander..." 
 
    "Mr. Steele..."  
 
    Jack noticed the man no longer addressed him as Captain.  
 
    "I hope you won't do anything foolish, because I will not hesitate to destroy you. We would prefer you and your crew alive, so we might interrogate you." He grinned wickedly. "Besides, it would look better on the citation I will receive for this..." His grin faded. "But I must warn you, ANY actions on your part, we will consider hostile." He frowned again and the screen winked off abruptly. 
 
    "We're on the same side, you ass!" Growled Jack at the blank screen. "What a moron." Stepping over to his command chair, Jack keyed the comm to engineering. "Trigoss, I'm gonna' need every bit of speed you can muster in a couple of minutes." 
 
    "I'll give you what I got..." came the answer. 
 
    "No more mister nice guy," growled Jack, "I'm not playing their stupid game, they want to fuck around? Fine! Let's see if they can play with the big dogs! Tower, silent signal protocol. Alert Flights Two and Three, they will split and attack on the outer flanks on my order." The tower acknowledged. Neither Paul nor Mike was visible on any of the sensors, but Jack had to believe they were not far off and had somehow found an obvious place to hide. "Raulya, shields up on my command, not before, OK?" 
 
    "But, sir..." 
 
    Jack held up his hand to cut her off. "They're gonna' have plenty to think about. Hitting us is going to be the least of their concerns." He palmed the red button on his console and the alarm klaxons blared their Red Alert warning. Jack was betting a multitude of instant actions at once would confuse the crews in the patrol ships, stalling their reactions long enough to gain the upper hand. He didn't want to have to destroy them, just run them off or damage them enough to be able to affect an escape. He wasn't about to delude himself or the crew, that surrender was a viable or safe solution. 
 
    "Forward guns manned, Captain," reported Raulya. 
 
    Jack nodded and thumbed the mic on his headset. "All flights TALLY HO!" Four white trails arced around the rear of the Freedom and headed for the flanks of the patrol vessels. Jack spun on his heel. "Shields up Raulya!" He switched the comm channel. "Trigoss, full reverse, now! All guns, fire at will! Make em count!" 
 
    The patrol vessels crabbed sideways to divide the Freedom's firepower and move to her more vulnerable flanks. But they didn't count on Mike and Paul, who after passing earlier, had come around and coasted up behind them, engines off. Masked by the energy wakes of the patrol ships, the two fighters went undetected. 
 
    Extremely maneuverable, the UFW patrol vessels attempted to circle around the lethargic cruiser like a boxer looking for an opening. Had it not been for the fighters, it would have been a short match. Determined and unwilling to back off, the Commanders of the UFW ships took their licks and hung in there. Their heavy guns took a quick toll on the inadequate shields of the Freedom and kept the fighters maneuvering defensively. 
 
    "Forward shields at sixty-five percent," shouted Raulya. The ship shuddered under another blow. "Port mid shields down to fifty-five percent and port quarter to thirty-five percent!" 
 
    Jack keyed his mic. "All ahead FULL Chief!" The ship lurched a moment later as the main thrust burners ignited. 
 
    "Sir!" Shouted Stacell, "I just intercepted a message. There are two UFW Liberator-Class cruisers on their way. They're about thirty minutes out!" 
 
    Jack wondered if it could get any worse. The Freedom took another blow along the bow and shuddered. “Forward shields sixty percent and holding, port stern down to fifteen percent!" The patrol craft crossing the Freedom's bow, disappeared in giant chunks as the Freedom’s port, main gun battery blew huge holes in its hull. Constant hammering from the fighters had depleted its shields. A quick cheer rolled across the bridge. "Most forward gun batteries have exhausted their energy pods," reported Raulya. 
 
    Harassed, damaged, and low on shields, the remaining UFW vessel fired as it retreated, trying to outrun the fighters and reach the safety of the approaching cruisers. The stern shields flared and the Freedom shook hard. Then shook again. "Hull breach! Hull breach!" Alarms whooped throughout the ship and the Freedom's speed began to dwindle. 
 
    "Son-of-a-bitch," snarled Jack. He keyed his comm mic on the fighter's frequency. "Don't let that bastard get away, Pappy!"  
 
    "Not a chance," came the answer. A moment later the remaining ship split in half, spreading debris and spilling its crew into space. 
 
    The Freedom had dropped to about one quarter speed. "Trigoss, what's happening back there? What's going on?" 
 
    The reply was laced with static and background noise. "Not now, Jack, we're kinda busy..." the connection fading away. 
 
    "Commander Edgars to the bridge," paged Jack. "Raulya, shields down, recharge all guns. I'm going down to engineering to see if I can help. Mr. Ragnaar, you know where we're going, point us there. I'll see what I can do about more speed." Still wearing his comm, Jack left the bridge and hustled down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The pilots had no problem catching up with the Freedom and could have easily found it without their sensors. Once they were in clear visual range they were stunned by what they saw. "Holy shit..." muttered Mike. 
 
    "My God..." added Brian. 
 
    Paul reached through his open visor with a gloved hand and wiped the sweat from his brow. "Son-of-a-bitch," he whispered. At least one third of the Freedom's port engine was missing. Forward of that was a gaping hole in the hull of the ship, twisted and jagged, exposing deck two or three. Maybe both. The remains of the port engine trailed anonymous vapors, assorted bits of debris and giant gobbets of fire foam. The wound in the hull bled streams of atmosphere vapor leaking from damaged safety doors. 
 
    Derrik shook his head. "Bloody horrible little bastards. Look what they've done to our pretty ship." 
 
    Walrick and LaNareef said nothing. 
 
    "We'd better get back and see if we can lend a hand," volunteered Brian. 
 
    "Good idea," began Paul, "besides, we might be having more company. We need to restock and refuel these birds." The pilots called for and received clearance to land, strung out in three pairs. 
 
    As they neared the stern in formation, Mike spotted a strange glow ahead and to the right of the Freedom. "Hey, Pappy, what the hell is that?" 
 
    Paul looked to the Lancia on his left and followed Mike's point to the distant glow, which could only be described as being on the horizon. The pale blue and purple haze glowed and pulsated, seeming to undulate like waves of water. "Don't know kid, maybe we should take a look... Flight Leader to tower, Flight One is breaking final approach, Two and Three will recover..." 
 
    "Negative, Leader," replied flight control, "Recover as planned." 
 
    Paul shrugged to himself, "Roger, tower." 
 
    "Commander?!" LaNareef's voice sounded strained. 
 
    "Go ahead," coaxed Paul.  
 
    "I have two large ships appearing on the rearward edge of my sensor range..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele jogged down the corridor towards the stern on deck two, slowing as the smoke grew thicker. Despite his caution, he stumbled and fell across someone laying on the floor. He crawled over on his hands and knees to the prone form and dragged him to clearer air. The crewman was blackened by smoke and unrecognizable. Jack rose and opened an emergency panel on the wall, extracting an air bottle. He slid the plastic mask over the man's face and opened the valve. After two gulps of air, his eyes popped open and he sat upright, gasping. "Easy," said Jack, holding him by the shoulders. "Breathe easy. You'll be alright..." He slid the man against the wall and pulled another bottle down for himself, "Stay here, someone will come for you." He turned away and fingered the mic on his comm, "Fire control teams to port engineering, deck two! Medical team, deck two!" He slid on his own mask, slung the bottle over his shoulder by its strap and turned on the valve as he crawled into the biting smoke on his hands and knees. 
 
    Blinded by the smoke, his sensitive nose scorched by the heat and acrid smoke, Fritz had to feel his way backwards down the corridor while dragging his burden. Blood ran from the swollen lining of his nose, but the dog refused to release his grip and take even one breath through his mouth. After weaving his way through the port engine room, he proceeded backwards down the corridor in search of assistance, using his tail as a guide. 
 
    Unable to even see his hand in front of his face, Steele advanced on hands and knees with his eyes closed, tears streaming down his cheeks from the stinging smoke. He rammed something soft with his right shoulder, toppling himself over. Whatever, or whomever it was, grunted. He righted himself and reached out, searching, finding thick fur and a tail. "Fritz?" The Shepherd snorted in response, blood spraying from his nose, choking, refusing to relinquish his grasp. Jack felt forward and realized the dog was dragging a crewman and grabbed the collar of the uniform tunic, pulling, sliding the limp form across the carpet. "Let go," urged Jack, "I've got him." Fritz growled, refusing. Together they dragged the unconscious crewman to clearer air where Jack had previously left the other man. The air bottle remained but the crewman was gone, presumably moved to the infirmary. As soon as they reached the clearer air, Fritz dropped to the floor, exhausted, still gripping the man's arm in his mouth. Jack instantly understood why Fritz refused to let go of the crewman; his arm was missing below the elbow and the Shepherd was trying to keep him from bleeding to death. 
 
    Steele pulled off his air bottle and laid it on the floor. "It's OK, Fritz, let him go..." Jack slid off the dog's squadron scarf and wrapped it around the man's arm, tying it off above the dog's grip. Fritz unmouthed the crewman and exhausted, rolled on his side hacking up blood and the blackness he'd been breathing. Jack turned on the air valve and moved the bottle in front of Fritz's muzzle who drew it in open-mouthed. Taking the abandoned bottle, Jack placed the face piece over the mouth of the wounded crewman, then tightened the scarf around his arm like a tourniquet. 
 
    "Bridge, this is Steele, get some more people down here on deck two... we need some help!" 
 
    "Right you are, Jack," replied the Professor. He issued a page over the comm system. "How bad is it?" asked Walt after the page. 
 
    "I did't find any fire, but the smoke is pretty thick. Can you find the Doc? I've got a guy missing an arm down here; I've tourniqueted his arm but I can't leave him." The Professor acknowledged and signed off. Steele cradled the injured man in his lap and held the tourniquet tight. Fritz was breathing easier and he could see again. "Good job, Fritz," commented Jack, "you probably saved his life." He wanted to reach out and touch the dog, but his arms were full. Fritz wagged his tail, slowly thumping it on the floor. 
 
    Steele jumped when Trigoss suddenly appeared through the smoke. "Well it's finally out..." his uniform was scorched and charred, he didn't even have an oxygen bottle. "Hate that taste." He spat on the floor. 
 
    "What was burning?" asked Jack. 
 
    Trigoss coughed once and spat again. "Tyrillium bulkhead..." The sound of many running feet echoing down the smoky corridor, interrupted their conversation. 
 
    Several crewmen wearing complete breathing gear ran past, disappearing into the acrid clouds. Paul, Mike and Brian, tromped to a stop, still in flight gear. "You OK?" asked Brian. 
 
    "I'm alright. Help me get this guy to the infirmary, I don't know where the Doc is..." Jack started to rise. 
 
    "He's coming," said Paul, thumbing over his shoulder, "we just passed him. It looks bad from outside, Jack. How bad is it really?" Paul didn't frown much, but this was an exception. 
 
    "Bad," answered Trigoss. "We're down to one engine." 
 
    "Damn..." Paul rubbed his chin. "Y'know we're leaking all sorts of stuff too..." 
 
    The Chief Engineer nodded and spat. "Fuel, atmosphere mostly. Got several doors leading to the damaged area that buckled. They're leaking. We can seal them though." 
 
    "That's the least of our problems," added Mike, "we've got more company coming..." 
 
    "What?" Steele sat rigid as CABL M7 bought the gurney to a stop next to him. "Who? Where?" They all helped lift the unconscious crewman onto the gurney. 
 
    "They're coming from behind us," answered Brian, fastening a strap on the gurney. "They're big and fast." 
 
    Jack handed M7 control of the tourniquet, "How long do we have?"  
 
    Paul shrugged. "At this speed? Maybe twenty minutes." 
 
    Jack turned to Trigoss, "Chief, we need that other engine." 
 
    Trigoss made a face and shook his head. "If it was run-able, which it's not, and we directed all the ship's power to warming the burners, it would take at least two hours before I could ignite it..." 
 
    "Geez, isn't there any way to do a cold start?" 
 
    "Well, yes, but in its present condition,”  Trigoss indicated the mess behind them, “the best it will do is make it look like this one."  
 
    "There's no chance of success?" 
 
    "None. Think of something else..." 
 
    "Maybe we should get ready to launch," suggested Brian. 
 
    "Bridge to Captain Steele..." 
 
    "Now what?" Steele clicked on his mic, "Steele, go ahead." 
 
    "Jacko," started the professor, "we've got one hell of an ether storm brewing out here... quite colorful actually..." 
 
    "A what?!" exclaimed Jack, cutting him off. 
 
    "An electrical ether storm, sir," explained Ragnaar over the comm. 
 
    Jack looked at Trigoss, "A storm? In space?" 
 
    The Engineer nodded, "Pretty common." 
 
    "I think we're out of ruddy luck, Jack. Those cruisers are coming up fast, and this front is too big to go round..." 
 
    "Go straight through it," whispered Trigoss. Jack looked at him sideways. The Chief Engineer nodded confidently, and his hand sliced through the air in front of them. "Right through the middle." 
 
    "Head straight for it, Walt," advised Jack. Not so sure himself. 
 
    "Right. Consider it done..." The comm connection ended. 
 
    Trigoss proceeded to explain his idea. "Sensors are pretty much useless in plasma and ether storms. And visibility is close to nil but..." 
 
    "So we'll be navigating blind," interrupted Jack. 
 
    "More or less," continued the Chief. "But the cruisers won't be able to see either. The trick is to plan out your course changes before you get to the storm. Once inside you execute maneuvers at set times. The cruisers will try one of two tactics, either they'll try to track you, which is next to impossible, or try a standard search pattern." 
 
    "Won't they be able to follow all that debris we're trailing?" asked Paul. 
 
    "Nah," claimed the engineer, waving his hand, "the storm'll sweep it all away." 
 
    "Well, the problem is gonna' be beating them to the storm," commented Jack.  He turned to Trigoss, "Think we can push number three a little more?" 
 
    "I'll try..." The engineer turned and headed back into the dwindling smoke. "But don't expect too much..." 
 
    Jack, Paul, Brian and Mike, strode up the corridor towards the bridge. "Will Fritz be OK?" asked Brian after some silence. 
 
    Jack nodded, "Doc says it's smoke inhalation and nasal swelling from the irritation. A few hours of medicated oxygen treatment and he'll feel much better. He might keep him overnight for observation." 
 
    Paul smirked, "Saving a guy's life by holding his arm just right to keep him from bleeding to death and dragging him two hundred feet to safety while blinded by smoke..." He suddenly realized he was thinking out loud and stopped. 
 
    "Freakin' dog deserves a medal," concluded Mike, finishing Paul's sentence. 
 
    "It was pretty incredible, wasn't it?" agreed Steele. 
 
    The ship shuddered, the men missing their footing on the moving floor and bouncing against the padded corridor walls. "What the hell was that?" shouted Paul, bracing himself. 
 
    "I don't know," said Jack, breaking into a cautious run. The Red Alert klaxons sounded as another shudder shook the floor beneath their feet and Mike hit the floor. The others ran on as Mike scrambled to his feet, eerie red light bathing the corridors. 
 
    "What the hell is going on?" screamed Jack, as he burst onto the bridge followed by the three pilots. 
 
    "They're firing at us long-range," explained the Professor. 
 
    "You mean they're in range already?" Jack plopped into his command chair and switched on the console. 
 
    "Not quite," continued Walt, "they're trying to convince us to surrender. They'll be in range in thirty seconds." 
 
    "You're kidding..." 
 
    "No. These are a brand new class of UFW cruisers..." 
 
    Jack didn't listen to the rest. "Trigoss," he shouted into the comm, "can we get any more?" 
 
    "We're at top, Jack. In fact, she's starting to heat up already... ten minutes, fifteen tops, then we're dead in the water, as you would say." 
 
    "Keep it going," instructed Jack. He turned off the comm. "How long to the storm front, Lieutenant?" 
 
    "Eight to ten minutes, sir," replied Ragnaar. "The front surges, so the time is variable." 
 
    "We're in their range in five seconds..." announced Walt. 
 
    "Helm, evasive action!" Jack knew it would be useless to return fire, the Freedom's guns had only about half the range. 
 
    "Jack!" shouted Paul, "let us launch!" 
 
    "NO!" He swiveled his chair. "Lieutenant, cut power to all non essential systems, that includes all gun pods," the ship shuddered as the first in-range volley from the cruisers, missed. "Route all extra power to stern shields," he continued. Raulya nodded and went to work, her fingers dancing across her console as fast as she could. 
 
    "I know what you're trying to do, Jack," shouted Paul from the upper level behind him, "but it aint gonna' work this time..." The pilot was remembering the maneuver Jack used in the B-25 when he entered the cloud bank over the Bermuda Triangle back at home. "Let us go," he urged, "we can slow them down!" 
 
    Jack ignored him. "Helm, nose down!" Quixetta keyed in the command and the coming volley passed close over the Freedom. "Level off." 
 
    "Incoming message, sir..." 
 
    "On screen, Stacell." The face of a determined young Captain appeared on the main screen. 
 
    "I am Captain Kelarez of the UFW cruiser, Archer. You are commanded to surrender." 
 
    "I'm sorry," apologized Steele, "I can't do that..." 
 
    "Word is," interrupted Kelarez, "you're a dangerous man, Captain. But surely you must realize," he continued, "your ship is in no condition to outrun either of our ships. The Archer and the Bowman were specially built for pursuit. And you surely couldn't hope to outfight us. So do us all a favor and surrender." 
 
    As long as he's talking, thought Jack, he's not shooting. "Sir," he began, "I am Captain Jack Steele of the cruiser Freedom. Earth is our home planet and we are allied with the UFW." 
 
    "Your ship does not meet any recent profiles on current ships operating in UFW space," said Kelarez. 
 
    "We defeated a raiding party of pirates and confiscated this ship for our own use. Our rank was issued us by the UFW directorate, so it's all very official." 
 
    “I'm sure it is..." injected Kelarez politely. 
 
    "But you folks don't seem to want to be bothered with those kinds of details," commented Jack. "We have been attacked not only by pirates, but by UFW vessels as well." Jack folded his Arms across his chest. "So tell me, Captain, why should I choose to trust you? Does the UFW treat all their new allies like this?" 
 
    Captain Kelarez pondered this for a moment before he spoke, his handsome face bent in a frown. "I am truly sorry your travels have been troublesome. But I am afraid it will get worse before it gets better. I am a Captain, not an Admiral. And as such, I must follow orders. They are, to capture your ship and crew, then provide escort back to the UFW facilities on Phi Lanka, where this would all be investigated and hopefully straightened out..." 
 
    "There is a federation prison there..." whispered Ragnaar. 
 
    "Barring that," continued Kelarez. "I would be required to destroy your ship and crew. Frankly, I would like to avoid that unpleasantness. I would prefer to escort you. Especially if this all turns out to be just a complicated screw-up of some kind." 
 
    Jack glanced at the plotting screen on his console's monitor. The cruisers had slowed but were gaining with ease, the Freedom was still four minutes to the storm front. 
 
    "This escort you speak of..." 
 
    "Marines," interrupted Kelarez with patience, "would take over all operations of your ship. You and your crew would be confined to quarters." 
 
    Prisoners on our own ship, how nice. "Well," Steele said thoughtfully, "just how far is this Phi Lanka?" 
 
    Ragnaar turned around and scowled at his Captain, thinking him serious. The others were none so sure either. Only Paul, Mike and Brian knew what he was up to. 
 
    "Phi Lanka is only about two weeks away," replied Kelarez. 
 
    "Here it comes," whispered Paul to Mike. 
 
    "Well there is a problem," explained Jack, "we seem to be having some propulsion problems. It would require total shutdown for a day or so, to sufficiently make repairs to complete the trip..." 
 
    Captain Kelarez raised one eyebrow, his patience running short. "We would have to bring your crew aboard then, and leave your ship here. Or destroy it." He added. 
 
    "Oh I couldn't do that..." bemoaned Jack. "They love this ship... isn't there some other way? Couldn't you tow it with a tractor beam or something?" He glanced down at the plotting monitor and back up. 
 
    Paul, Mike and Brian, exchanged silent glances. 
 
    Kelarez frowned, "A tractor beam? What kind of foolishness is this? I think you've been stalling and playing me for a fool, Captain. I am not. Do not mistake my kindness for weakness... I have run out of patience, and you have run out of time. Surrender or die, choose now." 
 
    Steele pursed his lips, "Stand by, let me consult my bridge officers.” He turned his back on the screen, "Audio off, Ms. Stacell." 
 
    With his back to the screen, Jack addressed the crew on a ship-wide comm. "We are faced with a dilemma, people. To surrender or not to surrender is the question, and I don't feel I can rightfully answer for all of us." He took a deep breath, "I don't want anyone to think of the word coward... as far as I'm concerned, no one on this ship could remotely fit that description. But if there is even one person that thinks we should surrender, speak now... and that will be the course we will take..."  
 
    There was absolute silence, save for the hiss of the open comm channel. He waited. But the silence was his answer. 
 
    Steele motioned to Stacell and the comm was replaced by videocom audio as he turned back toward the screen. "Captain Kelarez, on my planet during World War Two, General Anthony McAuliffe had a reply for a similar situation as this... NUTS!" 
 
    Kelarez raised an eyebrow, "Excuse me?" 
 
    Jack smiled, "As Winston Churchill once put it, ...we shall defend our island whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and streets, we shall fight in the hills, we shall never surrender...  Well, sir, this is our island and we will not surrender...” 
 
    "He's nuts..." whispered Paul. 
 
    "It's a practiced talent," commented Brian. 
 
    "Have it your way, Captain!" shouted Kelarez, red-faced. The screen went blank. 
 
    "Hard to port!" snapped Jack, straightening up. The horizon swung producing a blur of colors. The storm front so large now, it seemed endless to the left, right, above and below. The Freedom shuddered and lurched, the fire from the cruisers closer than before. 
 
    "They're being careful to stay out of our range, Jack." 
 
    "I know, Walt. Helm, hard starboard..." As the bow began to swing back, the ship bounced forward, shaking her hard enough to make people hold on to anything solid. Jack sat back down. 
 
    "Direct hit," announced Raulya. "No damage, stern shields down to sixty percent." 
 
    “A couple more of those and we're done for." said Walt, rather matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Helm, nose down!" The bow of the Freedom pitched forward. "Get those shields back up, Lieutenant." Jack knew she didn't need to be told, but it felt better to say it. The ship wavered as another volley of fire passed over the Freedom and glanced against the stern shields. 
 
    "Sixty-percent and holding..." 
 
    The Archer and the Bowman had taken up stern flanking positions to limit the Freedom's evasive maneuvers. It would only be a few moments until their gunners were able to predict their target's next move. 
 
    "Engineering to bridge, she's in the red now, I don't know how much longer she'll hold out..." 
 
    "Just a few more minutes, Chief, she's just got to hold..." 
 
    "I'm doing all I can, Jack, she just doesn't have any more." 
 
    "Hold on, Chief, just hold on!" The laser fire came in bursts now, bracketing above and below the Freedom's hull, as the helmsman did his best to be unpredictable. Laboring, she began to slow as her remaining engine began to overheat beyond its capacity to operate. She bucked hard under a direct hit, then another. 
 
    "StErn shields fifteen-percent..." Raulya's voice cracked, she preferred hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    The front moved faster toward them than they did to it. They were so close, Steele felt like he could reach out and touch it. "Just a little farther, baby..." he whispered. The deck shook hard under his seat, and the ship lurched sideways under a secondary explosion. 
 
    "Stern shields down!” yelled Raulya. 
 
    "We're still under power though," stated the Professor. 
 
    Jack punched the comm button. "What was that, Chief?" 
 
    "The rest of Number One just took a direct. It's completely gone. You got five minutes left on Number Three... tops." The connection beeped off. 
 
    "We're in! We're in!" 
 
    Jack looked up from his console as the nose penetrated the forward veils of the storm. "Quixetta, hard to port and nose down on my command." He was attempting to time it just right. "Stern turrets, are you still at stations?" He received confirmation that they were. "Evacuate. All but one; I need a volunteer as a spotter. We needed someone to tell us when we are completely enveloped, otherwise this might not work...” 
 
    "They're closing in." announced Raulya. "They don't want to lose us." 
 
    "Don't recharge," advised Jack, "but let the main turrets fire when they're in range." She nodded and relayed the message to the gunners. 
 
    "I've got ten-percent back on stern shields." 
 
    "Good." Jack rubbed his hands together nervously, "We just might make it yet." 
 
    "Fire!" Raulya commanded. The bridge crew could hear the distinct zzwuump, zzwuump of the main gun batteries on either side of the hull as they returned fire, vibrating the floor. 
 
    "Captain!" Startled, Steele looked up from his plot screen showing the fading positions of the three ships. Emerging from the squall line of the storm, was the bow of a carrier, so close, Jack figured he could heave a stone as far. "It's UFW!" shouted Ragnaar. The logo on the hull nearly filled the screen. 
 
    "Hard to starboard!" ordered Jack, bringing the ships to pass port-to-port. 
 
    "Their weapons are on line..." breathed Raulya. "Their shields are up!" 
 
    "Bloody hell, we're sunk..." muttered the Professor.  
 
    Paul, Mike and Brian, stood open-mouthed, speechless at its size and bulk, the hull literally bristling with guns. 
 
    "How did they know?" asked Ensign Quixetta. 
 
    "They didn't..." To Jack, it was more a gut feeling than really knowing. "Stacell, open a channel, quick!" A moment later the face of a grizzled old officer, appeared on the screen, the picture broken and distorted from the storm's interference. Jack couldn't see the Vice Admiral's rank pips. 
 
    "This is the Conquest, what can I do for you, Captain?" 
 
    "Pirates!" shouted Jack, feigning terror. Actually he was closer to desperation, but it made for great inspiration. "Right behind us... Help us! Please, we're heavily damaged..." 
 
    "Easy, Captain, what are their coordinates?" Jack read off the coordinates for the two cruisers, and the Vice Admiral could hear the zzwuump, zzwuump of the Freedom's gun batteries in the background. "What kind of ship are you?" 
 
    Jack wanted to avoid that question. "Hurry, please," he pleaded, "our shields are down. One more hit and we're done for...!" 
 
    The Vice Admiral paused for a moment, trying to see Jack's face on his own screen through the distortion. He made his decision. He half turned toward his crew, "Battle stations" he said casually. The screen went blank. 
 
    "Cease fire!" instructed Jack. "Helm, swing to port and cross behind the carrier as we pass. Then straight again. We'll keep her between us and the cruisers." Steele took a deep breath as the carrier's guns flashed, throwing green and red streaks past the Freedom, making the nebulous clouds of ether flare and glow around them. "Sorry Kelarez," he said under his breath, "maybe some other time." He blinked hard and looked up but there was nothing left to see on his monitor. The storm obscured all. "Helm, drop to half power." 
 
    "Sir?" Ensign Quixetta turned in his seat. "We're adrift, I just lost all power." 
 
    "Shit." Jack fingered the comm button, "Chief?" 
 
    "Sorry Captain," came the reply, "that's all she had left, she's done..." 
 
    "Dammit. Alright, Quixetta, power up the thrusters, we need to put some distance between us." Steele hoped there would be enough confusion between the carrier and the cruisers that it would allow the Freedom to slip away before they could regroup and set up a search pattern. He watched the Ensign make the course adjustments and start the thrusters, but in the drifting, swirling clouds, the ship's movement was undetectable. 
 
    Static lightning flashed through the murk, and Jack turned his attention back to the comm. "Chief, you've got your work cut out for you. Use whatever parts you've got and see if you can bring one of those engines up. In about ten to twelve hours, we'll shut down and drift until we can get that other generator on line too. We might as well use this storm as cover..." 
 
    "Right." Trigoss paused. "Y'know I could really use some help down here, some good, strong backs." 
 
    "You got it, Chief." Jack keyed off. He stood up and ran his fingers through his hair as the tension begin to ebb. He took a deep cleansing breath. Thanks to God and a well placed storm, he'd managed it again. 
 
    Lightning flashed again and Steele narrowed his eyes at the momentary shapes in the swirling mass. Then nothing. He sighed and rubbed his eyes; he should let everyone stand down. Ragnaar had said these storms could last for hours. Even days. "Raula, let's relieve all..." 
 
    There was another flash of colored lightning and a jolt that sent him sprawling onto the floor of the command pit. "Stern shields are down!" he could hear Raulya saying. Her voice sounded hollow, underwater, distorted. 
 
    "Thrusters off line..." said another voice. Jack struggled to his knees, his world a wash of red. Holding the back of Ragnaar's seat he tried to regain his footing against the moving deck, but the peal of the bell in his head matched the pain above his left eye, where the skin puckered and the blood ran freely. The clamor that surged threatened to drown him, the world dissolving into a dull, fuzzy grayness. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
    UFW LIBERATOR CLASS CRUISER, ARCHER: CALO ALTO SYSTEM 
 
    "Captain, we've struck something!" 
 
    Kelarez raised an eyebrow. "Really?" He waved his hand angrily, "How about telling me something useful... like a damage report!" 
 
    "Starboard engine nacelle heavily damaged," stated the engineer, saving the navigator from further rebuff. "That engine is off line." 
 
    "Get it back," growled Kelarez. 
 
    "Sorry, Captain," continued his First Engineer, "nothing we can do out here, it'll have to wait till we get back to base. It's external damage and it appears the hydrogen scoops are crushed and inoperable." 
 
    The UFW Commander slid back in his chair and silently cursed the Vice Admiral in the UFW carrier for ordering his ship into the storm. "First he shoots at us then he sends us into this mess... Take us out of this soup, Mr. Hanett." 
 
    "Yes, Sir!" The Ensign was as glad as anyone to be leaving the storm. 
 
    There was no way of telling what it was that they'd struck. The carrier, debris, Steele's ship... And at this point, what did it matter? Kelarez knew of only one instance of a ship being successfully tracked through an ether storm like this. The UFW destroyer had emerged in pirate territory, chasing his pirate quarry straight into a pirate fleet. The destroyer and its crew narrowly escaped, only by going back the way it came... into the storm. 
 
    The images of that armada flashed through Kelarez's mind. Almost lost my ass on that one, he reflected. 
 
    "Get your cruisers back in there, Captain! Find that bastard!" The Vice Admiral's lined face scowled at Kelarez from the view screen. "Nobody plays me for a fool!" 
 
    Of course not, you fat moron, thought Kelarez. "I'm sorry, sir, but between the damage you inflicted on us and damage from the collision, we must return to base for repairs." His voice was even and respectful, but his eyes spoke volumes of animosity for the man. The Vice Admiral was not a field commander, just a desk potato looking for a field service bar and a promotion before retirement. Vince Kelarez turned to his communications officer. "Ms. Notsobe, send a message to the Bowman, fall in, we're returning to base." 
 
    "You are a coward, Kelarek," spat the Vice Admiral, "I will see you court-martialed! I'll have your pips in my hand! I'll see that you lose your command!" He paused his tirade and turned away. "Tell the Bowman to get back here! Where's it going?!" 
 
    "Vice Admiral," interrupted Kelarez, "the Bowman is under my command and will only follow my orders. So I suggest if you want Steele's ship you'd better go in and get it yourself." He adjusted his tunic. "And if you're going to court-martial me, you'd better get my name right. It's KELAREZ, not Kelarek." He turned to his comm officer and drew a line across his throat with his thumb. She ended the videocom connection. "Navigation," he said, turning back. "Plot a course for Yarwa Station. Helm, take us there." Kelarez took a deep breath and relaxed as the Bowman pulled into cruising formation. The Captain was not a coward, not by a long shot. He just knew that sometimes discretion was the better part of valor. 
 
    "Think he'll catch Steele?" asked the navigator as they watched the carrier disappear back into the iridescent swirls of the ether storm. 
 
    "No," said Kelarez, "the Vice Admiral couldn't hope to catch a cold, standing naked on an ice planet in the middle of winter. Besides, Steele has too much luck." He's good too, he thought. 
 
    The Ensign nodded thoughtfully... "Do you think the Vice Admiral will really court-martial you?" 
 
    Kelarez ran his fingers across the row of gold pips on his collar. "I'm sure he'll try, but after we tell the brass at Phi Lanka he fired at his own cruisers, I think he'll cease to be a problem." Vince Kelarez had an exemplary and decorated field career. There were many benefits to this, primarily the honor of credibility that rose above mere rank. 
 
    He headed for his ready room to study his charts. Good luck, Captain Steele, he thought, I look forward to meeting you again. Maybe someday we'll get a chance to tip a glass and toast to our health. Kelarez couldn't help but admire the admittedly odd but tenacious Earth man. 
 
    After setting the program, Vince Kelarez sat back and put his feet up. He knew this might take a while and closed his eyes. The holo-chart flickered on and began to search the vast stores of its memory to find in the great expanses of the universe, a quiet sector of space containing a small, little traveled planet... called Earth. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The first thing Steele noticed was the dull pain above his left eye that seemed to reach deep into his skull. Trying to open his eyes made it sharper, so he stopped. Wherever he was, it was warm, dark and very very quiet. He tried to think back, but that produced throbbing agony that made his head swim. As he lay there he slowly became aware of weight upon his body and the sound of steady breathing. He tried to reach out with his left hand and found that it was immobile. But his right hand was free... It felt as if it were made of lead, but at least it moved. 
 
    Steele dragged his arm up and touched the body that lay across his. "Fritz?"  The weight shifted as the dog moved forward to nuzzle and lick his chin. Jack also found he could now move his left arm. "Hey, buddy..." He rubbed the Shepherd's coat, "Where are we...?" 
 
    "You're in sick bay," came a voice from across the room. 
 
    "Zat you, Doc?" Jack's speech was slow and slurred. 
 
    "No. Name's Lil Toncaresh. I'm an ABS, Able Bodied Spaceman. You can call me Lefty." 
 
    "Lefty?" 
 
    "Yeah," continued Toncaresh with a sigh, "lost my right arm in an explosion in Engine Room One, a few days ago. Doc tells me that animal with you saved my life. Wish I knew how to tell him, thanks." 
 
    "You just did," said Jack. "He udernerstan... unnerstanns... understands..." His mind unfocused and his tongue slow, he stumbled over his words. Jack felt guilty about the man's injuries and wondered if all the decisions he'd made lately had been good ones. "Sorry about your arm..." 
 
    The ABS shrugged. "It's OK. Doc says he'll fit me for a replacement in a few days. I'll be good as new. Hell, Commander Edgars has one and you can't even tell..." Toncaresh shifted in his bed. "How's your head..." he realized he didn't know the name of the man with the dog. "What is your name anyway?" 
 
    "This is Fritzzz...” He patted the dog. “I'm Jack. Jack Sssteele. And my head hurts like the blazes." 
 
    "Steele? As in Captain Steele?" 
 
    "That would be the one... but call me Jack. OK?" 
 
    "Uh... yeah, sure," he stammered. "Geez, sir, I mean Jack. We were all pulling for you..." 
 
    "Who all?" 
 
    "All of us here in sickbay," answered Toncaresh. "There's about ten of us here. We were worried. You've been out cold since you came in." 
 
    "Howww long have I been here?" 
 
    "This is the sixth day," said another voice. 
 
    "Six days...?" Jack tried to sit up but pain lanced through his brain in a sizzling white hot flash. 
 
    "His eyes!" said the second voice. 
 
    "Lay down, sir! Lay down!" urged Toncaresh. 
 
    Jack dropped back down to the pillow in agony. "Jesus!" he groaned. He brought his hands over his eyes to keep his head from exploding and felt the wires and IV lines emerging from under the bandages across his face. It took him several moments to recover, catch his breath and clear the pain. Then a chill raced up his back. "Who said eyes? What about my eyes? Oh God... am I blind?" 
 
    "No. No, not completely," said the second voice. "At least I don't think so..." 
 
    "We were awake when they bought you in," said Toncaresh. "The Doc said something about a fractured skull and your left eye..." 
 
    Jack ran his fingertips gingerly across the bandages producing a spike of pain where his left eye should be. "Oh God," he whispered. His left eye was gone, the tubes and lines seemed to run into the empty socket. "What happened?" he mumbled. 
 
    "We got rammed," said a third voice. "That's how most of us ended up here. Bounced around. You know." 
 
    "I am so sorry..." The bandage became wet around his right eye. 
 
    "For what?" asked the second voice. "It wasn't your fault. Besides, most are just bumps and bruises. Most people went right back to duty." 
 
    "Doc only lost two..." said the third. 
 
    "Shut up, you dope!" Hissed the second. 
 
    "Who?" shot Jack. 
 
    "Try to get some sleep, sir." 
 
    "God damn it, Toncaresh! Who?" 
 
    "ABS Mystic..." He paused. 
 
    "And?!" 
 
    "Please, sir..." pleaded the ABS. 
 
    "Who else, dammit!" 
 
    "Chief Engineer Trigoss..." 
 
    For a moment, there was silence. Steele's stomach knotted. "Aw damn... Trigoss..." it was barely a whisper. "Damn. Damn, damn, damn..." He took a deep breath to choke back a sob and swallowed hard. "What happened?" 
 
    Toncaresh's voice was deadpan. He liked the Captain and didn't want to see him put himself through this. "The collision ruptured the interlink connectors and started a fuel leak on two of the thrust engines. There was a fire. Mystic was trapped and the Chief went in to get him. He didn't even hesitate. They never came out..." 
 
    The three crewmen lay awake in their beds and listened to their Captain cry himself to sleep grieving for the loss of a crew member - a friend. In a moment of unspoken communication, they realized how much this man cared and agreed never to reveal to anyone, what some might perceive to be a moment of weakness. But they would never forget the compassion he displayed. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    EARTH, CHICAGO ILLINOIS:  OH WHAT A TANGLED WEB WE WEAVE 
 
    Lynnette Steele sat bolt upright in bed and stared wide-eyed into the darkness, cold with sweat. Sliding out from under the covers, she padded across the bedroom carpet, her flannel nightgown clinging damply and causing her a chill. She found comfort in the heavy robe she retrieved from the back of the bedroom door. Wrapping it tightly around her, she made her way through the darkened house, the only light coming through the dining room window from the streetlight outside. She stopped on her way back from the kitchen, brandy glass in hand and stared at the falling snow. The quiet Chicago side street was covered in a thick blanket of pure white. Clean and pristine, it sparkled in the light of the streetlights. She wondered if it was snowing where he was and tried not to think of his name because she knew it would make her cry. She shivered as a blast of wind whipped the snow against the windowpane, then sipped the brandy, letting it warm her, numb her, so she could sleep. 
 
    She was still there when Kyle found her. He put his arms around her, embracing her from behind and watched the swirling snow for a moment in silence. "Another nightmare?" 
 
    She sipped her brandy. "Uh huh." 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. "Are you alright?" 
 
    She patted his hand and nodded. "He's alive you know..." 
 
    "I know." Kyle learned long ago to trust her intuitions about certain things, but he also knew the realities and the inherent dangers involved in clandestine operations. He wanted to believe Jack was still alive, but he had serious doubts. Lynnette began having nightmares about a month ago, when more details of Jack's disappearance came to light via an old friend of Kyle's who was still in the FBI. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "He's in it way over his head, Kyle," said Cooper. "I'm sure he had no idea, they were just using him as a delivery boy. The CIA set up some convoluted, semi-legal operation, but it had some terrible snags which doomed it from the start. The whole thing was the brain child of some CIA big shot named Stephen Miles who cooked up this scheme to catch a Russian named Colonel Restonovich," explained Cooper. "He's KGB, supposedly backing someone in the Vasquez drug cartel somewhere in the Sao Palo area. ”  
 
    “But the CIA is supposed to be limited to actions outside of the U.S. and its territories...” 
 
    “True,” agreed Cooper, “but the principal was a Russian KGB agent, and Vasquez was a Brazilian national operating out of Sao Palo, Brazil. He was often in Puerto Rico and that's where things crossed the line, but they can rationalize that they were tracking a foreign national - the higher-ups will look the other way. We're supposed to share information across agency lines - but that rarely happens. Everybody's competing for budgetary allowances - the most successful agency gets the lion's share of the pot - nobody wants to share.”  
 
    "What about the B-25?"asked Kyle, unmoved. 
 
    "Yes, well, Miles' personal pet project..." Cooper answered. "Evidently, it inspired an idea for disguising a large number of operatives in the same place at the same time. A movie set. The whole thing was a cover. But, of course, Restonovich and the Vasquez people already knew that." 
 
    "How?" wondered Kyle. 
 
    "Simple. A double agent. Miles routed all the planes through Puerto Rico where he had an agent posing as a mechanic. She would inspect and fuel the planes, make sure everything was ok. Well I don't know how the CIA got her, but she was a Soviet first and foremost. She's actually Cuban, posing as Puerto Rican. She's also Restonovich's niece. He lived and got married in Cuba during the missile crisis in the early sixties." 
 
    "Jesus..." sighed Kyle. 
 
    "Right," Cooper agreed, "double Jesus... Unofficially, her hand had been promised to Marcus Vasquez to solidify the deal between the Soviets and the cartel. She disappeared the same day as Jack, and Marcus was hopping mad. We only knew about her because Puerto Rico is basically American soil. Our fifty-first state, if you will, and we have agents there. The DEA was tracking Vasquez and as a co-op, asked us to watch a few players for them. Marianna was one of them." He took a moment to light a cigarette, then continued. "Somehow, information about Jack's cargo leaked out, and someone on the island decided they wanted it. Or maybe it was the plane they wanted, doesn't really matter at this point. But it happened so fast our people couldn't do anything about it. And nobody's talking after the fact." 
 
    Cooper took a long drag on the cigarette and watched the smoke rise for a moment. "Your kid held a good account of himself though. As far as we can tell, he got out without a scratch. Final score, Kid: 12, Bad Guys: Zip. Hell of a kid, Kyle... hell of a kid." He paused, thinking. 
 
    Kyle studied him for a moment. "What happened then?" 
 
    Cooper shrugged as he stubbed out the cigarette in an ashtray. "It gets iffy here. They headed south, probably to avoid air traffic and were sighted over open water heading south somewhere along the British Virgin Islands by a couple of F-18s on patrol from the Shenandoah. The B-25 was visually confirmed, so we know the Hornets were up close, but communications between the carrier and the planes were problematic. Maybe storm interference. The three planes entered the weather front together... None came out. Or at least none were seen to come out." 
 
    Kyle threw up his hands. "So they wrote it off as UFOs? The Bermuda Triangle? Ghosts, gremlins? What...?" 
 
    Cooper shook his head. "The Navy doesn't take the loss of two multimillion dollar aircraft lightly. There's got to be an explanation, we just don't know what it is yet. Nobody's stopped looking... that's the dangerous part. Jack's officially cleared of the incident at the airport, I've seen to that. But Vasquez wants his bride back, the Soviets want their agent and Restonovich wants his niece. All one in the same, of course, but still, it's a lot of people looking. Not to mention the Navy and the CIA. Any one of these groups might kill him for any number of reasons." 
 
    Kyle had his hands steepled and was supporting his chin on his fingertips. "What are his chances if he's still alive?" 
 
    "Hard to say," said Cooper lighting another cigarette. 
 
    "Try," said Kyle. 
 
    “Honestly,” said Cooper, inhaling on the cigarette, “there are so many variables it's impossible to tell. And that kid of yours is the biggest wild card in the deck. He's resourceful, and it appears... very lucky.” The conversation turned to a series of situational comparisons. A myriad of  ifs and what ifs. The bottom line was the odds could swing wildly in any number of directions, but the safest place was with the FBI. Or so that's what they'd have the Steeles believe. Kyle wasn't sure if Jack wasn't better off staying invisible somewhere. 
 
    That's when the nightmares started, about a month ago. Lynnette hadn't said one word through the whole conversation. Sitting quietly, sipping her coffee, she watched with detachment as the two men discussed her only son's fate. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Shortly after that, the dreams and visions. He was far away. Very far, farther than he'd ever been. But he was alive, she knew that. Then the never ending darkness. At first she thought this meant death. But no, there were other things, wondrous things. Now there was distress. He was in trouble. And pain, that was the latest one. Blinding pain. 
 
    Lynnette took a deep breath and finished the brandy as she watched the wind swirl the snow around the cars parked at the curb. Neither she nor Kyle took notice of the dark blue sedan sitting down the street with its motor running, the only vehicle for blocks without a blanket of snow covering it. It, or the gray one, which was always around somewhere. 
 
    "Let's go back to bed," said Kyle. She nodded. He decided then, they'd go to Florida and spend the rest of the winter at Jack's. Maybe she'll feel better there, he thought. The winter had come early and the cold weather was already wearing on them both. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM: TULOCHAH SYSTEM, GEO ZEE - PIRATE SALVAGE YARD 
 
    Steele drifted in and out, one day running into the next, inseparable and imperceptible in their passing except for the lessening of pain in his skull. Sometimes he would wake to feel a hand holding his, sometimes to voices, speaking softly. He came to the realization his bunk mates were disappearing one by one. But almost always, Fritz was there. 
 
    Alité sat in a chair at the side of the bed, her head resting on the edge of the mattress, her eyes closed. One hand held Jack's, their fingers intertwined, her other rested on Fritz's shoulder as he slept on the bed alongside his human. 
 
    She was awake the instant his hand squeezed hers, watching his face. The bandages, tubes, wires, all were gone now. All that remained was the surgical patch over his left eye socket. He would be in pain when he woke; the doctor had ended his medications. She moved her chair closer and hovered over him, squeezing his hand and kissing his arm. "C'mon, Jack, c'mon. Come back. We're waiting, we need you..." 
 
    "Sssshhh..." he whispered, "my head hurts." 
 
    "Oooh!" She squealed and jumped out of her chair. She leaned over and kissed his face over and over. Fritz was licking his chin. 
 
    He opened his eye and tried to focus in the dim light. "Where are we?" 
 
    "In our quarters," she replied. "CABL M7 thought you'd be more comfortable here. Besides, he needed the room." 
 
    "He likes it better when you call him Doc," mumbled Jack. "Why does he need more room?" 
 
    "For the refugees..." 
 
    "Refugees?  What refugees? How long have I been here?" 
 
    "Look," she began, "I'm doing this badly. Let me start over..." She went on to explain that after the collision, the Freedom was adrift for almost a week, carried by the currents of the ether storm. After about a week the engineers were able to make sufficient enough repairs to restart two of the thrust engines. 
 
    Jack turned to look at her. "I guess I made a pretty good mess of things, haven't I?" 
 
    "Don't be silly," she scolded gently, "you did what you had to do to keep us all safe. If we would have surrendered, over half the crew could have been imprisoned. They knew that. The ones who used to be pirates would likely have faced life in a work prison... maybe even execution. You saved them and they know it. They speak of you in hushed tones, whispers. They almost worship you. You risked your life for them, they don't look at it the other way around. No one else has ever done that for them. No one else has ever cared..." 
 
    "But so many hurt..." He thought of Trigoss and swallowed hard. 
 
    “We lost two people... and saved a hundred...” 
 
    “The refugees?" 
 
    “Yes, you saved them too, without even knowing you did. If we had simply surrendered they would have starved to death, trapped here on a derelict ship with failing systems...” 
 
    “How did we find them...?” 
 
    "All of our sensors were useless in the storm, so when we got the engines started, we just went the direction we were pointed in. No destination, just go. When the storm cleared, we were here." 
 
    "Where's here?" 
 
    "The salvage depot you were looking for, of course." She kissed his hand.  
 
    “Of course,” he mumbled, his mind reeling. 
 
    "We've been here since, making repairs." 
 
    "And the people?" 
 
    "We found them on one of the ships while we were looking for parts. Thirty seven of them, all good people. They've been stranded here for several months, but they're ours now." She smiled like they were her own children. "You would be so proud of the crew... your crew. They've worked so hard. I think they're trying to repay you. I just can't believe they're almost finished..." 
 
    Jack was puzzled. "Finished... With what?" 
 
    "The ship, sweetheart." She touched his face. 
 
    She must be talking about some other ship, thought Jack. He couldn't believe there was enough of the Freedom left to work on. "Our ship?"       
 
    "Yes. This ship, your ship." 
 
    "Good Lord, how long have I been here... A year?" He realized he'd asked that before but couldn't remember if there had been an answer. 
 
    "Well you've been here in our quarters about four days," she paused, "but it's been over four weeks since the collision.” 
 
    "Collision... oh yeah...” he remembered it vaguely, or was it that he remembered being told about it... it was hard to separate the two. “Wait, did you say four weeks?" 
 
    She nodded, "More. Doc had to induce you into a coma for your own good..." 
 
    "Geez," he groaned, "all I did was fall down... I think."  
 
    Alité smiled, "Walt said you were thrown over ten feet. M7, er, Doc, said he was surprised your neck wasn't broken. When you landed, a broken piece of the console went through your eye and into your brain. You would have died if Ragnaar hadn't carried you straight into surgery. I heard he told Doc if he let you die, his life wasn't worth a plugged Ulurian nickel." 
 
    Jack smiled for the first time. "The Lieutenant has such a way with words..." As he stared at Alité's face and thanked whatever God was responsible for her presence, she held his hand to her lips and he saw the gold band on the ring finger of his own left hand. "What's that?" He asked trying to focus on it fully. 
 
    She lowered her eyes pensively, "I... I was so afraid you wouldn't come back to me... and I didn't think I could bear to live without at least a part of you." She sniffed. "So I took your name..." She held up her left hand to display her own ring. "You aren't angry, are you?" 
 
    “We're married...?” She nodded silently and Jack smiled, he felt warm all over. "How could I be angry with the most precious, beautiful creature in the known universe..." She held his hand against the smooth skin of her cheek and he could feel her blush. He smiled again, her eyes staring down into his, a warm amber, swimming with swirls of liquid chocolate. Mesmerizing. 
 
    "Besides," she cooed, "our baby needed a sir name." 
 
    "Baby?" 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Flight One to bridge..." 
 
    "This is Walt, go ahead Pappy." 
 
    "We've got company..." 
 
    "The UFW carrier again?" 
 
    "Negative. Definitely pirate. Looks like a cross between a destroyer and a small cruiser. There's another smaller ship with it." 
 
    "Right. Go to blackout status." He thumbed the comm button to address the Freedom's crew, ship-wide. "This is an alert, all crew to battle stations. All systems to blackout status." He repeated the announcement. 
 
    "Flight leader to all flights, blackout status, we've got company!"   
 
    The depot was nothing more than a vast field of ships, most of them wrecks, held by a harmonic-pulse stasis field around an automated central generator plant. The Freedom had found it by luck in an asteroid belt orbiting a planet called Geo Zee. The depot was easily two hundred miles across in any direction, being shaped as a sphere. When the Freedom had maneuvered in and shut down her engines, the depot's automatic system locked on and held them in place. There were ships of almost every shape, size, type and origin. Some were nothing more than hollow skeletons looking like a zebra carcass after the jackals and vultures had picked it clean. But there were just as many that were fairly intact with full bellies, ripe for the picking... it was these that the Freedom needed to salvage parts, supplies and equipment from.   
 
    All around the perimeter of the depot, the Freedom's fighters maneuvered into the shadows of the larger vessels and shutting down their systems, clung to the darkened hulks like a flea to a dog. Only their comm units would stay on, the pilots would breathe and be warmed by the two hour reserve of the ejection chairs their flight suits were tethered to. 
 
    The Freedom herself appeared to be a hulk, showing no signs of life. Her crew would breathe bottled air if needed, when the static supply ran low. This was the third time in as many weeks this exercise had to be used. The first two times to remain undetected by the UFW carrier which seemed to be so bent on their capture. Now from a pirate patrol. Playing possum as Pappy called it, would continue in strict radio silence until an all clear could be called. 
 
    Paul had latched his Lancia onto a derelict ore freighter of enormous proportions. He eyed the two ships approaching through his cockpit perspex, coming right at him. Even though he knew he was literally invisible to them, he felt uncomfortably exposed. The pirate cruiser slowed as they approached, but the smaller of the two, which Paul's computer had identified as a small, fast, armed supply vessel, continued its egress. The cruiser slowed to a stop just short of the depot perimeter, but Paul experienced a chill as he realized the supply ship intended to enter the depot, presumably to scrounge for parts. He held his breath and watched as the ship passed close enough for him to see the lights of the bridge. 
 
    Brian was on the opposite side of the depot two hundred miles from Paul and had a different view. He could not see the pirates, but he could see something else, and he could tell no one... the UFW carrier was back. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The lights flickered and went dim, staying at half power. "What's going on?" asked Jack. 
 
    "We must be going to battery backup," answered Alité. 
 
    Jack propped himself up on one elbow. "But why?" 
 
    "That pesky carrier keeps looking for us, he must be back again. But it's alright, we're safe. The Commander puts us on complete blackout status and that stupid carrier just wanders by. Paul calls it playing possum." 
 
    Jack smiled and nodded. "Of course he does."  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Starboard turret five to bridge." 
 
    "Bridge," answered Walt. 
 
    "Pirate supply vessel is visible about twelve miles off starboard stern quarter. It appears to be shutting down." 
 
    Walt Edgars sat back in his chair after acknowledging the gunner's report. "That's just bloody wonderful," he said to no one in particular. "Just how long do they intend to stay?" The same gunner called back some moments later to inform the bridge the vessel had just launched what appeared to be two shuttles. Commander Edgars was not pleased. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brian watched in absolute horror as the carrier slowed and began to launch fighters outside the edge of the depot. He was too far to actually see the fighters clearly, but he could easily see the bright flares of light as each ignited its engines upon clearing the tubes. He was half tempted to switch on his computer to find out what type of fighters they were, but he knew this would broadcast his presence. He counted the flares as they appeared, ten fighters in all, grouped in two formations of five each. He lost them as they turned towards him, their engine flares no longer visible. What should he do? He fidgeted nervously and craning his neck, searched the darkened hulls around him. Can anyone else see them? He wondered if his hiding place was dark enough to hide him from the close scrutiny of a fighter. Then suddenly they were there, entering the depot... ten top-of-the-line Vulcan fighters. 
 
    Paul was twisted as far around in his seat as humanly possible, looking to see where the pirate's supply ship had gone to when he spied the shuttles gliding across the depot. To him it looked like they were angled toward the Freedom. "Oh for the love of God," he whispered to himself, "don't do that, pleeease." Then he looked around but could see none of his flight members. Just everybody stay put... he thought. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The gunners relayed through the Freedom's intership comm, the shuttles' movements. "Starboard turret five, they're passing right underneath me now. They're armored shuttles, good size, probably a 30 man shuttle at least." 
 
    "Port turret four, I see them now. They're really giving us the once over." 
 
    "Port five, looks like they're trying to find a place to board..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The chills gave Brian the shakes as his body filled with adrenaline. He felt as obvious as an eleventh hour pimple - the one a teenager gets in the middle of the forehead an hour before a big date. The closest UFW fighter was only about a hundred meters away, close enough for Brian to see the figure of its pilot bathed in the glow of his electronics. Brian Carter forced his head back against the headrest and fought to control his breathing and the nervous energy which demanded to be let loose. The Vulcans slowly passed the Lancia, invisible in the shadows of the ruined tanker. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Conquest Control to Flight Leader, progress report." 
 
    The flight leader of the Vulcans thumbed his comm button, "Flight Leader to Conquest," he hissed, "why don't you just take out an ad in the interstellar news and tell everyone where we're at?" He released the comm button and shook his head. What an ass he thought. The Vice Admiral would surely get them all killed eventually. They had been out to this location five times this month without seeing a damn thing. The Vice Admiral was so obsessed with finding this rogue cruiser, he was taking risks and making mistakes that went beyond simple stupidity.  
 
    They were in pirate territory, alone, and navigated about recklessly and predictably, inviting a pirate task force ambush. He put it out of his mind and turned his attention back to the matter at hand; sneaking up on that cruiser... Hopefully it would be the right one and they could soon go back to regular duty. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Paul wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead as he watched the pirate cruiser angle towards him and the depot. He had lost the shuttles as they disappeared behind the Freedom, he hoped the pirate cruiser wasn't thinking of joining them. Then a sudden rush of fear swept him when fighters emerged from under the nose of the cruiser. "Oh God, we're in it now..." He flipped the safety covers off the engine igniters and locked them in the on position. He would do a cold start. He wondered just how fast he could get all his systems running, detach from the freighter, and get his shields up. More fighters emerged. Paul rolled his head around to loosen the muscles of his neck and held his thumb poised above the comm button. OK boys... he thought. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Bridge to all stations... status, can anyone see what they're doing?"  
 
    "This is port turret three, they're not doing much of anything, sir. They stopped next to us and it looks like they've shut down." 
 
    The Professor sat back in his command chair and rubbed his chin. "I don't get it. Do you, Lieutenant?" 
 
    Ragnaar turned in his seat. "They could be waiting to ambush someone, sir..." 
 
    "Starboard turret six to bridge, fighters!" She was watching through hand viewers. "Coming in hot from the stern... Two flights of five!" She added,  after counting. "They're headed right for us!" 
 
    "Bridge to all stations," announced Walt, "stand by to power up on my command..." He turned to Raulya, "Full shields too, my dear." 
 
    "Sir...!" Ragnaar's voice snapped the Commander around. "Sir, we have six more fighters, coming in from ahead!" 
 
    Walt rose from his seat. "All stations..." 
 
    "WAIT!" Everyone turned to the voice. Jack Steele stood in the doorway of the bridge, dressed in uniform and warmed by a flight jacket draped across his shoulders. Alité stood under one arm, keeping him steady on his feet. "If they were a threat to us," he continued, "they would have already hit us by now. Wait it out..." They watched in silence as the two flights of UFW Vulcans screamed over the top of the Freedom's hull then angled off to engage the approaching pirate fighters. 
 
    "How could you have been so sure?" asked Walt. 
 
    Jack shrugged weakly, "I wasn't -  not a hundred percent anyway." He eased to the floor with Alité's help. "Whew... that was a long walk, I need a rest." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Paul took a deep breath and tried to swallow his heart when he saw the Vulcans. He was relieved and concerned at the same time if that was possible. It meant the Freedom hadn't been spotted, but for how long? He would just have to wait and see. 
 
    Fighters from both sides raced back and forth through the depot, zig-zagging around the wrecks held in stasis, the dogfight raging in tight swirls and running pursuits. Pirate after pirate fell to the guns of the UFW Vulcans. One hot pirate pilot managed to escape destruction by weaving his Falken fighter through the exposed engine supports of a rusting tanker. The pursuing Vulcan pilot wasn't lucky enough to make it through, his only legacy a blackened smear on the tanker's hull, pranged engine supports and some twisted, floating debris. 
 
    The pirate fighters were no match for the UFW Vulcans and even after launching additional fighters, could do little more than play hide and seek in a game of tag that encompassed the entire depot. Seeing the difficult position of his fighters and their dwindling number, the Captain of the pirate cruiser chose to withdraw and abandon his charge, the supply ship. Maybe he was actually hoping to draw off the carrier and let the smaller ship escape. In either case, the result was the carrier discarded its position of anonymity and took chase. 
 
    The Flight Leader of the UFW Vulcans caught the departure of his carrier on his sensor scope and broke off pursuit on a sure kill allowing the pirate pilot to escape death. "Leader to all Conquest birds, disengage! Repeat, disengage!" He wrenched the stick to avoid the hull of a darkened cruiser and did not notice the two shuttles hiding in its shadows. 
 
    "The Brass Clown has moved base," announced the flight leader, annoyed. "Repeat, base is mobile! Form on me!" He knew all flight communications were recorded, but at this point, he did not care. Nine of the ten original Vulcans broke free of the depot and resumed formation to pursue their carrier, which was dogging the pirate cruiser at full speed. The carrier had quite a lead on the fighters and wasn't slowing. The Flight Leader edged his throttle further. "Dammit! Why doesn't he just launch more fighters?" The Vulcan flight would be low on fuel when they overtook the Conquest and would be unable to land at that speed. The Flight Leader decided he would slow it down with laser fire if necessary. Then he would have a personal little chat with the Vice Admiral. 
 
    Shortly after leaving the depot, one of the Vulcan pilots began experiencing mechanical difficulties due to battle damage; his flight leader directed him back to the depot. He felt he would be safer hiding there than drifting out in the open and promised the young Ensign they would be back for him promptly. The flight leader didn’t know it then, but they would not be returning for his younger brother. 
 
    As soon as the Vulcans had cleared the depot, the pirate shuttles returned to the supply ship with haste. As did the three remaining pirate fighters, landing carefully in the crowded little landing bay. The Captain of the supply vessel decided there was nothing here worth his ship or his life and made a rather reckless departure, obviously unnerved at the thought of having a UFW carrier returning to clean up any survivors. The pirates had lost nine fighters, the UFW lost one with one damaged. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    From his fighter's position perched atop the bridge of a derelict destroyer, Lt. Commander Derrik Brighton had a pretty good view of most of the altercation. He watched over his shoulder through his canopy as the engine flare of the supply ship became a small white dot in the distance. "We're all clear gents," he called over the fighter's comm channel. The Freedom's fighters began checking in one by one from all over the salvage yard. He flipped the switch for his antigravity and it bounced his Lancia off the derelict's surface. He flipped it back off and pulled in his landing gear, initiating his systems and lighting his engines. 
 
    "Bridge to all flights..." the tired voice made its way to the ears of all the pilots scattered around the salvage yard. "Nice job keeping it all together kids... C'mon home everybody, dinner's on the table." 
 
    Brian knew that voice."Skipper?" 
 
    "Yeah, Bri, it's me." 
 
    Brian popped off the tanker hull and accelerated away with a snap roll. "Yes!" 
 
    "Mad Dog to Freedom, I have a single small inbound," Mike had just detached from the wreck of a rusting salvage carrier when his sensors' view cleared the bow. "Looks like a damaged Vulcan and it appears he's got no power. No engines." 
 
    "Copy, Mad Dog," replied Jack. "Keep him in view, we'll send out a shuttle for recovery." Pappy stayed with Mike and the rest of the fighters returned to the Freedom, passing an outgoing shuttle. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ensign Duncan Taylor was a promising young UFW fighter pilot with three kills to his credit, but the fact that his beloved Vulcan was smoking like a chimney was not a reassuring sign and the likely prospect of having to eject was not an appetizing thought either. Life support in the fighter would run on batteries and continue from twenty four to thirty six hours. If he had to leave the cockpit... two, three hours tops. He tried to decide which was worse, the incessant smoke pouring from the electronics consoles or the fact he no longer controlled the craft. He had vented the cockpit and discharged the extinguisher canister but the smoke persisted. The only thing left was to open the canopy and deprive it of oxygen. Deciding to wait until he reached the depot which loomed ahead, it was getting more difficult to see what was actually outside. Ultimately, he hoped to coast to a stop, open the canopy and stay in the cockpit tied into the craft's support system. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Doesn't look like he's got any control," commented Paul. 
 
    "If he doesn't, he's going to hit that ore freighter," answered Mike. 
 
    Myomerr pulled the rescue shuttle abreast of the two Lancias and watched the stricken Vulcan. "Isn't there anything we can do?" She felt horribly useless at that moment. 
 
    As the Vulcan grew closer, the canopy lifted up, followed by a brief puff of smoke, then nothing. The craft, canopy standing open, sailed straight toward the wrecked freighter, certain to be dashed into scrap. "C'mon, buddy," urged Mike under his breath, "eject... C'mon, any time now... eject damn you, eject!"  
 
    “He's trying to stay with his bird for the battery supply to run his suit.” Paul looked to his left at the waiting shuttle. “Myomerr, flash your flood lights and move forward...” 
 
    “Copy that, Pappy.” She moved the throttle forward and the Lancias slid ahead with her as she strobed the shuttle's floodlights. There was no way to know if the pilot had seen them. “C'mon buddy, see the pretty lights? Push the button, out you come...” She switched the color on the lights from white to amber. “Pretty lights coming to help you... get out of that piece of junk...” 
 
    They were close enough to see the pilot fairly clearly, and it appeared he was struggling with his harness. Finally wrenching himself free, he stood on his seat, ripping his plugs and lines free from the crippled Vulcan, climbed out and with his legs crouched, sprung off the side of his cockpit like a cliff diver trying to clear the rocks below. The fighter coasted unmanned and crushed itself against the stern of the bulk of the ore freighter, bouncing slowly away, looking like a tumbling, crumpled piece of tin foil. The pilot sailed free above the freighter's hull, waving his arms at the shuttle. 
 
    Myomerr nudged the shuttle's throttle forward. "Shuttle Three, the pilot is clear. I'm moving in for recovery." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack eased himself back into his command chair and relaxed. "I think we should pull out, Walt..." 
 
    "We're not quite finished yet, Jack. Another day or two and everything will be one hundred percent shipshape..." 
 
    Jack nodded slowly. "I know, Walt, and from what little I've seen, you've accomplished just short of a miracle. I'm amazed. And I'm sorry I wasn't here to help you." 
 
    The professor raised an eyebrow "It wasn't me, lad, they didn't do this for me - they did it for you. Let them finish." 
 
    "I just don't think we have the time, Walt. That was a pretty close call. My little voice is telling me that carrier will be back. If he's the same one that we ditched in the storm, you can be certain of it. We can't afford to be caught here. You saw how good those pilots were, and that carrier's got to hold at least forty or fifty fighters. They'll go over this depot yard with a fine tooth comb." 
 
    The professor nodded, he had learned to trust Jack's intuition. "I see your point. He's been here a few times, and they've launched fighters before, but they never got this close. He probably thought that pirate was us..." 
 
    Steele looked over the systems on his command screens and marveled at the extent of the improvements. He paged through the stats and system readouts, shaking his head in amazement over the changes. He reviewed the operational output for the rebuilt engines and the new generators, noting that they stood almost twenty percent above factory-new specifications. "Let's have Trigoss warm up the mains..." his voice trailing off as he realized his mistake; Trigoss was gone. He bowed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose, "Sorry, Walt. Maybe you'd better do this." He began to rise from his command chair. 
 
    Walter Edgars was not just any Professor, he held seven degrees including interstellar history, paleontology and psychology, and he knew the best thing for Jack was to get back in the saddle. He put his hand on Steele's shoulder, "It's alright my boy, you'll do just fine. Besides it'll do them good to hear your voice." Jack sighed heavily and allowed himself to slide back into the seat, Alité standing behind his chair. She watched her husband work through the pain.  
 
    "Bridge to engineering..." 
 
    "Engineering, Toncaresh here, go ahead..."  
 
    Jack smiled, happy to hear a familiar name. "Hello, Toncaresh." His voice was friendly, warm. "This is Captain Steele, would you be so kind as to warm up the mains." 
 
    "Yes sir, Captain!" The ABS's reply was almost jubilant. "How are you feeling, sir?" 
 
    "I have a headache my friend... but I'm glad to be vertical again." 
 
    "It's good to hear your voice, sir." Jack could actually hear him smiling. "Warmup will be complete in a little over two hours." 
 
    Steele pensively rubbed the patch over his left eye socket, "any way to cut that shorter? We really need to pull out as soon as possible." 
 
    There was momentary silence before Toncaresh spoke again, a light hiss in Jack's earpiece. "Well, we could shove off on thrust engines while we're warming - those we could light and bring online in about ten minutes... we'd be moving right away. Also, we could warm one main engine at a time, that would cut warmup down to about twenty-five, thirty minutes. The other two we could warm and ignite while under way..." 
 
    Jack glanced at the Professor who commented, "Splendid idea, simply right on,” he nodded. “Sharp lad..." 
 
    Jack turned back to his console and keyed his mic. "Good idea Mr. Toncaresh. Do it." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    UFW Ensign, Duncan Taylor, was just happy someone was there to pick him up. He marveled at his luck. But where did the shuttle come from? To which ship did it belong? To which side? The round, red and gold logo of the flying horse against a rising sun, meant nothing to him, and the name Freedom didn't ring a bell either. But alive, he reflected, was of course, after all, better than dead. 
 
    Myomerr was piloting the shuttle alone, Maria part of the fighter patrol, but she found the two ground crewmen assigned to her for rescue competent and eager. Dressed in an atmosphere suit and helmet, one poked his head into the two-seat cockpit. "He's clean, Ms. Myomerr, we're resealed and ready to go." 
 
    "Thanks, Dooby," she nodded inside her helmet. "Ask him if he'd like to sit up front with me..." She turned back to the controls as Dooby's head disappeared. Announcing her return to the Freedom while nudging up the throttles, she pulled off her helmet and laid it on the floor beside her seat. 
 
    Ensign Taylor stood in the doorway of the shuttle's cockpit. "Excuse me," he said politely, "your crewman said it was alright to sit up here?" 
 
    "Sure," replied Myomerr waving to the empty copilot's station, "have a seat." 
 
    "Am I a prisoner?" he asked as he sat down. "They took my sidearm." 
 
    "Depends on how you look at it..." She realized he was staring at her and stared back at his ice blue eyes, shiny white-blonde hair and chiseled features... He smelled like burnt electronics causing her to wrinkle her nose reflexively. "Do you feel like a prisoner?" She turned back to her controls. 
 
    He shrugged, "Not much." He studied her features and wondered what a prisoner felt like. "You're a Ketarian, aren't you?" 
 
    Myomerr nodded. "Yep. Why?" 
 
    Duncan smiled a boyish grin, "I've never seen one... you... your race I mean. You're very pretty." 
 
    "Thanks," she replied, "you're pretty cute yourself." 
 
    He extended his hand, "Duncan. Ensign Duncan Taylor to be exact. My friends call me Dunk. You can call me Dunk if you like..." 
 
    She shook his hand. "OK, Dunk. Ensign Myomerr. No second name, no nicknames." She angled toward the stern of the Freedom. “So what happened back there...?” 
 
    “I had an electrical fire, everything went dead, the ejection system included. Thank the Gods there was a manual emergency release on the canopy or I'd still be locked in there. I even had to cut through my damn belts.” 
 
    “You might want to contact customer support about that, sounds like a warranty issue...” She grinned, her canine teeth showing, staring at him again briefly, then turned back to the controls and approached the stern of the Freedom to land. 
 
    “Yeah maybe, huh? Wait...” he grinned, pointing at her, “funny.” Duncan stared at the open stern of the Freedom as it grew in the shuttle's windshield. “Has this thing been here the whole time?" 
 
    "Sure," she answered without braking her concentration. "About four weeks." 
 
    "We never noticed it. Hellion, I flew right over it and never noticed it..." 
 
    The Ketarian smiled, "You weren't supposed to. Bet you never saw our fighters either..." 
 
    "Fighters? What fighters?" 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, HESPERRIN SYSTEM : METAMORPHOSIS 
 
    Jack was stretched out on the couch in the quiet darkness of his ready room listening to the healthy rumble of the ship's engines. The only light in the room was provided by the holo-chart hovering above the conference table, a thousand-plus points of light shimmering like diamonds. But he was staring at the green line which ended at the glowing yellow cube at his end of the table. That was home. Fritz stirred where he lay on the couch across Jack's feet. The Shepherd made little noises in his sleep and his paws made running motions. In his mind, he chased noisy seagulls across a warm golden beach, watching them scatter. Then he ran into the surf to play. 
 
    Steele shifted his view from the holo-chart to the ceiling and pensively touched the black eye patch Doc had exchanged for the sterile white one. It made him look like a pirate and it would take some getting used to. He would prefer his sight back... without it, flying was out of the question. Doc had said something about how well he was healing but Jack had been too busy thinking about home to listen. He hadn't thought about it for months, but he wondered if his Cobra was still parked alongside of Brian's pickup in the back of the hangar at the airport. He fantasized about the feel of the car on solid ground, how it handled, how it felt and sounded. 
 
    Steele was asleep, the holo-chart still on, when Paul, Mike, Brian and Alité, entered his ready room from the bridge. Fritz was awake instantly, poised for defense over his friend's sleeping form. The long-haired Shepherd hadn't spoken much lately, the novelty of it having worn off. He'd reverted mostly back to his instincts and training in recent weeks and most of his memory and distinct personality had resurfaced as reliably as a fingerprint after sanding. Yet, he remained more than he once was and enjoyed his uniqueness. With the sense of discord he'd felt recently from LaNareef, the Shepherd rarely dropped his guard or left his friend's side. 
 
    Paul called up the lights after entering but only saw the dog in a relaxed position, the animal's acute sense of smell identifying the visitors as the door opened and before the lights. "Hello," said Fritz quietly, wagging his tail. 
 
    “Hello," replied Alité softly. 
 
    Mike, Paul and Brian, were studying the holo-chart. "What is it, Pappy?" asked Mike. 
 
    "Our route home."  
 
    "That must be our solar system," said Brian pointing at the yellow cube at the other end of the chart. Paul nodded in confirmation. 
 
    Mike was in awe. "It looks so far..."  
 
    "It is," mumbled Jack from the couch, his eye still closed. He swung his feet off the couch and sat up, slowly running his fingers through his hair. "But we'll make it." He rubbed the sleep from his right eye and adjusted his eye patch. "I'm hungry," he announced. 
 
    "I shouldn't be surprised," commented Alité, "you've been asleep for twelve hours." 
 
    "Awww, not again." 
 
    "It's OK, Skipper," said Brian, "you didn't miss anything. It's been real quiet. We're heading into the Hesperrin System soon." 
 
    “Since we can skip the trip all the way to UFW Blackmount in Feerocobi for repairs,” added Paul, “we can stick to the less traveled routes if we wanted to.”  
 
    Jack rose and stretched. "I can't focus on this on an empty stomach, anybody else hungry? I'm starved." 
 
    Mike grinned widely. "A man after my own heart." 
 
    "How ya' feelin' big guy?” Paul asked quietly, as they moved out onto the bridge. 
 
    Alité came up on Jack's blind side and took his hand. "I'm OK I guess," he replied. They crossed to the exit and continued down the corridor. "But I can't seem to help feeling a little sorry for myself. I haven't looked at it in a mirror yet... afraid to. And flying's out of the question..." 
 
    "We ought to stop and see Doc before we eat," said Alité, changing the subject. 
 
    "Geez," groaned Jack, "haven't I spent enough time in sickbay?" 
 
    "Just for a minute or two," added Paul. Mike, Brian and Fritz, trailed just behind. 
 
    "Alright, fine," sighed Steele. "Let's get it over so we can go see what Marna's got cooking in the galley. I guess my appetite's coming back - that's all I can seem to think about lately."  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    CABL M7 dried his hands on a sterile towel and walked over to where Jack sat, reclined in a contoured chair. "OK, Captain, let's have a look, shall we?" 
 
    Jack turned to Alité and the others. "Go wait outside, I don't want you to see..." 
 
    She squeezed his hand. "We already have, we're staying." Jack made a face of distaste. "Never mind that," she told him. "Go ahead, Doc." She'd remembered not to call him M7. 
 
    M7 removed the patch, opened Jack's sunken eyelids and examined the socket with his micro-zoom optical. The lens extended and produced a faint whir as M7 zoomed in. "Absolutely perfect..." he muttered. He straightened up and backed away. "I'm very good you know," he told Jack. "In fact, I'm exceptional," he smiled, pleased with himself. "It looks like," he said, turning away to a surgical implement caddy, "you're ready." 
 
    "For what?" inquired Jack, worried. 
 
    "For this, of course." Doc turned back and held up a small cylinder little more than an inch long, between his thumb and forefinger. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    M7 returned to where Jack sat and held out his rubber gloved hand. In it was a small metal cylinder with a tail of wires at one end. During closer scrutiny, Steele saw small rods along its sides and a convex lens wider than the cylinder at the other end. "It's your new eye," the doctor told him. "Temporary of course. We'll get you a more natural one later if you like." It looked much the same as the one Doc had, or even Fritz's, but it was smaller. "It won't stick out like mine does," said Doc. "You'll be able to close your eyes normally." 
 
    Jack was getting over his initial fear and studied it carefully. "How does it work?" 
 
    "Well, I had to put a small chip in your brain and wire it in," explained M7. "And we put little clips on your eye muscles. They'll hold onto these little rods which control the eye and hold it in." Jack was fascinated and said so. "It'll feel funny for awhile," he continued as he bent over Jack to put it in, "but you'll get used to it." 
 
    Using a long set of tweezers, M7 reached to the back of the empty eye socket and plugged the eye's tiny wiring connector into its mate. Jack jumped like he'd been shocked and suddenly realized he was seeing the palm of M7's hand. "Easy, Jack," he breathed. M7 glanced up at Alité. "Hold his head still..." he instructed. She complied and Jack could feel her closeness, which was reassuring. The room moved as M7 lifted the eye and inserted it. Clikit, clikit, clikit... One by one, Doc clipped the muscles onto the control rods, creating a great deal of discomfort for Jack. "Done!" he said, straightening up. He pulled a small vial from his pocket, and with it, put several drops of liquid on the eye's lens. "How's that?" he asked, backing away. 
 
    Jack blinked, both eyes tearing. "Wow..." he whispered, "I can see!" He stood up, a little wobbly at first and moved to a mirror. It didn't look natural, but it wasn't hideous either. The lens was shaped the same as the front of a real eye but it was all black, looking like a piece of shining, black opal. If he looked real close, he could see the mechanical iris inside. He smiled as the iris moved, "Neat..." He turned around. "Thanks, Doc. Thanks a lot!" 
 
    "Well I can only take part of the credit," said M7. "You'll have to thank Hecken Noer, he built the eye for you." 
 
    Jack didn't recognize the name. "Who's he?" 
 
    "Our new Chief Engineer," said Brian. "He was one of the refugees." 
 
    "The guy is brilliant," added Paul. "He's got the engines operating way beyond original specs," he said with an expansive wave of his hand. 
 
    "Says he can do our fighters like that too," added Mike. 
 
    Steele momentarily forgot his hunger, "Well let's go see Mr. Wizard..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "He was down here earlier," explained Mike as the group stepped off the lift on deck four. "He was tinkering on one of the shuttles." Mike led them through the pilots' ready room and headed for the flight bay. 
 
    Jack, walking hand-in-hand with Alité, reflected on how much he'd missed with only one eye and what a tremendous gadget it was that he'd been given. When they passed through the doors into the flight bay, he was absorbed in his thoughts and was caught completely off-guard by the reception waiting for them. A throng of about a hundred people descended upon them, smiling, laughing, arms outstretched, embracing. Alité clung to Jack's hand though they could not see each other through the crowd. 
 
    Makeshift tables had been set up and laden with food. There was to be a banquet, right there, right then. Jack was warmed, energized by the hands that greeted him and the smiles that shined on him. Many faces he recognized, the pilots, his bridge crew, the flight crews... but many were new faces. Some of those shone brightest of all. 
 
    Jack and Alité were swept to the head of the table and deposited like shells on a beach by the surf. The crowd ebbed and found seats, the noise retreating with them. Jack and Alité stood at the end of the long table, the crowd standing quietly at their chosen places, pilots mixed with mechanics, technicians mixed with flight crew. Rank held no importance for this occasion. But old faces or new, they all proudly wore the Freedom's uniforms. 
 
    Jack cleared his voice and wiped the wetness from his eyes and cleared his throat, "I um..." he glanced at Alité then back to the faces, "have absolutely no idea what to say..." 
 
    There were scattered pockets of polite laughter. Then Ragnaar, halfway down the table, raised his glass. "To honor..." His voice, as large as the man, boomed in the expanse of the flight deck. The voices of the crew repeated the word in unison and drank. 
 
    "To Freedom," said Jack, raising his glass. The ritual repeated itself. 
 
    "To Captain Steele," said a voice from far down the table. 
 
    "Wait!" shouted Jack, holding up his hand. "I... I am deeply touched by your affection. In fact, I could never hope to find adequate words to express how much, but I don't want this to be about me. It can't be about me. This should be about all of us... about you. We have all risked our lives for one another..." he thought about Trigoss and the ABS named Mystic. "Some have given their lives..." He raised his glass. "It is to them... and to you, that I toast." He up-ended his glass and everyone else did likewise. 
 
    The food was excellent, as was Marna's norm. And as people ate their fill, some departed to relieve others on duty so they might attend and partake in the feast. With a desire to meet the new people and become familiar, Jack strolled about the table and filled empty wine glasses from a carafe he carried, chatting amiably as he went. When he got to Toncaresh, he recognized the voice but could not place the face.  
 
    "ABS Toncaresh," announced the young man with the artificial arm. He stood up and shook Jack's hand. "Glad to see you up and around, Captain..." 
 
    Jack smiled. "Thanks. It's good to meet the face behind the voice. By the way, how's the arm?" 
 
    Toncaresh rolled it around like a ball player loosening up. "Just fine, sir, sometimes I forget it's not real..." They talked for awhile longer before Jack moved on. 
 
    Toncaresh elbowed his new friend Marguin, a former refugee who now worked in the cargo bay. "I told you he was different...”  
 
    Marguin nodded, “He really seems to care...” 
 
    When Jack finally met Hecken Noer, he was not at all as Jack had pictured him; studious and collegiate looking. Instead, he was much older, probably in his early seventies, thin, with an unruly mop of silver-grey hair and matching eyebrows. At first glance, standing there in the long white lab coat, he gave the appearance of what one might picture as the typical mad scientist. But the old man quickly put that feeling to rest when he met Jack's gaze. He smiled a broad, warm smile that seemed to round out his face and his eyes danced and sparkled. Jack decided it made him look more like Santa Claus than a mad scientist. The two men shook hands and Jack was surprised he was not as frail as he looked; he had the grip and vigor of a young man. Hecken Noer began with an apology. "I am sorry, Captain, that I could not have done better..." 
 
    Jack was a bit puzzled. "With what?" he asked. 
 
    "With the eye of course," explained Hecken. "Had to make do for most of it. Basic odds and ends you know... no proper parts or tools. As soon as we have the right bits I'll build you a proper piece." His mannerisms were quick and birdlike, matching his quick halting speech. 
 
    Jack half smiled, half smirked. "Let me get this straight," he began, "you built this eye out of assorted spare parts?" He found this fact astonishing. 
 
    "No no no. It would not be so crude if I had. I had to fashion most of it." 
 
    "By hand...?" said Jack, thinking out loud. "Out of odds and ends... Just stuff you found lying around?" 
 
    "Quite." said Hecken Noer with a curt nod. 
 
    "Man, I'd love to see what you could do with the right stuff..." 
 
    The old man smiled like Santa Claus again, pointing at Jack. "Your own parents could never tell. I guarantee it." 
 
    Steele liked him already, admiring his self assuredness. "Thank you," he began, shaking the man's hand again, "for what you've already done. And if you care to make a list of what you need, somehow we'll find a way to get it for you..." 
 
    Hecken assured him it would be done. 
 
    Jack sat back in his chair and relaxed, watching the crew talk amongst themselves. It was the first moment he had taken to just look around. The flight bay had taken on a much different look since he saw it last, crowded with fighters, shuttles, supplies equipment and parts. Even ground vehicles. "Where the hell'd we get all this stuff?" he asked Alité in a whisper. 
 
    "Off of ships at the depot," she answered. "You ought to see the cargo hold... Lots more down there. We're almost full to capacity." 
 
    That's when Jack saw him, a shadow between the shuttles in their revetment. "Voorlak..." whispered Jack. He felt the Ancient's smile though he could not see his face. 
 
    "He says you must be careful when you get home," said Alité. 
 
    Jack's head whirled in her direction. "You've seen him?" 
 
    "Uh huh," she replied, staring at the swirls in her wine glass. 
 
    Jack looked back but the shadow was gone. He turned back to his wife and grabbed her hand. "When?" 
 
    "When you were in the infirmary," she replied, meeting his eyes. “He came to tell me to have faith, that you would come back to me... “ 
 
    "What else did he say?" 
 
    She shrugged, "We talked..." 
 
    "About what..." He was torn between the thought that it felt like there was something she was avoiding, and the fact that she seemed to take his appearance so casually. 
 
    "He said things at home are not safe for you. We will not be able to stay, and you should be very careful while we're there. He said you might want to stay but I shouldn't let you." Jack's eyes widened. "He also said," she continued, "I cannot go home. My planet has fallen to severe unrest and local civil wars. There are traitors and spies everywhere. My father fears for the safety of the entire Royal family." 
 
    Jack looked down at his hands and back up, thinking about the fact that her brother and sister had been murdered in the life pod they'd been recovered in. He had decided not to tell her unless it became absolutely necessary and up to this point there didn't seem to be any reason to force her to re-live her grief or complicate her life.  "Did he have anything good to say?" 
 
    She smiled. "He said you would live at a time when I thought you might not, he said it was important that we had found each other...” she leaned in toward him whispering, “you and me...”  She sat back again. “He also told me, you were special." 
 
    Jack cocked an eyebrow, "Special?" 
 
    Alité smiled and ran her finger across his lips. "The word he used was gifted. But then again, he wasn't telling me anything I didn't already know." Jack smiled at her insinuation, but he wondered what Voorlak had actually meant by that.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was several days later when Jack felt well enough to fly on patrol, that he strolled into flight briefing clad in his flight suit and carrying his helmet. He slipped quietly into the darkened room and sat in the back, wiping the thin layer of dust off his helmet with his sleeve. He was listening to Paul's instructions on patrol pattern and reminders of protocol when a figure in a UFW uniform entered and sat next to him. 
 
    "Pardon me, sir," began the young man, "I hope I'm not being too forward, but I was told I needed to talk to you if I wanted to fly..." 
 
    Jack looked at him in the darkness. "You're the Vulcan pilot we picked up, aren't you." It was more a statement than a question, Steele knew exactly who he was. 
 
    "Yes, sir." He extended his hand. "Ensign Duncan Taylor." 
 
    Jack took his hand and they shook. "Good to meet you, Duncan." He eyed the Ensign's human features. "I don't mean to be rude, but are you human?" 
 
    "Half," answered Duncan. "My father was human, my mother was Domarist." 
 
    Jack had heard of the Domarist and knew them to be intelligent and peace-loving. "If you're half Domarist, what're you doing out here flying a fighter?" 
 
    Duncan shrugged. "It's all I know. My older brother was my flight leader, and when he was my age, my father was his flight leader. I was even born on a carrier." 
 
    "Really..." Jack pondered. "Well tell me about your father." 
 
    Duncan thought for a moment. "Well I didn't know him very well... he died when I was still pretty young." 
 
    "Tell me what you remember." 
 
    "OK. As far as I know, he was always a pilot. When he came to the UFW, he had already flown in a military called the United States Navy. I'd never heard that name since, or knew where that was, until I talked to Lieutenant Warren and Commander Smiley. They told me they served there too and explained how you and they came to be out here. It's much the same as I remember my father telling it. The Lieutenant also explained you're returning home. I've always wanted to see where my father came from... meet his people. I've always wondered if they were as dedicated, as selfless as he was." 
 
    "Some are, some aren't," commented Jack. "About the same as out here I guess." 
 
    Duncan seemed to drift off for a moment, then snapped back. "He was killed about fifteen years ago during the battle for Lander's Cluster in the Omnecron Sector. My brother raised me since then." He paused again, searching for the right words. "Look, Captain, I think I know why you're asking all this, you want to know where my loyalties are. And I don't blame you, I would too." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "I was doing my job before," stated Duncan. "I took my orders with faith and executed them to the best of my abilities, with intelligence and integrity. But it's obvious to me the Vice Admiral was mistaken. You are no more criminals or pirates than I. In fact, I see the same qualities I saw in my father... and my father was a good man." 
 
    "And what if we have to defend ourselves from the UFW before we can straighten this all out?" If we can straighten this all out, thought Jack. 
 
    Ensign Taylor considered this for a minute, it wasn't something he'd honestly thought of before. "Well, I feel at home here. And you're closer to being my people than anyone could ever be. So if you say defend, then I defend. If my brother was here, I think he would feel the same." He pinched his lower lip for a second then continued with his eyes closed, reciting from memory, "Defend what you know in your heart to be right and let no other deprive you of your given freedoms with false claims of what is just or unjust." Duncan opened his eyes again. "A man named Voorlak told me that. I think he was a Wiseman of some kind..." 
 
    Jack's eyes widened then crinkled at the corners as he smiled. "Indeed!" Will wonders never cease, thought Jack. He adjusted the helmet sitting in his lap and offered his hand to the Ensign. "Welcome to the Freedom Fighters, Mr. Taylor." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Paul, his helmet tucked under one arm, pulled on his gloves as he walked across the flight deck next to Jack. "Didn't think you'd be flying for a while yet..." 
 
    Jack shrugged as he pulled on his own gloves. "I was starting to go stir crazy, I need to get out." 
 
    Paul nodded. "Yeah, I know... it'll do you some good. So, you're going to let the kid fly, huh?" 
 
    Anyone good enough for Voorlak is aces with me, thought Jack. "Yeah, why not, seems like a good kid. By the way, I didn't see LaNareef at briefing, where is he?" 
 
    "No idea," said Paul. "He's acting a little weird too. Do yourself a favor, Jack, keep an eye on him when he's around. Don't turn your back on him." 
 
    Steele paused while he slid his helmet on then continued to walk. "What's his problem anyway?" 
 
    "I don't know," said Paul, "I just don't trust him." They stopped at the ladder to the cockpit of Jack's Lancia and Paul turned as Ensign Taylor emerged from the ready room in flight gear. "Pretty amazing, huh?" 
 
    "What?" said Jack, missing the left turn of the conversation. 
 
    "The kid," said Paul. 
 
    Jack glanced at the approaching Ensign then back to Paul. "What about him?" asked Jack. 
 
    "Well, his dad being Lieutenant Charles Taylor," said Paul, as Jack turned away. 
 
    "So? Who's Charles Taylor?" asked Jack absentmindedly as he checked his fighter. 
 
    Paul sighed. "Lieutenant Charles C. Taylor, December 5th 1945. He was the Flight leader of Flight 19." He watched Jack's blank look and continued. "A flight of five Navy Avenger torpedo bombers, departs from Ft. Lauderdale Naval Air Station about two in the afternoon for practice bombing and navigational exercises... and disappears over the Bermuda Triangle... A Martin Mariner PBM Flying Boat disappears the same day searching for them. A total of six planes and twenty seven men in a space of about four or five hours... Stop me when any of this rings a bell." 
 
    Jack was staring wide-eyed at him now. He had remembered reading that story as well as dozens of others, the topic had always fascinated him. "You're kidding!" Paul was shaking his head no. "Jesus..." said Jack, straightening up. "And he spent his life fighting for the UFW..." he pulled his helmet off and shook his head. "It makes you wonder how many of us are really out here..." 
 
    "It makes me wonder if these disappearances are more on purpose than by accident," said Paul. 
 
    "Because so many of them are military," said Jack, catching up. "Like they're looking for special people..." His voice trailed off, remembering what Alité said Voorlak had told her about him being special. 
 
    "Right," confirmed Paul. "Warriors, leaders..." 
 
    "What about the regular abductions?" interrupted Jack. "The regular people who get taken away and returned?" 
 
    Paul slid his helmet on. "I haven't figured that out yet. Maybe they're trying to figure out how to breed their own warriors. I remember reading about abductees recalling medical exams and even sexual encounters." 
 
    Jack put his helmet back on. "Y'know, I always used to wonder about that stuff before... but now, so much makes sense..." 
 
    "I know what you mean," said Paul heading for his own fighter.  
 
    As Jack climbed the ladder to his cockpit, he decided it would be something to ask the Professor about. If anybody would know more about personal abductions, it would probably be Walt. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Sure," said Walt leaning back in the sofa and lighting his pipe. "I know exactly who you're talking about." He watched the smoke curl away, and Jack came back from the bar with two full drinks and handed one to Paul. 
 
    Brian paced around Jack's quarters like a caged animal. "Sit down," said Mike, "you're driving me crazy." 
 
    "Sorry." Brian plopped himself onto the sofa on the other end from the Professor next to Derrik. 
 
    "You were about to say who," prompted Paul. 
 
    "Ah, yes. Well, it's got to be the Acrilee and the Baltec, doesn't it." It was a statement, not a question. "Except the poor sods who get snatched would never know that, of course. They look so much alike, nobody ever notices their physique is different. They just remember the triangular faces, gray-green skin, big black almond shaped eyes... the standard rubbish you generally hear." He puffed on his pipe, the smoke was sweet and aromatic. "Occasionally there are reports on more, but since they may not coincide with what is believed to be the norm, they are discounted as a hoax or a lie, when it's simply a different species." 
 
    "I don't get it," said Brian. "From everything I've read, they're either the typical little green men, like three feet tall or something, or their tall and really skinny. Which is it?" 
 
    "Both," said the Professor, expelling smoke from his mouth. "That's just what I was trying to explain to you..." 
 
    "Well then," interrupted Mike, "why can't we... you, they, whomever is being abducted, just smack the little suckers in the mouth and walk off? Why are we... they, you know what I mean, why are humans so powerless to resist abduction?" 
 
    Walt had ceased his puffing and lifted an eyebrow. "Why did you say we?" 
 
    Mike shrugged, "I dunno'." 
 
    "I think you do," said Walt, setting the smoldering pipe in an ashtray. "Come here." Mike hesitated and glanced at the others. "Come here, lad," said Walt in a fatherly fashion. Mike rose obediently and moved around the coffee table, where the Professor had him sit on the sofa with his back to him. "Hmmm," said Walt. He inspected the back of Mike's head where the spine connected to the skull. "Ahhh, just as I thought." He parted Mike's hair to reveal a mole about four millimeters across. 
 
    "It's a mole," said Paul, moving closer. 
 
    "Not bloody likely," said Walt. "It's a homing beacon. Under the skin just beneath it is a control chip about the size of your little fingernail. First abductions are done as children. The chips are to locate and control after adulthood so they can harvest when they're ready. To them, the human male is like a gorilla is to you. Without the control chip, you could simply rip them limb from limb." 
 
    Jack cleared his throat. "I'm almost afraid to ask, but what do they harvest?" 
 
    "It's harmless really," began Walt, "at least physically. Mentally it scars some people who begin to remember when the chip's power runs low, usually about twenty or thirty years after it's placed. But I digress. They are harvesting genes. Some human, some animal." 
 
    "What the hell for?" asked Paul. 
 
    Mike leaned back against the couch. "They're sterile," he mumbled, a faraway look in his eyes. 
 
    "You're remembering," said the Professor. Mike nodded. "He's right, of course," continued Walt, retrieving his pipe. "They've been around Earth for thousands of years, they're scientists. At first they studied man to understand themselves more fully, grasp their past..." he re-lit his pipe. "Now they've reached their height of evolution, every species does eventually, the same cycle they all take... they're dying." 
 
    "Dying?" repeated Jack. "But why?" 
 
    "They've evolved to the point where the thirst for knowledge is all consuming. And in that drive for wisdom and knowledge, they forgot themselves, forgot the simple things." 
 
    "No children," said Mike quietly. 
 
    "Quite," said Walt. "They forgot about sexuality, procreation, enjoyment... Sad actually, a good boff now and again does so much for your general well being.  Anyway, they've been using human sperm and eggs to produce their own young, with a few DNA alterations, of course. Then their young adults return to learn and have sex with humans, hoping to create natural offspring no doubt. It's not a bad plan, but it has serious flaws. Mainly, the DNA they're using is their own, and since they have no early DNA maps to work from, from a time they were actually fertile, they produce sterile children. They're doomed to extinction eventually I'm afraid." 
 
    "Isn't there anything that can be done?” asked Jack. 
 
    "Theoretically yes..." began the Professor. "Unfortunately the key to breaking that chain of events or preventing the chain from initially occurring has been lost over eons and eons of time and has yet to be rediscovered." He paused to stare at the glowing embers in his pipe. "Do  you remember when we discussed a place called Base Alpha?" 
 
    "At dinner once, I think," said Jack. "Why?" 
 
    "Well," began Walt "that's where scientists believe all life in the universe originally began..." 
 
    "Is that where the Big Bang took place?" asked Brian. 
 
    Shaking his head, Walt tamped fresh tobacco into his pipe. "Not necessarily. It is believed the Bang only formed the stars, planets and universe. We theorize life actually began millions of years after that. It was on one of these original planets that had just the right conditions to nurture life, that it was born. Or placed by the Gods," he added. "In either case, that's referred to as Base Alpha. We believe we will find the key there." 
 
    "Yeah but with all the different life on all the different planets out here," said Paul, "how could you possibly hope to find the right one?" 
 
    "Well it's even worse than that, my boy, there are thousands of planets out there that have died but held life previously..." 
 
    "Sounds kinda hopeless to me," said Jack. 
 
    "Not quite," corrected Walt, "you just have to think like a detective and look for clues." He re-lit his pipe and savored the smoke before continuing. "You see, everything goes through a cycle; birth, life, death and rebirth. Planets, continents, civilizations, even solar systems... over different time periods, of course, but they all tie in with one another." 
 
    "I'm not sure I understand, Uncle," said Derrik, his brow furrowed. "How did life get to the other planets?" 
 
    "Well, plant life existed in one form or another on many planets, but intelligent life started on Base Alpha. By the time the Alphan's civilization had progressed to the point of interstellar space travel, their planet was dying. So they ventured outward, looking for new planets to colonize and preserve their existence. As this occurred, the new civilizations they created went through a degeneration and rebirth process, losing then relearning technology. For instance, when they arrive, they are the most technological beings on the planet. But without trade or manufacturing, they have to cannibalize their technology to survive. They deal with weather, famine and new illnesses until they become accustomed to their new environment. The technology disappears and civilization as they know it must be recreated. From scratch. Personally I believe that's what happened on Earth with Atlantis... The Nazca Lines for instance, correspond with some of our star charts; an early attempt to record their origins and signal possible visitors of their location.” He paused to puff a billowing cloud of rich aromatic smoke, watching it dissipate. “Earth will eventually reach the technological level where they can move outward... whether they create it themselves or someone hands it to them."  
 
    Walt dropped a pinch more tobacco into the pipe and tamped it down as everyone sat quietly waiting for him to continue. "If you think of each civilization as a pebble and the reaction it causes when you drop it into a pond, you will remember that they produce outwardly moving ripples. Well soon there were three pebbles, then ten, then fifty, later a hundred... all moving out and about. As planets die, others are born and yet again others reborn. The cycle goes on." 
 
    "So then you are saying all intelligent life descended from one race, one planet?" asked Paul. 
 
    "Yes," was the Professor's simple answer. "We've changed, of course,” he waved, “adapting to our unique environments. But we're all brothers under the skin, so to speak." 
 
    "And somewhere in there, all those civilizations, the key to the prevention of eventual extinction was lost," guessed Jack. 
 
    “For the Acrilee and the Baltec, yes." 
 
    "And you truly expect to find Base Alpha?" To Jack it sounded more hopeless than before. 
 
    "All we have to do is track those civilizations backwards," said Walt confidently. "The answer will be there." 
 
    This was a lot to absorb in such a short time, destroying most of the theories they had been taught and had grown up with. Hell, most people didn't even believe in extraterrestrial life, and here they were, finding out they were even related to it. The pilots sat quietly and sipped their drinks. 
 
    Walt glanced at his watch. "Oh, heavens, I'm due on the bridge! I've got to go." He headed for the door trailing puffs of sweet smoke.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” called Steele, “you can't just dump all this information and run out the door, I have a ton of questions...” 
 
    “You're not the only one,” remarked Brian. 
 
    “Duty calls lads. I'm sure we'll talk more on this later... Oh, by the way," he said pointing with his pipe, "I'm guessing you all have those little Acrilee or Baltec tracking buggers stuck on your heads; go see Doc and have them removed." The door swished closed behind him cutting the cloud of pipe smoke in half. 
 
    He was right, except for Derrik, they all had them. 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    FREEDOM: TONTURIN SPINDLE SPACEPORT, TYREEA SECTOR 
 
    The Freedom had been docked at Tonturin for almost a week, taking on supplies and trading some of what they'd recovered from the pirate depot for Interstellar Trade Credits or ITCs as they were called; a monetary unit that was constant almost anywhere. From the profits, the crew was paid a comfortable salary and was happily spending it at the hundreds of shops and restaurants on the station. 
 
    Tyreea was a quiet sector, rich in trade and completely neutral in UFW/pirate conflicts. Jack compared it with WWII era Switzerland and wondered how that precarious position was mastered and maintained. 
 
    Strange dreams plagued Jack's sleep for a week or two after the removal of the Acrilee's homing beacon and control chip, but the truth was not so shocking or uncertain as it would be for someone back home. His mind quickly accepted and regained its normal equilibrium, as did Paul, Mike and Brian. 
 
    The four pilots sat in the sand and watched the waves roll in from the artificial ocean, watching Fritz run through the water. "Y'know, I was hoping to be home by Christmas," said Jack, watching a handful of sand run through his fingers. 
 
    "Yeah," said Brian, "but who knew that star in the Pitkin System would go super Nova..." 
 
    "Or that we'd have to escort that Brugarian freighter two weeks out of our way," added Mike. 
 
    "Yeah," interrupted Paul, "but they paid us good money for that." 
 
    “I guess for the most part," said Jack, "we're not doing too badly." He watched Ragnaar practice hand-to-hand combat with an invisible opponent, further down the beach. 
 
    "So, what did you get her for Christmas, Jack?" asked Brian, changing the subject and breaking the silence. Jack dug a small box out of his jacket pocket and opened it for all of them to see. The large triangular stone sparkled with an intense fire. 
 
    Mike let out a low whistle. "Nice rock! Is it a diamond?" 
 
    "Well," said Jack, "they have another name for it, but basically yes, it's a real diamond. Think she'll like it?" 
 
    "Hell, yeah!" exclaimed Paul, "give it to me and I'll marry you!" He made a kiss face and Jack pushed him away as the others laughed. 
 
    "Hey!" whispered Mike urgently. "Put it away, here she comes!" Jack stuffed it back in his pocket. 
 
    Alité strolled up, a small shopping bag in her hand and Jack gave her a hand as she lowered herself to the sand. She sat cross legged next to him and rubbed her round belly. "Only two more months," she announced, "I'm not sure I can wait that long." 
 
    "You're lucky," Mike told her. "Human women carry for nine months." 
 
    She shook her head. "I can't imagine it. It must be torture." 
 
    "That's what I hear," said Brian. Everybody laughed. 
 
    "Merry Christmas," Jack told her. He pressed the small satin covered box into her hand. He had explained the reasons and customs of Christmas about a week before. 
 
    "For me?" she squealed. "What is it?" 
 
    "Open it and you'll find out." 
 
    The little box protested with a tiny squeak and her eyes sparkled a curious green as she lifted the lid. "Oh my," she sighed. A tear ran down her cheek. 
 
    Jack's heart dropped. "You don't like it..." He should have known better than to try to buy jewelry for a Princess. 
 
    "Oh no," she breathed, "it's beautiful." 
 
    "But..." He indicated her tears as he pulled the ring from the box to put on her finger. 
 
    Alité smiled as he slipped it on her. "I never had a ring before... a Princess is not allowed to wear one until she's betrothed or married." She kissed him. "It's simply the most beautiful thing I've ever seen." 
 
    Paul nudged Mike and Brian. "Let's take a walk," he whispered. The three men departed quietly, and Fritz followed them down the beach. 
 
    "Now you," said Alité, handing Jack the bag she held. 
 
    From it, Jack drew out a robe of heavy blue satin, detailed with dark blue velvet and richly embroidered in gold on the breast pocket and around the cuffs. His initials and a crown adorned the pocket. It was unquestionably the finest robe he'd ever seen. He smiled broadly and held it up, "Truly a robe fit for a k..." 
 
    "Prince," she interrupted, her eyes now a sparkling azure blue. "My Prince." 
 
    "Well isn't this sweet..." Sitting in the sand, neither Jack nor Alité had seen or heard LaNareef approach. Jack turned. "No, no, Captain, don't get up. I want to remember you just like this..." a Mercon blaster dangled from his right hand. "You aren't worthy of this woman. You disgust me. You aren't even Velorian." LaNareef raised the barrel of the blaster and pointed it at Jack's chest. Jack had the strange feeling he'd been there before, but in the stress of the moment could not pinpoint why. 
 
    "What are you doing LaNareef...?" asked Alité cautiously. 
 
    "I am going to kill him," he replied bluntly. "Then I will kill his bastard child..." He pointed the gun at her. "Because in the eyes of the Royal court, you are not really married..." 
 
    LaNareef was well out of Jack's reach and rock solid. Completely cool. Jack had no expectations of being able to draw him off guard. He looked around the beach for help but saw no one, the stretch of sand was completely deserted, artificial dusk was approaching. 
 
    "And then," continued LaNareef, "I will kill you, Princess. Because you are a dirty slut and have disgraced our people. You are a traitor." The hair on the back of Jack's neck stood up and he shifted his position. LaNareef smoothly moved the blaster back to bear on Jack. "Please, Captain, I would enjoy that." He clicked the blaster's safety off. "It would give me great pleasure to kill you in an attempt to attack me." He sighed. "No? Oh well..." He appeared to be thinking for a moment, then added, "You know... perhaps I would let you go if you begged me to spare your life... of course, I would still have to dispose of her." 
 
    "Dream on," growled Jack. His fingers dug into the sand, he wondered how fast he could throw it and roll. He worked his other hand out from Alité's grasp. 
 
    "Say goodbye, Captain..." said LaNareef coldly. He rested his finger against the trigger. 
 
    Jack tensed and held his breath, his hand clutching the sand, unsure how to time his actions. 
 
    There was a brief fraction of a second when a large shadow crossed them... Jack's mind raced ahead, all time slowed down. LaNareef squeezed the trigger and the beam of the blaster lanced out... his feet levitating off the sand. The hot crimson streak passed above Jack's head and he could hear the electric sizzle. The couple looked on, as the hapless LaNareef  continued to rise from the sand, arms flailing, the blaster dropping to the sand. 
 
    Ragnaar snarled, a sound equal to that of a full grown male lion as he lifted LaNareef from behind. LaNareef screamed in agony as the fingers that pierced the muscles of his back squeezed his spine like a pneumatic vice. His cry cut short to a strangled gurgle as Ragnaar's other hand crushed his windpipe. 
 
    Raising LaNareef above his head, Ragnaar violently wrenched his helpless victim, crushing and breaking his neck and snapping his spine simultaneously. He tossed the lifeless body into a heap on the sand. "Traitor," he snarled. He turned to Jack and Alité who still sat in the sand, stunned. "Are you alright, Captain? Miss Alité?" 
 
    "Fine," said Jack in amazement. He took the hand offered him and rose from the sand. He pulled Alité up with him. "How did you do that, Lieutenant? I never heard you." He wiped LaNareef's blood from Ragnaar's hand on his own pants. 
 
    "Practice," said Ragnaar. "I couldn't let you see me either, or he might have known and killed you before I reached him." He leaned over and picked up the blaster off the ground. He straightened up and kicked sand on LaNareef's body. "Honorless trash," he told the corpse before turning away. "You were never alone," he assured them, as they walked across the beach. "Ever." He pointed at Fritz, the other pilots and three of the Freedom's security personnel who ran towards them through the sand. 
 
    "As you know," explained Ragnaar, "weapons are not allowed on the station. We knew he would try for you today when one of our security people saw him purchase the blaster from a black marketeer this morning. All we had to do was give him an opening to get him to commit himself..." He handed the confiscated weapon to a security woman from the space station. "Sorry I could not tell you what we were doing..." 
 
    Jack wiped the sweat from his forehead. "Don't apologize for success, Lieutenant. Not ever." He extended his hand. "Thanks. I owe you one." The story of the Lieutenant carrying him into the sickbay after the collision flashed through his mind. “It occurs to me that I owe you two... 
 
    Ragnaar paused and shrugged, smiling, “Who's counting?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The crew of the Freedom thoroughly enjoyed their time off at the spaceport, recreating, studying or sending messages to family and loved ones. 
 
    Slivers of information on InterGal News suggested warring religious factions on Alité's planet had split the population into several main segments. It was thought but unproven that LaNareef might have been a member of a fanatical organization dedicated to the preservation of racial purity on Veloria. Alité had chosen to believe the conflict between their friendship and his strict beliefs drove him to the point of madness. After the Freedom departed, the incident at Tonturin Spindle Spaceport was never mentioned again. 
 
    Time came and went and so did the Genesis Gates and systems, mostly unnoticed as the crew strove to maintain and perfect the Freedom. With the aid of Professor Edgar's software abilities and Hecken Noer's hardware wizardry, the Freedom's sensor array improved to exceed even UFW technology and her engines could match the speed of even the newest ships. 
 
    The fighter squadron had taken on a confidant and fluid appearance, becoming more cohesive and practiced. As a point of pride, each pilot had his or her own fighter, complete with their names and kill badges listed on the fuselage near the cockpit. Several new pilots had been recruited from the crew and could be seen training daily in the flight bay. 
 
    The sectors were fairly quiet and other ships were for the most part, few and far between. From time to time, this uneasy quiet gave Jack a feeling of great foreboding for which he had no concrete reason. Several times they passed warships from one side or the other, hustling off to some urgent destination. But never once was the Freedom considered a threat or challenged. A yellow alert was an occasional occurrence. A red alert was a rarity. 
 
    The only sector of any consequence was the Verondo Sector. A UFW convoy stretched for about two hundred miles, patrolled by destroyers and heavily armed gunships. The Freedom's crew counted close to seventy vessels of all sizes. Something monumental was going on and it was uncomfortable for Jack to think about how close it was to home. 
 
    A day later they spotted a pair of battered, battle-blackened pirate cruisers which passed at a distance great enough for the Freedom to be invisible to them, but close enough for the Freedom's sensors to be able to see them quite clearly. It would have been possible for the Freedom to steal close enough for a quick fighter strike that would incapacitate or even destroy them, but the Freedom was on a mission. They were going home. 
 
    Two days later came the biggest event since their departure from Tonturin Spindle Spaceport... the birth of Colton Thomas Steele. 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 
      
 
    NORTHERN UNITED STATES: FROSTY RECEPTION 
 
    The northern half of the United States was blanketed in a late Winter storm, the kind Mother Nature saves up for. It always seemed the worst snows came in the death throes of winter, when it refused to give way to the passage of time and yield to the coming of Spring. If that wasn't severe enough, the broadcaster on the Late News announced, the Arctic cold and heavy snow was causing rolling brown-outs around the Great Lakes where the storm was the worst, something they nicknamed a Polar Vortex. Fancy words for a shit-ton of snow. 
 
    The Chicago area was covered in over twelve inches of fresh snow and the storm was dumping more with no sign of letting up, the winds creating artistic drifts around every obstacle. The plow crews would have their hands full in the morning. 
 
    The Invader was a cross between a shuttle and a gunship. Smaller than a shuttle, it was faster, heavily armored, well armed and specially designed for forays into hostile or unknown territory, capable of holding a crew of three and ten troops or passengers. Presently it held five; Jack, Brian, Mike, Paul and Alité... six if you counted Fritz, carrying them down through the clouds over Lake Michigan. Its dark form and sharp menacing angular lines gave it a particularly evil look. 
 
    "Man, this crap is thicker than pea soup." Steele leaned forward and adjusted the range of his forward sensor sweep pattern. “I can't see a damn thing...” he was flying on instruments and 3D image mapping only. 
 
    "I sure wouldn't want to be flying a regular bird in this stuff," Brian commented from the copilot's seat. 
 
    Jack looked out the cockpit window at the stubby wings covered in ice. "We'd drop like a stone..." he observed. The Invader was flying on a combination of standard flight principles and antigravity. The wings and tailfins were more for steerage in atmosphere than anything else. 
 
    "You'll drop free of the clouds in twenty seconds," Mike announced from the navigation and advanced sensor station behind Jack. 
 
    "Any air traffic?" 
 
    "None. Looks like O'Hare and Midway are both socked in. Everything's grounded." 
 
    "Good." Jack pulled the Invader's nose up and level at about a thousand feet from the surface of the mostly frozen lake and nudged the throttles forward. The shoreline was barely visible through the densely falling snow as they flashed over the northern Chicago suburb of what Jack estimated to be Winnetka. A rolling brown-out followed the Invader along the coastline like a strange shadow, streetlights flickering off then back on again as it passed. 
 
    The lights of downtown Chicago suddenly appeared through the swirls of white and Steele yanked the throttles back and dropped the speed brakes, banking the Invader through a right-hand turn. Fritz braced himself against Brian's seat to keep from sliding. At a quarter to three in the morning, parts of the downtown area as well as its famous Rush Street nightclub district, went momentarily dark. Stout party-goers braving the weather experienced only a momentary inconvenience as the Invader moved on. 
 
    The Invader reached the northwestern Chicago neighborhoods in an amount of time that seemed miniscule to Jack. He always considered Chicago, where he'd grown up, to be an expansive city. It seemed so small now. He cut the power to the main engines, leaving the warmers on and maneuvered on the antigravity system only. Reducing the power to the system, he dropped the craft to a height of about two hundred feet and coasted over the houses at about forty miles an hour. Between the blanket of white and the falling snow, he had to look carefully so as not to miss the landmarks he sought. "There it is..." he pulled back on the stick and the Invader slowed. "Anybody awake down there?" 
 
    Paul was watching the Red Eagle 3D ground-mapping infrared scanning system. "There was a vehicle parked on the street you just passed that had a strong signal, looked like there was someone in it too..." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The two Colombian men sitting in the four wheel drive Blazer parked down the street from the Steele residence were arguing when the engine quit running. 
 
    "I don't care what you say, we don't need to be here! Who the hell would go anywhere in this weather?" 
 
    "Look said the other, Marcus says we sit here so we sit here. Do you want to explain to Mr. Vasquez why we didn't stay all night?" 
 
    The first man looked at his watch. "But it's three in the morning! It's snowing like the North Pole and this character's been missing over a year. If he ever shows up, which he won't, it wouldn't be tonight!" 
 
    When the truck's engine sputtered and died, so did the conversation. The man behind the wheel attempted to restart it. It refused. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "How the hell should I know?" said the man behind the wheel. "Do I look like a mechanic to you?" 
 
    "I don't care what people say about America," grumped the man in the passenger seat, "I hate this place, its foul air, its pale people... I'd rather be back in Colombia, it's warmer. I want to go home. 
 
    The man behind the wheel glared at his partner, "Keep whining and I'll send you home alright... in a box! Now shut the fuck up, you're driving me loco!" In his anger he drove the accelerator pedal to the floor and turned the ignition key again. The engine roared to life and he sat back with satisfaction. "Hey! What's that?!" He pointed upwards through the windshield. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "That!" he pointed more vigorously, squinting through the gloom and whitewash of falling flakes. 
 
    "I don't see anything..." said the passenger with disinterest, his feelings wounded. 
 
    "Oh," said the driver, "I guess it's gone now." They sat in silence once again except for the idling engine and the periodic thwip, thwip of the windshield wipers. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Think they saw us?" asked Brian. 
 
    Steele shrugged. "Not in this stuff. Anything else, Pappy?" 
 
    "Just the houses, Jack, nothing else outside. I don't blame them either, it's a good night to be in bed, this weather sucks." 
 
    "Tell me about it," he replied, "I lived here for nearly twenty five years." There was a city park a block away, with a playground, tennis courts and a football field. He angled for it, rotating the ship over the ball field to face the way he came, reducing the power to the antigravity system, the ship descending vertically.  
 
    Brian extended the landing gear, adjusting its height and sensors for flat unbroken terrain. The Invader settled silently into the snow that covered the darkened football field, the landing feet scrunching in the deep snow. 
 
    "Take a blaster, Jack." Paul held out a hand blaster in a shoulder holster about the size of a 9mm automatic. Almost silent when fired compared to the noise of a normal handgun it would be preferable to Steele's favorite bullet-throwing noisemaker. 
 
    "Thanks." He slipped the rig on and donned his old leather bomber jacket over his uniform. If someone saw him, he didn't want to look too out of the ordinary. The ship's door hissed as it released and a cold blast of Chicago winter swirled through the door, snowflakes and all. 
 
    "Ooohhh!" squealed Alité, shivering. "What is that?" 
 
    "It's snow," said Jack laughing. "Haven't you ever seen snow?" 
 
    "No..." she replied sheepishly. 
 
    "Snooowww!" shouted Fritz as he raced past Jack, dashing headlong into the whirling flakes, diving head first into a two-foot snowdrift. He popped out the other side, zooming across the field at a speed that would have surprised a greyhound, parting the snow and leaving skid marks in the undisturbed field of white. Throwing himself down, the Shepherd slid on his back with his feet kicking in the air, mostly disappearing. 
 
    "I think it's time for a rubber dog kennel," said Mike, watching in amazement. 
 
    "Nah," said Jack casually, "he does this every time he sees the first snow..." He zipped up his bomber jacket and hiked the collar around his ears to block the wind. 
 
    Brian handed him a portable comm headset. "Keep in touch." 
 
    "Right." Jack kissed Alité and headed off. "C'mon dog," he called softly. The Shepherd righted himself and bounded back. 
 
    The only marks in the snow belonged to Jack and Fritz, the falling flakes and wind quickly filling them. When they reached the street, Jack glanced back over his shoulder but could not see the Invader through the swirling white. He crossed the street and walked on, the fallen snow scrunching softly beneath his boots as each step sank halfway  up his shins. He stopped momentarily and listened... it was the most silence he could remember hearing in what seemed to be a lifetime, the snowfall making a gentle hushing sound as it fell. 
 
    He remembered what Alité had relayed from Voorlak and cut between the houses to avoid the vehicle Paul had spotted on the street. He would cut through the yards and approach his parent's house from the back. 
 
    Fritz knew this was no ordinary stroll and walked with absolute silence and purpose alongside his friend. All play had been left at the football field, this was business. He paused momentarily, his enhanced hearing picking up sounds far beyond Jack's range. There was a vehicle with the engine running somewhere... beyond that he heard muffled voices. He decided they were far enough away and posed no threat, so walked on, as did Jack, taking the dog's cue. 
 
    Steele motioned to the fence,"Hup.” Fritz cleared it with ease, dropping into Jack's childhood yard. Jack followed, the streetlight on the corner in front of his parent's house casting strange shadows through the yard, creating a foreign and sinister landscape. He was suddenly apprehensive, what would he say? What if they didn't live here anymore? It was the first time he'd thought of that. 
 
    "How's it going, Jack?" 
 
    The sudden voice in his ear from his comm made him jump. "I'm fine," he whispered. He moved across the yard and up the back steps to the house, the dog at his heels. 
 
    Jack stood at the back door with his heart pounding in his ears and the dog stared curiously at him. "OK," said Jack, staring back. "Give me a second..." He gathered his courage and Fritz wagged his tail. 
 
    The knock sounded so tremendously loud he feared it would wake the neighbors. But nothing, no answer. Jack knocked harder the second time, pounded even, and a dog barked somewhere. But nothing. Damn... He realized he should have checked the garage to see if the SUV was in it first. 
 
    Halfway down the stairs, Jack produced a shadow as the kitchen light came on. He almost slipped and fell scrambling back up the steps to the back door. He fumbled, but quickly pulled the black eye patch from the pocket of his bomber jacket and slipped it over his artificial left eye. "No sense in scaring them half to death," he told Fritz. The dog woofed softly. 
 
    The face of his younger sister appeared in the window of the door, her hands cupped around either side of her face so she could see out, her eyes growing to saucer size, her mouth dropping open. But nothing came out. Covering her mouth she backed away from the door in disbelief. Suddenly remembering herself, she clawed at the lock and swung the door wide. "Jaaack?" she screeched. 
 
    "Hi sis," he replied as nonchalantly as possible. 
 
    She threw herself at him, encircling him with her arms. "Where have you been?" 
 
    "You wouldn't believe me if I told you..." 
 
    She dragged him inside, wiping the snow off her bare feet. "Try me..." 
 
    “OK... well,” he rubbed his forehead, “you believe in UFO's right...? 
 
    “Very funny...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Colombian behind the wheel of the Blazer nudged his dozing partner. "Hey, wake up..." 
 
    The other man blinked, rubbing his eyes. "What..." 
 
    The driver pointed at the only house on the block with lights on, "Look."  
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So, they just came on, that's what." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So let's go take a look, stupid!" 
 
    "Out there? Are you kidding?" He stared at the swirling flakes and shivered. "You're crazy. You go, I'm staying here." 
 
    The driver produced a 9mm semi-automatic handgun from his belt. "Let's go, you lazy slug, or I'll shoot you where you sit." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack ran his fingers through his damp hair, "It would be easier if I showed you. Where's mom and dad?" 
 
    "Florida." Her eyes shifted from his face to Fritz, "What do you mean show me? And what happened to your eye? And what is that thing on Fritz?" Fritz stared at her, his tail wagging, his right eye glowing green. 
 
    "You're just full of questions... Look," said Jack, "get dressed, I'll tell you everything on the way..." 
 
    "To where?" 
 
    "Florida, where else?" 
 
    "Now?" She glanced out the window, “How are we getting there... Sleigh?” 
 
    "Something like that. Hurry up, my reindeer are kinda' double parked." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "Is it him?" asked the passenger of the Blazer. 
 
    The driver peered through the dining room window after referring to the photocopy of Jack Steele's photo he kept in his pocket. "Yeah..." He was thinking of the bonus this would bring him. "Let's go get the truck.." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa was in her room packing and Jack stood in the living room staring at the tropical fish tank that had been there since his childhood.  "How long have they been in Florida?" he called. 
 
    "Since late November," she called back. "I stayed for a couple of weeks then came back because I had to work. Y'know you're in a lot of trouble, don't you?" 
 
    "So, what else is new? Are mom and dad upset?" 
 
    "Upset is not exactly the word I'd use," she called. "More like worried to death..." Lisa appeared a moment later from her bedroom, fully dressed and carrying a canvas duffel bag. "It seems like everybody on the planet is looking for you..." 
 
    "Like who?" he wondered aloud. 
 
    "CIA," she began, ticking them off on her fingers. "FBI, Military Intelligence, KGB and some drug guy from Colombia named Vasquez." 
 
    Jack could understand the CIA, FBI, even Military Intelligence... they'd be looking for Paul and Mike. But... "Why the KGB? And who the hell is Vasquez?" 
 
    "I'm not sure," she answered, pulling on her coat. "But those two are supposed to be tied together... something about a missing woman..." 
 
    "Who? What's her name?" 
 
    "Escobar or something like that..." 
 
    "C'mon, Lisa, her full name, think..." 
 
    His sister frowned as she moved about the house turning the lights back off. She stopped and stood in the kitchen to pull a hat down over her ears. "Martina..." she said slowly, as she opened the back door. "No, that's not it..." 
 
    As they descended the stairs to the yard, it came to her. "Marianna, Marianna Escobar! That's it!" She was sure of it. 
 
    Jack stopped dead in his tracks at the top of the stairs. "Marianna, Maria..." he was comparing the names. "Marianna Arroyo Escobar?" 
 
    "Yes, that's it!" Lisa frowned again, "Why? Do you know her?" 
 
    Jack's face was covered with his hands. "Geeeez! How could I have been so stupid?!" 
 
    "You do know her then..." 
 
    "Yeah," groaned Jack. He tromped down the stairs and followed Lisa out the gate followed by Fritz. The trio turned and headed for the park. He clicked on the comm and called the Invader, "I'm on my way back." 
 
    "Roger," came the reply. 
 
    "Where are you parked?" she whispered, looking up and down the block. 
 
    "In the park," he told her. "Bri, call the Freedom, have Commander Edgars put Lieutenant Arroyo in the brig until we return." 
 
    There was a moment of silence. "Maria? But why?" 
 
    "You'll have to ask Comrade Marianna Arroyo Escobar that question." 
 
    "Are you trying to tell me Maria is Russian?" 
 
    That was Paul's voice that time, thought Jack. "It sure looks like it, Commander. Lieutenant Maria Arroyo may be a Soviet... KGB." 
 
    "A double agent... I copy." The reply was soft, without conviction. He would be as stunned as I was, thought Jack. 
 
    Lisa looked at Jack and suddenly realized how much he had changed; commanding, evasive, secretive. Not the happy, carefree pilot she used to know. She stopped walking. "What is all this? Commander, Lieutenant? Jack, what's going on? What happened? Are you in the military or something?" She stood with her feet apart and her hands on her hips, something he remembered their mother doing. "I'm not moving until you tell me..." 
 
    A hundred feet in front of them, the Blazer slid to a stop in the snow and the doors flung wide, cutting off their path to the park. "Mr. Steele! We need to talk to you...!" The man's voice had a thick, distinctive Latin accent. 
 
    Jack shot a glance at his sister, "You said a Colombian drug dealer, right?" 
 
    "Yeah..." 
 
    Jack grabbed Lisa's arm and spun her around, "RUN!" His hand was in his jacket for a millisecond, emerging with the blaster. Hazarding a quick shot as he turned to run, his feet slid in the snow, the bright magenta bolt cleared the roof of the vehicle and bore a hole into a tree on the other side of the street. 
 
    The Colombian from the passenger side froze in his tracks. "WHAT in the name of Saint Mary, was THAT?" 
 
    "Get him!" shouted the driver as he jumped back in. He stomped on the accelerator and the passenger door slammed shut of its own accord, the vehicle fishtailing around the corner, knobby tires kicking up blobs of snow. The first man gave chase on foot. 
 
    "Between the garages!" shouted Jack, his long strides bringing him closer to his sister. Fritz cut the corner cleanly but Lisa lost her footing and slipped, falling into the snow, Jack so close he couldn't help going down with her. He was better for it, as a bullet thwacked the wooden fencepost above him. They must be using silencers, I never heard the shot. He fired behind him without looking and scrambled to his feet. The Blazer slid by, its brakes locked, as Jack pulled Lisa to her feet. He shoved her toward the space between the garages. "Get to the football field," he told her. There was a soft puh behind him and a tug on his left arm that spun him off his feet. 
 
    "Jaaack!" 
 
    "Go, go, go!" he yelled. She disappeared in the gap between the garages and he rolled over realizing his left arm was numb. The Blazer slid into a parked car and the driver was spinning the tires in reverse to get out of the ruts he had made in the snow, the other man wading through the drifts between the parked cars and trees along the curb. Jack pulled off the eye patch, half-sighted and squeezed off three fast shots at his running attacker. The blaster had no recoil, so all three caught the man in the same spot just below the ribcage. The sizzling magenta streaks cut him cleanly in half. As the Colombian lay dying in the snow, he knew he should have never left the warmth of home. 
 
    Steele struggled to his feet as the driver of the Blazer worked to turn the vehicle around in the drifted snow. Fritz appeared and woofed from between the garages, Jack following him as he hazarded a glance back over his shoulder. There was a dark stain in the snow where he had fallen; when he turned back, the Shepherd was gone. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "A little help out here..." The crew in the Invader could hear Jack's labored breathing. "My sister's coming, watch for her..." 
 
    "Let's go..."  Throwing on heavy jackets, Paul, Mike and Brian, grabbed assault rifles off the weapons rack and headed out the door, down the ramp into the cold. 
 
    Paul snapped a charge magazine into the pulse rifle and it whined as it powered up, the snow clinging to his hair and the cold biting his cheeks. “God I hate snow...” he mumbled, the white stuff splashing up around the three men as they ran. He activated his mic, “We're on our way, Jack.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Fritz had run ahead of Jack to catch up with Lisa and guide her to the ship and they emerged from between the houses, racing across the street into the park. She saw three figures running toward her through the white swirls and slowed her pace in fear. Fritz looked back over his shoulder and slowed. "Come!" he barked, and sped up. She hastened her pace for a second then slowed again, confused at what she thought she just heard. 
 
    "Keep going, Lisa!" came the shouts from the men ahead of her. "It's OK, follow Fritz!" She could hear the Blazer behind her, muffled shots and the noise of the strange weapon Jack was carrying. She ran on, past the men with the strange uniforms and odd rifles. One face was familiar but she didn't slow... until she saw the Invader, a bulky gray shadow through the blowing curtain of white. That's when she stopped dead. And stared. Fritz saw this and circled back to get her. 
 
    Lisa didn't know much about flying or airplanes, but it seemed abundantly obvious to her, this hulking, vicious looking thing, was not from her planet. Light glowed from what appeared to be the cockpit and further down the hull, an open doorway. Curious, she cautiously ventured a little closer. A woman appeared in that doorway at the top of a short boarding ramp, waving and calling to her in a strange language. Lisa's legs seemed to turn to stone. It's just a bad dream. I'll wake up soon, she thought. 
 
    Fritz butted her in the thigh with his head. "Go, Lisa!" 
 
    She whirled around. "Stop that! Dogs can't talk!" He grabbed her by the sleeve of her coat and dragged her along. She fought but he refused to release her. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack slid to a stop in the driveway between two houses as the Blazer slid to a stop in the street right in front of him. He saw the muzzle flash out the driver's window and flattened himself against one of the houses, mashing his left arm. A flash of pain shot up his arm like lightning producing stars in his vision. "Ow," he breathed. "That really hurt..." Lights flickered on in neighboring houses. The Colombian swung the door wide and took another shot. Jack dropped to the snow and heard the slug strike the garage behind him with a hollow thwunck. He wanted to fire back but his vision wasn't clear. He squeezed off two blind shots, flattening the front tire and breaking the back, side window of the Blazer. The Colombian froze in place and snapped off another shot, striking the wall near Jack's head. "C'mon guys..." he groaned, blinking away the stars. He squeezed off a shot that hit the snow at the foot of the driveway with a steaming hiss. Great shooting, Jack, he thought, no driveway is safe with you around. 
 
    Jack's vision began to clear enough to see the Colombian advancing up the driveway. "Give up, Mr. Steele..." hissed the voice. 
 
    Threads of rapid, neon blue streaks, passed through the falling snow, striking the Blazer. It exploded in a giant fireball, shattering windows in both the houses on either side of the driveway. Except for the crackling of the burning Blazer, there was silence once more. Jack blinked hard, trying to erase the image of the flash. 
 
    Half blinded again, he searched the driveway for the Colombian with his limited vision. He pointed the blaster at the advancing shadow. 
 
    "Jack!" Brian's voice was a strained whisper. 
 
    Jack lowered the blaster. "Yeah... I'm here." He began to see and got to his feet, the driver of the Blazer lying just in front of him, naked, blackened and smoking. 
 
    "Come on!" insisted Brian with a wave.  
 
    Jack started down the driveway, "I don't know what you guys are whispering about, I've heard tanks make less noise." He joined Brian at the foot of the driveway and they ran across the street past the burning Blazer into the park. "If that didn't wake these people, nothing will." The four men headed back to the Invader as lights came on all over the neighborhood. There was a siren in the distance somewhere although Steele had no idea how they'd get emergency vehicles through the snowbound side streets. 
 
    Clomping up the ramp, Jack lurched through the doorway and dropped himself into a passenger seat as Alité palmed the actuator for the door. "Get us off the ground...” he grunted. 
 
    "Give him a hand," Paul told Mike. "I'm going to take a look at Jack's arm." Mike and Brian headed to the cockpit as Alité confirmed the seal on the Invader's door. 
 
    Lisa, silent and wide-eyed, sat opposite Jack as Paul helped him off with his bomber jacket. She watched as her brother grit his teeth and winced. Fritz climbed into the seat beside her and watched too. 
 
    There was a temporary whine and some vibration as the generators spun up to full power to supply the antigravity system. Lisa's eyes grew wide. "What's that?" 
 
    "We're taking off," answered Alité, handing a medical kit to Paul. 
 
    Lisa glanced at her then back at Jack and Paul. "What'd she say?" 
 
    “Taking off..." said Fritz, annunciating slowly. 
 
    Lisa jumped and glanced at the dog who looked back at her, his head cocked to one side in a curious fashion. "Please," she pleaded, "someone tell me what's going on..." She stared at Jack's artificial eye, as black as polished onyx. 
 
    Jack took a deep breath as Paul cut and peeled away his bloody shirt sleeve. "Lisa, meet Commander Paul Smiley of the cruiser Freedom. Formerly of the U.S. Navy." Paul nodded as he continued his inspection of Jack's wound. "You've met Brian," continued Jack. "The other guy is Lieutenant Mike Warren, also formerly of the U.S. Navy, he's Paul's wingman." Jack sucked air as Paul cleaned the wound.  
 
    "Looks worse than it is," commented Paul. 
 
    Jack's eyes watered, "To you maybe." 
 
    "Stop being a baby, Jack, it's just a scratch." Paul smirked, "A big scratch, but still... just a scratch." 
 
    Jack managed a weak smile, "You're a real comedian... But don't quit your day job... Ow, take it easy will ya?" Alité sat down next to him and held his hand. Jack glanced at her and saw the worry. "I'm alright," he told her. 
 
    "Who is she, Jack?" 
 
    "Sorry Lisa; this is Princess Alité Steele. My wife." He turned to Alité. "Sweetheart, this is my sister, Lisa Steele." 
 
    Alité smiled and extended her hand. "Nice to meet you." 
 
    Lisa's eyes were wide with disbelief as she took Alité's hand. "Um, I, uh..." she closed her mouth, not sure what to say or who to look at. The woman's eyes kept changing colors, and Jack's artificial eye gave her the creeps. There were just too many things to accept and digest and Lisa was having a difficult time wading through it all. She took a deep cleansing breath hoping to clear her mind. "OK wait... let me just take a stab at this..." She pointed at Alité, "She's not from around here. Am I right?" 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS, FLORIDA: HOME AT LAST – SORT OF... 
 
    Brian had taken the Invader up into the clouds and headed south at a leisurely pace. By the time they passed over Kentucky, they were out of the cloud cover and so was Lisa. It took Jack that long to outline the events of the past year and how things came to be. Lisa listened to most of it in intense silence, only stopping her brother on occasion to clarify something. When he finished, Lisa leaned back in her seat and looked down at Fritz who had fallen asleep, his head across her lap. Her fingers stroked his left ear and her thumb ran back and forth along the steel skull cap that covered the right side of the Shepherd’s head. When she looked back up she was smiling. "Wow," she breathed, "It's a lot to digest... I feel like I'm in some sort of science fiction movie. I'm here but... I don't know, I still feel like I'm dreaming this." She shook her head trying to clear away the disbelief. "Boy, I sure would've liked to have seen some of it." 
 
    Paul had found a temporary translator disc in the medical kit and taped it behind Lisa's left ear. When Jack and Paul had returned to the cockpit, Lisa and Alité were sitting alone talking girl talk. 
 
    Jack had pulled a fresh tunic from the crew locker and stood between Brian and Mike at the controls while he buttoned it and pinned his rank pips to its collar. "Any problems?" he asked. 
 
    Mike shook his head. "Not really. Had a couple of nosy Air Force birds but this thing is a little stealthy, we lost them." 
 
    Jack looked out through the cockpit perspex. The Invader had flown back into cloud cover over southern Georgia, and beads of moisture raced across the windscreen. Mike and Brian were flying on imaging instruments. "We're clear of the mountains," said Jack. "Why don't we drop below the clouds..." Without answering, Mike adjusted the craft and it began a gentle descent. As they dropped free of the greyness, rain slashed across the sky, pelting the Invader and creating a familiar noise. The pilots glanced at one another and smiled little smiles, the kind one makes when remembering something pleasant. 
 
    "Sounds nice," said Paul. It was funny about the little things, how much you could miss them. 
 
    The heavy overcast soon gave way to broken cloud and the rain stopped abruptly. Stars were visible through the holes in the clouds, but the sky would soon begin to lighten in the east. "How do you want to do this, Jack?" asked Brian. 
 
    Steele pinched his lower lip. "Approach low over the Gulf, drop me, Lisa and the dog on the beach and come back for us after dark." 
 
    Paul shrugged. "A good a plan as any, what time do you want for pickup?" 
 
    "Hmmm, how about ten o'clock?" 
 
    "A lot of people will still be awake..." reminded Brian. "Midnight might be better." 
 
    Jack nodded. "Midnight sounds good." 
 
    "MacDill Air Force Base just picked us up," announced Mike. 
 
    "Swing out over the water, drop below five hundred feet," instructed Paul. The Invader banked hard and dropped four thousand feet in a matter of a few seconds, the distant lights of Tampa disappearing below the horizon. Brian followed the terrain at two hundred feet until he reached the water where he swung back south to follow the coastline. 
 
    The Captain of the shrimp boat below almost fell overboard as the Invader passed directly overhead. "Bobby! Bobby! Get the camera! Get the camera! Quick!" 
 
    The first mate looked up lethargically from his chores. "Why? What'd you see Jim?" 
 
    The Captain searched the empty sky down along the coastline, the same way he would do for the rest of his life. "Never mind... forget it." 
 
    Streetlights flickered off and winked back on along the beach as the Invader passed, but very few people were awake to notice. The sky in the east was beginning to lighten. "Slow down, Bri," coached Jack, "Let me see..." Brian eased the throttles back and cut the engines, using the antigravity to continue cruising. "There...!" pointed Jack. "The surf shop! Slow down, the house is only a few blocks..." 
 
    Brian eased back the power and the ship slowed, dropping to less than a hundred feet. "We've got company coming," announced Mike. "A Coast Guard boat's got us on radar and there's a couple of F-16s nosing our way..." 
 
    "Find it fast," added Paul. 
 
    "There it is," said Brian, angling the ship over the beach. 
 
    "Lisa!" called Jack. "You've got about thirty seconds, we're here!" 
 
    "Already?" 
 
    "Yep." He slung the blaster rig over his shoulder and pulled on his uniform jacket to cover it. He decided not to wear the bomber jacket because of the bloody hole in its left sleeve. He grabbed a comm unit and clipped it on his ear. 
 
    "They're almost on top of us, Jack..." While Mike held the controls, Brian jumped up to vacate the pilot's seat to Paul who hastily belted himself in. 
 
    "Alright let us out..." Alité opened the door without extending the ramp and Paul dropped the ship to mere inches from the sand without using the landing gear. "See ya' later..." Jack kissed Alité and jumped to the sand as two F-16s whistled overhead. "Uh oh," breathed Jack, looking up. Fritz jumped, then Lisa. They ran towards the house as the door of the ship began to close, the F-16s splitting into a Y in the distance, banking sharply to make a return pass. The Invader lifted slightly and turned slowly to face the advancing fighters and the open water. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    "This is Major Sutton, United States Air Force. Unidentified craft do you copy? Please identify yourself..." Sutton had already instructed his wingman to call for additional aircraft. "Unidentified aircraft, this is American airspace, please identify yourself or I will be forced to shoot you down." 
 
    "Drifter, this is Wet Willie..." 
 
    "Go, Wet Willie..." 
 
    "Major, there are two more birds on the way, and we are cleared to fire over water. I repeat, over water, clear to arm and fire." 
 
    "Copy Wet Willie, clear to fire over the drink." 
 
    "Hello, Air Force," responded Paul on their frequency. He flipped the switches for the main engine burners and adjusted the forcing cones for maximum thrust, the Invader coasting out over the water. "Commander Paul Smiley, United States Navy, don't shoot." 
 
    "Navy? You are not displaying an IFF beacon... A full identification please," insisted the Major. "And if you don't mind me asking, what the hell is that thing?" The F-16s passed overhead to the left and right of the Invader, disappearing from view over the houses. Two more F-16s appeared in the broken clouds at about six thousand feet, flying a protective CAP. 
 
    "No beacon - Black OPS exercise,” lied Pappy. “ And you wouldn't believe me if I told you, Major... it's classified." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack, Lisa and Fritz, huddled at the foot of the steps to the sundeck of his house, watching. Jack could see the burner rings inside the Invader's engines turn from a dark cherry red to a bright pink and the tails of the forcing cones as they narrowed. "Heads down," he instructed. The trio ducked and covered themselves as the F-16s passed overhead and the Invader accelerated away, first on antigravity then igniting her main engine burners as she passed low over the first of the waves breaking on the sandbars. The water split beneath her down to the sandy bottom with a boom, sending a sheet of water and sand over a hundred feet into the air on either side of her. Thunder boomed and rolled out across the Gulf of Mexico, the Invader easily outrunning the noise. 
 
    "Holy shit!" squeaked Lisa, peeking. In a blink, the Invader was nothing but a brilliant speck of light low on the horizon, a trail of churning water and mist the only signs of her departure. The F-16s gave chase, igniting their afterburners and creating a sonic boom in the distance. They would have as much hope of catching the UFO, as a Piper Cub would of catching them. 
 
    Lisa could barely see it as it climbed straight up into the morning sky. "Good God," she whispered, how fast is that thing?" 
 
    Jack shrugged. "It's supposed to be able to do about Mach 20 in atmosphere... that's about fifteen-thousand..." 
 
    "Miles an hour?" 
 
    Jack nodded casually, "Yep." 
 
    Fritz cocked his head. "Ssshh, people coming," he whispered.  
 
    Lisa thumbed towards the dog, “That's going to take some getting used to...” she whispered. They huddled back down as two men in business suits ran from between the houses onto the beach.  
 
    "I told you!" insisted the first. 
 
    The second was watching the F-16s through a pair of binoculars. "I don't see anything but the Falcons, Tom." 
 
    "I'm telling you, there was something else. It looked like it was on the beach..." 
 
    "Well, look," said the second, "if there was something here, it didn't leave any marks..." 
 
    "C'mon Frank, I saw something, maybe it was a helicopter..." 
 
    Frank shook his head. "There's not a helicopter alive that could outrun an F-16." 
 
    "Well it was kinda' bulky." He made gestures with his hands to approximate a shape. 
 
    "You're not trying to tell me you saw a UFO, are you, Tom?" 
 
    "Well I..." he saw the other man's expression. "Ahem, I, well, no. No, of course not. No. Definitely not." He turned and walked back toward the street. "Let's go get some coffee." They disappeared between the houses back the way they came. 
 
    "Neighbors?" whispered Lisa. 
 
    "Not unless some new ones moved in," said Jack. "It's Saturday, right?" His sister nodded. "Mmmm," nodded Jack. "Suits before six in the morning, on a Saturday. My guess is alphabet soup..." 
 
    “Alphabet soup...?” 
 
    "FBI, CIA, NCIS, NSA... whatever." He stood up. "We'd better get inside." He searched his pockets as Lisa brushed herself off. "Damn," he growled, "I left my keys in my bomber jacket, guess we'll have to knock." 
 
    "Your eye," said Lisa. 
 
    "Oh yeah..." he paused on the bottom step searching his pockets for the eye patch. "Also in my bomber jacket. Got any sunglasses?" 
 
    "Yeah sure, because I need those all the time in the middle of winter in Chicago..." 
 
     "Yeah...” snorted Jack, “maybe they won't notice..." 
 
    Lisa laughed loudly. "And pigs fly, right?" 
 
    Jack stood ready to knock at the sliding glass door into the kitchen but froze. This was home, and for a second, it was as if the last sixteen months hadn't happened. But they had. And suddenly he felt like he didn't belong there anymore, a foreigner in his own world. A stranger at his own home. He backed away from the door. 
 
    "What's wrong?" asked Lisa. 
 
    "Uh, well, maybe we should wait a little bit, it's awful early..." 
 
    "Oh sure!" she retorted. "It's OK to wake me at some ungodly hour, but you're too chicken-shit to wake mom and dad!" She pushed him and he bumped the door, making it rattle. "Knock, you weenie!" The family dog barked from inside the house and Fritz barked back out of reflex. 
 
    "Now look what you've done!" said Jack, backing away from the door again. He grabbed her by the arm and put her in front of the door. "You talk to them first," he told her, "my eye... you know." He moved out of view. 
 
    She smirked. "Yeah, sure. Right. Your eye." The curtain moved and her mother peeked out. The curtain closed again. "What am I supposed to say?" hissed Lisa. 
 
    "Break it to them gently, I'll stay out here..." He pulled the comm unit off his ear and slid it into a pocket inside his jacket. 
 
    "Now, how am I supposed to do that...?" Lisa spun toward the door when she heard it begin to slide. "Oh, hi, mom!" 
 
    "Lisa? What are you doing here?" Lynnette Steele slid the door wide to let her daughter into the house. “How did you get here?”  
 
    "Funny you should ask me that," said Lisa casually as she stepped past her mother, tossing her duffel bag on the floor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lynnette jumped up off the couch. "He's here? Why didn't you say so in the first place?!" She moved forward, "Where is he?" 
 
    Lisa stepped in front of her mother to head her off. "Just a minute, mom. Yes, he's here. But he's changed..." 
 
    "Changed how?" Kyle's expression was one of anticipation, but he remained calmly seated on the couch. 
 
    “Different, maybe that's a better word, he's different...” 
 
    "He's hurt, is that it?" said Lynnette. 
 
    "No. No, he's not hurt... he was, but he's all healed now." Just don't squeeze his arm, she thought. "He's fine, honest." 
 
    Kyle rose from the couch. "Well, let him in, girl! Why is he standing outside?" 
 
    Lisa raised her hands. "OK, OK! Just don't stare at his eye..." 
 
    “What's wrong with his eye?" Asked Lynnette, almost in tears. 
 
    Lisa thought how she might explain it. "Umm..." 
 
    "What?" Her mother tried to get around her. 
 
    Lisa held her. "Wait, mom..." She sighed, there was no easy way. "His left eye isn't real, and it might be a little scary..." OK, a lot scary, she thought. She saw the tears rolling down her mother's cheek. Dammit Jack, she thought, I hate when you make me do this stuff. "It's OK, mom, he can see fine, it's just not a real eye." Lynnette pushed past her daughter and ran to the door, peering through the glass. 
 
    Always in control, Kyle moved casually to the door and stood next to his wife. "He looks fine," said Kyle quietly, resting his hand on Lynnette's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack stood motionless on the sand halfway between the water and the house, watching Fritz splash happily at the water's edge. The dog had been eyeing the surf and Jack had decided to let him play. The water was fairly cold and Fritz was only getting his legs wet, but he was having a terrific time. The broken clouds were giving way to clear sky, the eastern horizon behind them turning a rosy shade, casting slivers of color between the houses and across the sand. Jack drew a deep lungful of the fresh air and could almost taste its substance. What a beautiful morning, he thought, absolutely outstanding. How he missed this. 
 
    When he glanced up at the sky, he saw the three-quarter morning moon hanging there; pale, cool, quiet. Looking like it had been painted into the sky. It beckoned to him and he could feel its pull. And he knew. This would always be his home, but out there was where he belonged. Where he was destined to be. 
 
    "Jack..." Jack spun around and the Shepherd stopped playing, turning toward the house. Kyle and Lynnette stood at the rail on the sundeck and Lisa stood in the sliding glass doorway to the kitchen, waving him in. 
 
    Homecoming was full of hugs, tears... and stares. Jack had to grit his teeth and Lisa thought his eyes would pop out when their mother hugged him across the wound on his arm. But he made it through. His parents must have dismissed the tears in his eyes as the result of the emotions of the moment. 
 
    Lynnette couldn't help herself. Lisa had said his eye looked odd, but she couldn't have imagined it like it was if she tried. And poor Fritz, he looked like a dog version of Phantom of the Opera with a small camera lens stuck to his face. 
 
    Jack and Lisa had a few moments alone as Lynnette made breakfast and Kyle showered. "I don't get it," whispered Jack, "they haven't asked me a thing. How much did you tell them?" 
 
    "Not much," replied Lisa. 
 
    "So you didn't tell them about..." 
 
    "Are you nuts?" she hissed. "I don't want to end up in a rubber room!" 
 
    "Stop exaggerating," said Jack, "they wouldn't do that." 
 
    "They sure as hell wouldn't believe me," she sassed. 
 
    "Mmm, you're probably right." 
 
    "There's no probably about it," said Lisa quietly. "If you want them to believe this story, you're gonna' have to show them concrete evidence." 
 
    "You're just hoping to see the Freedom for yourself," said Jack sitting back on the couch and switching on the big-screen TV. 
 
    "Damn right," confirmed Lisa. "But you know I'm right. They won't believe it unless they see it. Not with all that's happened. They'll think you're nuts or on drugs or something." 
 
    "Alright," said Jack calmly, "it's settled then, a midnight tour it is." 
 
    "Breakfast...!" It was not a call anyone in this family was likely to miss. Eggs, bacon, pancakes, milk, juice... the whole fanfare. And nobody made it better. It smelled spectacular and Jack's mouth was watering long before he sat down at the breakfast table. 
 
    "Man, this is great," said Jack, loading his plate. 
 
    "My Lord," said his mother, "don't they feed you? I mean, wherever it is you've been." 
 
    "That's one thing we do well, is eat," he replied. "I just haven't eaten since about seven last night." 
 
    "And where was that...?" said Kyle carefully. 
 
    "And why are you so pale?" asked his mother. "You used to be so tan." 
 
    His father waved at her to be quiet. "That's not important Lynn." He never took his eyes off Jack. "So what happened, son? Exactly... Where have you been and why has it taken so long for you to come home? Your eye, the dog..." he glanced down at Fritz who sat quietly next to Gus the family dog. "What's happened?" 
 
    Jack was seriously hoping Fritz wouldn't feel the need to speak anytime soon. "Well," said Jack, "I'll tell you what I can, but some of it will have to wait until tonight..." 
 
    "Why tonight ?" interrupted his mother. 
 
    The doorbell rang before Jack could respond and his father rose from the table to answer it. 
 
    "Where's my car mom?" asked Jack, between forkfuls. 
 
    "In the garage. Your father and I had to go get it from the airport. Why?" 
 
    "Just curious..."  
 
    Kyle Steele walked back into the kitchen with a man dressed smartly in a blue-gray suit and Jack's stomach filled with butterflies. He looked like a Fed. Jack had not removed his jacket, his first instinct was to reach inside and produce the blaster. He resisted the urge. "Dad?" 
 
    "Son, this is Agent Phil Cooper, FBI. Phil, this is my son, Jack Steele." Phil Cooper stepped forward and extended his hand. Jack remained seated, stone-faced. "He's here to help you, Jack," prompted his father. 
 
    Jack rose slowly, taking care to prevent his jacket from dropping open and revealing the blaster. He shook hands with the agent, a short, curt shake, then sat back down. 
 
    “The scariest words in the English language,” commented Jack, “I'm from the government and I'm here to help...” 
 
    “Hey!” shot his father, glaring at him, “that was uncalled for...” 
 
    Lynnette set another place at the table and Phil joined the family for breakfast. The Agent ate happily and quietly for some time, studying Jack as he ate. Jack ignored him. "You were in Chicago last night," said Phil, after some time, "weren't you?" He glanced at Lisa and smiled. "It was easy to figure," he added. He watched Jack's face but there was no reaction. "Yeah," he continued, "it seems Jack Steele and body counts are synonymous." 
 
    Jack looked up from his food and cleared his throat but said nothing. His father had stopped eating and was staring at him, his mother looked pale. The only one that seemed unaffected was Lisa. "You know,” continued Cooper, "those two guys you left in the snow were Vasquez's men. He won't be happy about that." 
 
    "Don't know the man. But I suppose that's his problem, isn't it..." said Jack sarcastically, still eating. 
 
    "Hey kid, I'm not condemning you. Honest." He took a swig of milk and wiped the white mustache off his upper lip with a napkin. "In fact, in my opinion, you did the world a favor. But there's something curious, see..." He lit a cigarette and watched the smoke curl away. "The guy in the driveway is still alive." He watched Jack's eyes narrow. "And my men tell me, he keeps babbling something about some kind of lightning gun or something. The other guy... Christ," he breathed, "they faxed me pictures, he was burned in half...”  
 
    “Nice breakfast talk...” interrupted Jack, eating. He waved his fork, “And if you don't mind, I'd prefer you not to smoke in my house.” 
 
    “Their vehicle was destroyed beyond recognition,” continued Cooper, snubbing his cigarette out in his half-eaten scrambled eggs. “And there was a small amount of radiation of undetermined origin. Just what the hell did you use?" 
 
    Jack met his gaze and held it. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, thinking. Stone faced and without blinking, he reached in and drew out the blaster from under his jacket. Cooper was unmoved. He'd be a good Ruge player, thought Jack. Ejecting the power cartridge into his left hand, Jack held the weapon out in the palm of his right hand. "I used this. I suppose a lightning gun is actually a pretty fair description..." 
 
    Cooper picked it out of Jack's hand and examined it, turning it over and over. It was about the size and shape of a 9mm semiautomatic pistol but lighter than it looked. Kyle leaned over and stared at it too. "This is it? It feels like a toy..." said Cooper. 
 
    Jack snorted, "Hardly." To his surprise Cooper handed it back. 
 
    “How does it work?” asked his father. 
 
    “Well I took one apart once...” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I learned I should never take one apart again,” he chuckled.  
 
    “Don't be a smartass...” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “I'm not, totally a true story. It's actually called an Ion Pulse Laser Blaster. It operates on a burst of intensely focused light. That's the total extent of my knowledge of this thing...” he slid the power cartridge back in and re-holstered it. “That and how to reload it.” 
 
    "And how did it come into your possession?" 
 
    "Hmm,” Jack smiled, “interesting choice of words, Mr. Cooper. I'm sure you have a hundred questions, but if I told you, I doubt seriously any of you would believe me. So, if you can all wait just a few hours until tonight, I will be able to answer all your questions and explain absolutely everything." He drained his juice glass. 
 
    "Why, what happens tonight?" asked Cooper. 
 
    "It'll be easier to show you rather than just tell you," explained Jack. 
 
    "What could be so unbelievable?" asked his father. The phone rang before Jack could respond and his father rose to answer it. "It's for you," he told Cooper. 
 
    Cooper came back and sat down at the table after a short phone conversation. He stared at Jack. "It seems the B-25 Sweet Susie, the one you disappeared in, has turned up..." 
 
    "Do tell..." said Jack sitting back with a wry smile. 
 
    "Really...? said his father. "Where?" 
 
    "Right back at the hangar where it first took off from," answered Cooper. His eyes never left Jack's face. "Would you know anything about that, Jack?" 
 
    Jack smiled innocently. "Who me?" he shrugged. "Maybe..." 
 
    "Funny thing is," announced the Agent, "it seems it simply dropped from the sky earlier this morning... right through the roof of the hangar of Miles Aviation. Destroyed the plane, the hangar, and a partly restored P-38 Lightning parked inside." 
 
    Oooh, bonus points! "Geez, that’s too bad..." he replied unconvincingly. 
 
    Cooper eyed him suspiciously. "Yeah, you look really broken up about it. How'd you do it?" 
 
    "Tonight," said Jack, pushing his chair back. "Midnight." He was tired, his left arm aching. He wanted, needed some rest. 
 
    “You know there are a lot of people who want to talk to you, Mr. Steele...” said Cooper standing, “FBI, CIA, ATF, NCIS... I could go on...” 
 
    Jack was unmoved at Cooper's posturing, “Please don't.” His arms were folded casually across his chest. 
 
    “Maybe we should talk about protective custody,” he said drawing out a pair of handcuffs slowly. “Give us a chance to straighten things out, the FBI can protect you...” He laid the cuffs on the table. “It would be best if you did it voluntarily...” 
 
    “Best for who...? You?” He glanced at his dad and back to Cooper. “See what I mean dad? They're here to help... what a crock. They thrive on using people. I wouldn't have been in the mess in the first place if it wasn't for the helpful folks in the government.” 
 
    “I don't want to have to do it the hard way.” Cooper shifted but froze, blinking in disbelief. With a momentary blur of motion, Jack had the Ion Blaster pointed at him, still sitting calmly. It was as if he hadn't moved at all. 
 
    His parents stared at him silently, blinking. Kyle wasn't sure he had actually seen him move. 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, “So if it doesn't go your way, you'll bully people. Nice. I've got news for you, you really don't want to get into a pissing match here, Mr. Cooper. You will lose. That ballistic vest you're wearing might as well be made of tissue paper - and you've seen what this thing can do. So how about you take your hand off that Glock, so I don't have to mess up the walls of my house with your guts...” 
 
    Cooper let his hand drop to his side, then leaned forward, his hands on the table. “Kid, you have no idea what you're up against, how much trouble you're in... there's a price on your head. You need the FBI's help.” 
 
    Jack laughed hard, “What I'm up against? You pompous ass... you have no idea what I'm capable of. You saw what happened to the last two guys that tried to collect on that,” he added flippantly. “And as far as one branch of the government protecting me from another branch of government - I can't believe you can actually say that with a straight face. It's quite possibly the dumbest thing I've ever heard.” He stood and slid the blaster back in its holster. “Let me be perfectly clear, Mr. Cooper, I don't need your help, or the help of any government agency...” 
 
    Cooper straightened up and shrugged. “So you want to live the rest of your life looking over your shoulder?” 
 
    “Cooper, you're starting to bore me. You're in so far over your head, you can't even see the light of day... and you don't even know it.” He glanced at his parents but did not turn away from Phil Cooper. “Dad, if you value him as a friend, keep him away from me until tonight.” Jack walked out of the room followed by Fritz and Lisa. “I'm going to get some rest.” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 
      
 
    COVERT INCURSION: GULF OF MEXICO 
 
    Ensign Myomerr pointed the nose of the Invader at the planet, the Gulf of Mexico her targeted entry zone. "Are you gentlemen ready?" 
 
    "All set, Skipper," called Dooby from the back, checking his harness. 
 
    "Fifteen-hundred miles to coordinates," stated Ragnaar, activating a secondary sensor screen.  
 
    "Thank you, Lieutenant.” She reached forward, flipping the shields on, the hum of the shield generator spinning up.” We'd better hustle it up, we're running late..." she added, shoving the throttle forward. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa dragged a lounge chair from the other side of the sundeck next to her brother, "Where are they, Jack?" She dropped into the chair and kicked her feet up. 
 
    Jack checked his watch, 12:15. "I don't know, Lisa." He leaned back on the lounger and scanned the sky over the Gulf, Fritz strolling around on the sand inspecting shells and other things washed up on the beach. He glanced over at his sister, “They'll be here,” he added confidently. 
 
    "Can you see them yet?” she asked. 
 
    "Not yet. Believe me, you'll notice their entry. It'll be hard to miss. But I can see the Freedom..." 
 
    "Really? Where?" 
 
    Jack pointed up at the full moon. "There, see that little rectangular shadow on the left side? Can you see it?" 
 
    "I think so..." 
 
    "That's it." 
 
    "Hmm, it must be pretty big if we can see it from here...” 
 
    Kyle, Lynette and Phil Cooper stood in the house at the sliding glass door watching Jack and Lisa. "What do you think they're looking at?" asked Lynette. 
 
    "Good question..." mumbled Cooper staring at the night sky over the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
    "What do you suppose he's waiting for?" asked Lynette, stepping away to refill her coffee cup. 
 
    "I wish I knew," answered Kyle. "But in a minute I'm gonna' go out there and get a straight answer out of him if I have to shake it out of him..." 
 
    "Easy, big fella," said Cooper. "We don't know what kind of mental or psychological pressures he's dealing with. Let's let him play it out. Maybe when nothing happens, he'll come to realize that he needs our help." 
 
    Kyle raised an eyebrow. Was that a reference to a Stockholm Syndrome of some sort? He was starting to think his son was right - while Jack rested, he'd had to stop Cooper from calling in other agents. He'd begun to realize what Lisa had said about Jack having changed, was true. They were deep changes, he had a command presence that was unmistakeable, and Kyle felt a sense of fearlessness that was almost palpable. While always a fairly tough kid, his son had grown into a man that he would consider extremely dangerous if forced to fight. As a parent, he felt no fear for himself, his wife or his daughter, perceiving a protected family status. However, he did not get the sense that this special status extended to anyone outside that small circle. With that in mind, Kyle 
 
    felt the need to convinced Cooper that forcing his way on Jack would end in disaster, in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was a pleasant night and Jack was thoroughly enjoying it, a gentle breeze dancing through the palm trees around the deck and a set of wind chimes on someone's house somewhere up the beach. The gentle tinkling notes made Jack's eyelids heavy as he drew in the wonderfully fresh, unfiltered air.  
 
    "Look!" shouted Lisa, sitting bolt upright, straddling her chair, pointing to the horizon. 
 
    Jack's eyes shot open just in time to see the tail end of what looked like a shooting star coming straight down. "That's them!" he said with a smile. “It stands out if you're watching for it...” The light had disappeared below the horizon and he pulled his comm from his pocket as he stood up, fitting it into his ear. 
 
    Cooper and his parents had seen his actions and filed out onto the sundeck. "What's going on, Jack?" 
 
    "Our taxi's here, Mr. Cooper," said Jack flippantly. 
 
    "I don't see anything, Jack," said his mother.  
 
    Thunder rolled gently through the cloudless night sky from somewhere out over the Gulf. "Give it a minute." 
 
    "Look, son," said his father, aggravation dripping from his voice, "I think we've had just about enough of this, it's going on twelve-thirty..." 
 
    "Patience, dad...” retorted Jack, calmly.  A few moments passed where the only sounds were the breeze and the surf rolling in. “There!" he pointed. A faint, rosy glow appeared on the distant horizon, reflections dancing on the water. Glancing up and down the beach, reassured him most of the houses were dark, their occupants asleep. Thunder rolled again, louder, closer than before. 
 
    "What is it?" Asked Cooper. 
 
    "You government types," prodded Jack, "would probably call it a weather balloon." He keyed the comm unit, "Steele to Invader, back it down or you'll overshoot." 
 
    "Copy, Skipper." Myomerr dropped the atmospheric speed brakes and yanked back the throttle and Ragnaar toggled off the main engines as the throttles hit the zero mark. The dark ship coasted toward the beach on antigravity at over two-hundred miles an hour.  
 
    "Set it right on the beach," instructed Jack. The blue flare of the braking jets reflected brightly off the water, their soft whooshing audible over the gentle Gulf breeze. The shadowy profile of the Invader grew out of the darkness like a dragon, breathing fire. Looking at the blank faces behind him, Jack smiled to himself with righteous satisfaction. "Invader, adjust your gear settings for soft, uneven terrain."  
 
    "Invader copy, sir." Ragnaar input the commands into the computer and the auto-controllers extended the gear to anticipate sinkage and the need for auto-leveling. 
 
    Kyle scratched his chin. "Some kind of hovercraft...” he observed, unsure of his estimation. 
 
    "You could say that..." commented Jack, overhearing. “And while it can hover, you'd be incorrect. Thanks for playing...” he joked. 
 
    "Hovercraft don't have landing legs," observed Cooper. His hair was standing up on the back of his neck. "You've been on a ship, haven't you? That's why no one's been able to find you..." 
 
    "Very good, Mr. Cooper," smiled Jack, shooting him a glance. Phil Cooper smiled back but he looked pained, not pleased. Jack wondered if he had figured it out yet. 
 
    "That would explain the uniform," whispered his mother. 
 
    "But what country?" whispered his father. "I've never seen a uniform like that..." 
 
    The small group watched in silence as the Invader coasted to a stop, turned, and crabbed sideways as it reached the beach. Jack was aware of a distinct humming as it approached, a familiar tingling washing over his body. Probably the antigravity generators, he thought. 
 
    Settling to the sand, the humming subsided as the antigravity generators spun down. A flush armor panel on the side of the hull popped outward, sliding up over the top of the hull, revealing an inner waist door. It hissed as the seal released, the door swinging inward and folding out of the way, a boarding ramp extending from a slot under the doorway. Ragnaar's hulking frame almost filled the open doorway, red light pouring out past him, casting a long shadow down the ramp and onto the sand. 
 
    Jack knew exactly who it was without seeing his face, Fritz darting past and up the ramp, brushing past the Lieutenant. “Sir,” he saluted. Jack returned the salute and was aware of the others crowded close behind him, filled with curiosity and apprehension. 
 
    "Sorry about the delay, sir," began Ragnaar, "we had a few minor problems..." 
 
    "That's alright Lieutenant." Jack turned to the others. "Let's get everybody aboard..." 
 
    Ragnaar frowned, his features hidden in the shadows, "I wasn't aware we would have passengers, sir." 
 
    "Is it a problem, Mr. Ragnaar?" 
 
    "No, sir," he replied backing out of the doorway. 
 
    "All aboard..." encouraged Jack, gesturing up the ramp. He ushered everyone up the ramp except Agent Cooper who stood at the bottom, one foot on the sand, the other on the ramp. “Go or stay, Cooper, makes no difference to me,” he shrugged, “but I would've expected you'd want to see this through...” Phil took one step up and paused, undecided.  
 
    Steele pursed his lips and folded his arms across his chest. “You can't possibly tell me you're scared... I'm not going to kill you, Cooper; we're going for a joy ride. We'll be back before daybreak.” Phil Cooper nodded and strode up the ramp without speaking. At the top of the ramp Jack gave the deserted beach one last scan before palming the actuator, closing the door behind him. Phil Cooper sat next to Kyle and Lynette, studying Ragnaar and his unique features. Despite his size, he looked human enough, sort of.   
 
    Lisa smiled wryly as she strolled past to see who was in the cockpit. “It's not nice to stare...” she whispered at Phil Cooper. She returned as wide-eyed as her parents after meeting the Ketarian pilot, Myomerr.  
 
    "Dooby," said Jack, "find the med kit and get everyone a translator disc, my sister will give you a hand." 
 
    "Yes, sir." He turned to Lisa, smiled gregariously and stuck out his hand. "Hi, name's Dooby, good to meet you. Didn't know the Skipper had a sister." 
 
    She shook his hand and smiled at the young man with no hair. "And I didn't know he had a crewman named Dooby. So I guess we're even." 
 
    Jack stood in the doorway of the cockpit, his back to his passengers, talking to Ragnaar and Myomerr as the Invader lifted off the beach and sped across the open expanse of water. "So what was the delay?" 
 
    "The ship's been on yellow alert most of the day, Captain. There's been a lot of traffic through the far end of the sector. The freedom has patrols out as we speak..." He paused to adjust the input for the navigation computer. "Commander Smiley said better safe than sorry." 
 
    "Roger that..." added Jack, nodding. 
 
    "Did I hear the name Smiley?" Jack turned to find Agent Cooper directly behind him. "That wouldn't be the missing Navy pilot, Paul Smiley, would it?" 
 
    "The same," said Jack. "Mike Warren is with us too." He motioned to the seats, “Better buckle up, Phil.” 
 
    "What about a woman named Marianna..." 
 
    "Maria Arroyo," interrupted Jack. "She's with us too. I had her placed in the brig last night when I found out her real identity." He shook his head. "I didn't like it though; she's been a good friend. I'm sure we've got quite a discussion in store for us when we get back." 
 
    "We're not going to a ship that floats on water are we..." It was more a statement than a question, obvious that Phil was uncomfortable with a realization that he was reluctant to accept. 
 
    Jack smiled as he and the agent buckled into their seats across from each other. "No, Phil, we're not."  
 
    “Ascending...!” called Ragnaar from the cockpit. 
 
    The floor tilted up and pushed them all into their seats, although the artificial gravity system vastly reduced the effects of the acceleration into space. Once out of the planet's atmosphere, the cabin gravity stabilized to normal and it was comfortable to move about. 
 
    Jack drew his father into the cockpit and pointed out through the perspex at the moon which seemed extraordinarily large. The rectangular shadow on the center of the moon growing rapidly. "I've been out here, dad, in space. UFOs, the Bermuda Triangle, Atlantis... they're not just myths...” 
 
    Kyle's sharp eyes were studying the rectangular shape in front of the moon. "That's a ship isn't it..." 
 
    "Yeah, dad, that's the Freedom, that's our ship." 
 
    Phil Cooper, Lynette and Lisa, peered out the Invader's slanted side windows, watching the ship grow larger. 
 
    A flight of four Lancia fighters met and passed the Invader, looping around behind it and sliding up parallel, bracketing, two on either side, escorting it back toward the Freedom.  
 
    Lynette sat with a white knuckled grip on her seat as she peered out the window, eyes glued to the fighters pacing the Invader. “Oh my God,” she whispered, “we're in space...” She swallowed hard; this was the never ending darkness she'd dreamt about. And the reason her son had felt so far away. Space. That was something that had never occurred to her. She would have never made that connection, not in a million years.  
 
    “It's OK, mom,” whispered Lisa, her face pressed against the window, staring at the tapestry of stars spread across the sky. 
 
    On either side of the Invader the fighter escort broke off, arcing gracefully away just before final approach.  
 
    Lining up on the flashing runway markers that started on the Freedom's fantail leading through the blue haze of the stasis field, Myomerr expertly coaxed the Invader toward the open stern. The stasis field washed over the ship as it passed through, the skid plates on the landing gear thumping the deck solidly before neutral buoyancy of the antigravity let the Invader slide along on a two inch cushion of blue light. Firing breaking jets, Myomerr steered over toward the base of the flight tower, shutting down the systems and letting the craft settle to the deck. 
 
    "What kind of ship is this?" Kyle asked his son, the antigravity generators, engines and blowers audibly whining down, each with their own sound. 
 
    "Well it started out as a Raider Class cruiser," began Jack, palming the door actuator. "But it's been so modified, it's actually a cross between a Liberator Class cruiser and a light carrier. Physically we're a little smaller than a carrier though." 
 
    Kyle raised an eyebrow as a wash of flight bay air surged through the opening door, smelling like electronics, lubricants and hot metal. A cacophony of sound flooded the interior. "So it's a military ship..." 
 
    Jack cocked his head, "Yes and no, dad. Military type, but it's actually privately owned." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    After watching the four Lancias land and a couple more launch, Jack explained the various jobs, functions and equipment around the flight bay. There was a fighter in every revetment now, as well as in the cargo hold below. They used the cargo elevator to bring fighters up and down as needed for repair or make-ready. He pointed out some of the new Cyclone fighters they'd recovered from the Geo Zee salvage depot. The wide-eyed group got a tour of the ship, meeting on duty crew members and getting explanations on each section and its functions. Lynette was particularly struck by how all the crew members, no matter how different or frightening they might look, were extremely polite and respectful, especially toward her son. 
 
    "Are there other Earth people out here?" asked Cooper as they walked down a long padded corridor. Bulkhead doors swished open and closed automatically as they passed through. 
 
    “Sure," replied Jack, "more than you would think... and in many cases their descendants." 
 
    "Human descendants?" Asked Kyle. 
 
    "Tons. And mixed races," replied Jack. "We're all basically the same, but like home there are different colors, cultures, features, religions... But being more culturally and socially advanced, they're a little less concerned about those differences out here." Steele thought about the pirates, “Of course there are exceptions to every rule, even out here...” 
 
    “Like what?” asked  Phil Cooper, loosening his tie. 
 
    Jack shrugged, “Good and evil, what else. It seems some things are a constant no matter where you go.” He paused as he listened to the comm in his ear. "I've just been informed, they've arranged a light snack in the ready-room off the bridge. It's this way,” he motioned.  
 
    "What's your job here, Jack?" Asked his mother. The door to the bridge slid open and Jack strolled through followed by his parents, Phil Cooper, Lisa and Fritz. 
 
    "Captain on the bridge," announced Walt Edgars.  
 
    The bridge crew saluted from their stations, Steele reciprocating with a polite smile, “As you were, gentlemen.” 
 
    "Officers are waiting in your ready room, Captain," announced Raulya. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant.” 
 
    As he turned for his ready room, his mother caught him by his sleeve. "This is your ship?" she whispered, none too quietly. 
 
    "Our ship," he corrected her, "I'm just the Captain." 
 
    Even at the late hour, the galley crew had produced an ample buffet for the guests. Over fruit, wine and cheese, the guests met the pilots of the Freedom's fighters. Agent Cooper spoke in depth with Paul and Mike, learning that not only had the B-25 been returned, sort of, but their F-18s had been returned, intact. They'd left them on the runway skirt at the Jacksonville Naval Airbase. 
 
    Lynette was chatting with Brian, Lisa with Myomerr, and Jack and Kyle were speaking with Professor Edgars when Alité entered, looking radiant, her eyes a vivid, piercing blue. In her arms, she carried a small bundle. 
 
    "Mom, dad," interrupted Jack, "I would like you to meet someone special," he beamed. "This...” he slid his arm around his wife's waist, “this is Princess Alité Steele... my wife." Lynette blinked, not sure she'd heard him correctly. He nodded and pulled her closer to Alité, as tears welled up in her eyes. “And this,” he said, gently uncovering a little of the bundle Alité held, "is your grandson. Colton Thomas Steele." 
 
    Little hands reached out for the finger Lynnette extended, his eyes a curious emerald color. "My God, he's beautiful..." 
 
    Kyle looked proudly down at his grandson. "He's a great looking kid, Jack..." 
 
    Lynnette looked up cautiously at her son. "We're not going to get to see him much, are we? You're not staying I mean." 
 
    "I'm afraid not, mom." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    "Because we belong out here, I can see that now. All we could think about when we left, was how to get home," Jack looked to the pilots who nodded in agreement. “Now it's all about what comes next out here...” 
 
    "Things are happening out here," explained Paul. "Bigger than us, bigger than Earth, and we have a chance to make a real difference..." 
 
    “Without them,” added Alité, “worlds could fall. Like mine...” 
 
    The door to the bridge swished open and Ragnaar's form filled the doorway. "Sorry to disturb you, sir, that remote sensor we placed out near Mars just picked up two UFW cruisers entering the sector. Liberator class. And they're making a beeline for Earth!" 
 
    Jack pulled his comm unit out of his pocket and slipped it over his ear as he jumped out onto the bridge, followed by everyone in the ready room. "This is the Captain, Red Alert! Repeat, Red Alert - this is not a drill!" Someone on the bridge palmed the alarm button and lights wet to red as the alarm klaxons blared throughout the ship. “All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!” Steele turned to Paul. "Go, go, go! I'll join you as soon as I can.” Paul Smiley, Mike Warren and Brian Carter sprinted out of the bridge and pounded down the corridor bathed in red light.  
 
    “Captain!”  yelled Raulya, “All guns manned and ready!”  
 
    Jack reflexively checked his watch, barely sixty seconds had passed. The floor vibrated as fighters launched from the decks below them, their engine flares arcing away from under the nose of the Freedom on the vidscreen. He keyed his mic, “Bridge to tower, do we have a Zulu ready?” 
 
    “Tower, that is affirmative, bridge.” 
 
    “Stern-launch that gunship,” ordered Jack. “Walt, keep the Moon between them and us." 
 
    Jack turned to leave and halted in his tracks. "Raulya, tell Myomerr we're taking the Invader to the surface, full arms load. She's in the second seat, and I'll need gunners..." The floor vibrated again as two more fighters launched from the Freedom. They're getting even faster he thought. He kissed Alité and ushered his family with Phil Cooper toward the corridor. “Walt, how many birds do we have out...?” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Those last two make eight so far...!” Jack was at the bridge door when Walt called him back. "Jack! Incoming comm!" 
 
    He turned and strode back, standing next to his command seat. "On screen." A video comm insert appeared on the big screen imposed over the live feed of the system spread before them.  
 
    "Well, well, well," said Jack. "Captain Kelarez..." 
 
    "I thought I might find you here," said Vince Kelarez. 
 
    "What can I do for you, Captain?" asked Jack casually. "Or should I say, what can I do to you? As you can see, we're not in the same shape as when you last saw us." 
 
    "Yes I see," he replied, "quite a difference," he smiled.  
 
    Or was it a sneer?  
 
    "You should be congratulated, Captain Steele, your ship is probably the first I've ever seen to come out of pirate territory in better shape than it went in." He sighed, "But I digress. There have been changes, my friend. I am a Captain no longer." He pointed to the pips on his collar. 
 
    Jack nodded. "Rear Admiral. Congratulations." 
 
    "Yes, well, it seems a certain carrier commander followed an unknown cruiser into an ether storm and disappeared in pirate territory. They are still missing, by the way. This left a vacancy... I was chosen. Right time, right place. That and I suppose not being stupid enough to fly around in an ether storm," he said deadpan. 
 
    "And now you've come to repay me?" 
 
    "In a manner of speaking," replied Kelarez with a smirk. "We're here to apologize." 
 
    "Excuse me?" snorted Jack. “You're joking...” 
 
    "No he's not," said a second voice. 
 
    "Second signal coming in, sir," said Petty Officer Stacell. 
 
    "On screen," waved Steele. What is this, a convention? The screen flickered and a second video comm insert appeared next to the first. "Gantarro?"  
 
    He nodded and smiled, "Commanding the cruiser Bowman. Good to see you Jack." 
 
    "Good to see you too, Gant. We heard some horrible rumors - thought you might be dead." 
 
    "Almost. It was close. The Princess Hedonist is gone though. Damn pirates... Listen, there will be enough time for stories later. I've squared everything Jack, it's all on the level with the UFW now. Your rank, crew and ship have been completely and properly recorded at the UFW Directorate on Tanzia. No more screw ups..." His face grew more serious. "We need you, boy. Things are heating up out here. You'd be assigned to Rear Admiral Kelarez's task force with me, and you'll all receive full back pay from the day you launched the Freedom. She's been classified as a Jump Carrier. How about it, are you in? A little pirate bashing?" 
 
    Jack raised one eyebrow and looked over at Walt. “Commander, recall all fighters and have the gun crews stand down...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Captain Jack Steele stood with his parents, Phil Cooper, Lisa and Alité at the base of the Invader's boarding ramp. Fritz took one last run through the water along the beach before it was time to go. "It'll be getting light soon," commented Jack. "We'd better go before someone notices this thing." He kicked a toe-full of sand on the ramp. 
 
    "Do you have to go?" asked his mother. 
 
    "They really need us," said Jack. "The pirates are getting stronger." 
 
    "I want to go too..." volunteered Lisa. 
 
    "Stay here, Lisa. Besides," Jack winked, "you guys have a new winter home..." 
 
    “Can I drive your car...?” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    “Please...?” 
 
    “Still no. No to infinity,” he smirked. “I'd rather teach you to fly this thing,” he thumbed at the Invader. 
 
    “Really? You will?” 
 
    “No,” he grinned, “you wish. Well...” he shrugged, “maybe... later.” His eyes moved down to the electronic notepad about the size of a laptop, tucked under her arm. “You going to remember how to set that up...?” he whispered. She nodded almost imperceptibly. 
 
    He strode over and took Phil Cooper by the elbow and they stepped away from the others. “Phil, I'm not going to pretend it was a pleasure...” 
 
    “I understand,” he nodded. 
 
    “But some day maybe I'll get a chance to read the total work of fiction you're going to label as a report on this, I'm betting it'll be an amusing read...” 
 
    Cooper shook his head, “I have no idea how I'm going to deal with this... I think I'm going have to look up an old friend who worked with Project Blue Book and get his input first.” 
 
    “One last thing,” said Jack quietly, shaking Cooper's hand for the benefit of his family. “I'll be back from time to time, and I don't expect there to be any problems. I'm putting their safety personally into your hands, understand? Nod and smile Phil,” he added, squeezing his hand a little harder. Getting the response he was expecting, Steele continued, “Good, because I think you realize the size and magnitude of the shitstorm from hell  I can rain down upon anyone who hurts them, could very literally obliterate a city.” He released the man's hand, smiled and stepped away, “Take care, Phil,” he waved.      
 
    Hearing the Invader's antigravity generators initiate, Fritz ran past the group and up the ramp, pausing in the doorway to look back over his shoulder, "Let's go!" he barked. 
 
    Jack laughed at the wide-eyed open-mouthed expressions of his parents. "Yeah,” he gestured, “I knew there was something I forgot to tell you..."  
 
    After a quick explanation and a final round of hugs Alité and Jack backed up the ramp waving as they went. "Give `em hell, son," called his father.  
 
    "Be careful," waved his mother, tears streaming down her face. "And take care of each other..." 
 
    "And the baby!" shouted Lisa, fighting back her own tears. 
 
    The ramp retracted, the Invader lifting off the sand with the door still open. Alité and Jack stood in the doorway, clutching the grab-rails, leaving his parents, sister and Phil Cooper standing on the beach near the water's edge. "WE'LL BE BACK!" shouted Jack, "I PROMISE!" He watched as the shore slid away underneath the Invader and refused to close the door until the shore was completely out of sight, the water glittering below as the sun neared the edge of the horizon creating a rosy morning glow. 
 
    Contemplating the proverbial meaning of life and its strange twists and turns, Steele's head and heart were torn between his home and family, and his new life and new family. Thankfully it was a quiet and uneventful flight back to the Freedom, Alité silently holding his hand and leaning comfortably against him without clinging. She knew enough to leave the silence unbroken, void of useless chit-chat. He was struggling between the old and the new and anything she could say or do at that moment would only serve to muddy the process of sorting through his thoughts. Jack was grateful for the time alone with his reflections and her gracious comforting support. 
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 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    JUMP CARRIER FREEDOM: THE HUNTED BECOMES THE HUNTER 
 
    The UFW ships Archer, Bowman and Freedom cruised through the Piralenin System, separated by about a hundred miles from one another in a Delta formation, the Freedom flying lead. Being Liberator Class cruisers, the Archer and Bowman were heavy on ship firepower but only had two light fighters apiece, used more for scouting than anything else. The Freedom on the other hand, now had eighteen birds, having acquired the six Cyclones from the pirate salvage yard at Geo Zee. Had they more time, who knows what else they might have recovered. It was certainly a place worth revisiting for more than one reason, but that was not first task on the hit list. Among other things that weren't first on the list, would be a visit to the UFW Blackmount Station in the Feerocobi System... though not for repairs. Supplies, crew, pilots and more fighters were en route to be transferred there, waiting for the Freedom to arrive. In her current configuration, she was fully capable of carrying almost twice the fighters and pilots she now held. They would probably retire the Warthogs and get some beautiful, shiny new Vulcans... at least that's what Jack was hoping for.  
 
    Jack Steele strolled casually up the padded corridor headed for the bridge, Fritz pacing along at his side. Using an electronic notepad, the Captain was reviewing the logs and service records for the fighters and pilots that were now running almost constant patrols. The battle weary Warthogs were showing their age and he had delegated the new pilots to them for lighter duty. Even with the upgraded electronics installed and the power plant improvement by Hecken Noer's people, they could not come close to the performance parameters of the Lancias or the Cyclones. The floor vibrated beneath his feet as a pair of Cyclones were launched out into space, which meant birds would be coming in through the stern for recovery. He slid his fingers across the screen, flipping pages as he walked, watching the statistics update live as he turned to a new page. Nothing sighted was the message from the incoming patrol. 
 
    “Bridge to Captain Steele...” 
 
    Steele activated his earpiece, “Steele, go ahead, bridge.” 
 
    “Sir, you have a secure incoming comm signal...” 
 
    “Thank you, on my way...” he tucked the notepad under his arm and trotted up the corridor, the Shepherd pacing him effortlessly. Reaching the bridge, the doors slid open as he neared without having to slow his pace. “I'll take it in my ready room,” he announced, turning right and passing thru the door into his office. The lights were low and the holo-chart was still on, tracking their route, navigation notes hovering in the air near some of the plotted lines and points of light. He dropped the electronic notepad on the sofa and grabbed a bottle of water out of the little fridge below the table. Plopping into his chair behind his desk, he ran his fingers through his hair then entered his password on the flat keyboard for the communications service, the glass surface blipping musically as he typed. The picture on the screen went from the blue UFW Directorate logo to a live video screen. The InterGal News came on briefly before being replaced by a vid-cam picture. “Lisa?” 
 
    “Hiya, Jack!” Lisa waved at the screen on her end in Ft. Myers, Florida. “It works!” 
 
    Jack nodded and waved back. “Have any problems getting it set up?” 
 
    “Not really, the on-screen directions pretty much walk you through everything. Dad hooked it into the satellite dish... I wasn't sure how that was going to work, but it does!” 
 
    “I'm not sure either, something about backtracking the carrier signal to the satellite itself, and using it to transmit while the dish receives...” he shrugged “As long as it works I don't need to understand it,” he grinned. “Picture's not perfect, but...” 
 
    “But it's not bad, either - seems to have a little delay though.” 
 
    “Yeah, well it's going a loooong, way,” he chuckled. “What's the weather like today?” 
 
    “Eighty degrees, a couple clouds and a nice breeze. Mom and dad went out for a walk on the beach...” She sipped a soda. “ I was watching the InterGal News on this thing the other night, they were talking about some of the latest Pirate strikes... are you guys doing OK?” 
 
    Jack nodded, yeah, we're hunting in Piralenin right now, kind of a detour, but it's been quiet so far. UFW has transferred us some new pilots and birds, we just have to go get them. Probably be about four weeks before we get there.” He took a sip of water from the bottle he pulled from the fridge. “Any problems? Phil Cooper or anybody else been nosing around?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head. “All quiet...” 
 
    “Good, but keep your eyes open...” He could see the mottled, red brick back wall of his office, in his home in Ft. Myers, behind her.  “OK, one more thing you need to know...” he directed her to the doorway of the office where an electronic thermostat was mounted to the wall, its display glowing green, the temperature shown on it. She had turned the communications tablet in that direction so the camera was pointed toward her and he could see. “See the two buttons on it to adjust the temperature?” 
 
    “I see them,” she nodded. 
 
    “OK, don't do anything yet, just listen first. You're going to push them both in and hold them, while repeating exactly what I say. After the last word, which is end, release the buttons, OK? Don't say anything else.” Her back to the comm-tablet's camera, he could see her nod. “Here we go, push them in and hold them; Six, Six, Charlie, Oscar, Bravo, Romeo, Alpha, Four, Two, Seven, Sierra, Oscar...end.” 
 
    Repeating exactly as she was told, she released the buttons as directed. A female voice came from the thermostat control, “Programming command code accepted, voice pattern not recognized... please state your name...”  
 
    Lisa looked back at the comm-tablet with a puzzled look and saw her brother nod. She turned back to the thermostat. “Lisa Steele.” 
 
    “Hello, Lisa Steele, do you wish to add your voice pattern to the command system?” 
 
    Lisa looked over her shoulder at the comm-tablet, and her brother nodded again. She turned back, “Yes, I do...” The voice walked Lisa through a set of steps before logging off. She turned around, hands on her hips and looked at the comm-tablet, “OK, big brother... what did I just do...?” 
 
    He grinned, “Just say your command code out loud...”  
 
    She shrugged, “Alright... All dogs go to heaven...” Something inside the red brick wall at the back of the office clunked, or was it a clank? It sounded metal and heavy making her jump. She wanted to back up and run, but her curiosity begged her to investigate. The bricks in the back wall showed an uneven toothy edge on two sides as a three foot wide section of the wall moved evenly inward, carrying the framed painting hung on it along with it for the ride. The darkened opening grew deeper as the section of the wall disappeared inside. In a brief moment, lights winked on inside and she could see the brick wall on tracks at the back of a small room, the floor and crown molding in the office unmoved, part of the door frame. The floor and ceiling in the next room were at the levels of the office's moldings, the rails for the heavy door imbedded in them. “What the ffffuuu...” she mumbled open-mouthed, walking forward to peer into the room. “Holy shit, Jack, there's a whole armory in here...” The room was six feet deep and fifteen feet wide, loaded with various types of firearms, ammunition, water, dried foods, canned foods, blankets, a little worktable built like a shelf into one end, a small flat-screen TV, cable access, a laptop... almost everything one could need in an emergency.  From her place at the doorway she turned to look at the comm-tablet. “You planning for the end of the world, or what...?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No that's in the basement...” 
 
    “The WHAT?!” 
 
    He started laughing, “Kidding, kidding. There's no basement. No, that's just my little zombie survival room.”  He sipped his water. “You can close yourself inside, it has battery backup, solar power, fresh air system, supplies and defenses. It was built to withstand most tornadoes or hurricanes, a fire... almost anything except something like a tidal wave. It seals pretty well, but I don't think it would seal out something like that.”  
 
    She shook her head, “Wow... just wow...” 
 
    “Just remember,” he added, “if you have to go in there, take the comm-tablet with you, don't forget it. Unplug the laptop connection and plug it into the comm-pad. Also, if you turn the flat-screen on, you can get security video and audio feeds around the house.” He sipped his water. “To close it up when you're done, step out and say your command line again, the rest is automatic.” 
 
    She stepped back, said her command line and watched the door come smoothly back toward her, the bricks fitting back together like a puzzle piece. The action on the door locked with the same clunk as when it opened, and it was done. She studied the wall for a moment, blinking, trying to distinguish the outer edges of the door; it was difficult if not impossible to notice, even if you knew what to look for. She turned back to the comm-tablet and sat back down in the chair. “Pretty amazing...” She shifted in her seat, thumbing toward the thermostat. “What if someone tried to tamper with that thing?”  
 
    Jack shook his head, “Don't even joke about that, it wouldn't be pretty.” He didn't elaborate any further, changing the subject. “You might not want to show this to mom and dad unless you absolutely have to... they probably wouldn't understand.” He held up his hand to halt the conversation and activated his earpiece. “Steele here... Roger, tower, copy that. On my way...” He turned his attention back to the screen. “Gotta go...” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “Nah, I'm scheduled for a patrol... probably be a couple hours of empty space, stars and boredom...” 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA 
 
    It was almost seven weeks to the day that Jack Steele and his new wife Alité had walked up the ramp of the Freedom's Invader, leaving Jack's family and FBI Agent Phil Cooper standing on the fine golden sand in front of the Ft. Myers beach house Jack had so carefully remodeled. It was the first time his parents had heard Jack's German Shepherd, Fritz, talk... In retrospect, Lisa thought that was rather funny, her parents stood there, open-mouthed as the Invader lifted off the sand, the low hum of the antigravity system propelling it upward. They stood there on the deserted beach, watching the menacing, shadowy ship, crab sideways from the sand out over the water before rotating smoothly and gliding away, accelerating gently, its form disappearing in the failing darkness. They watched and waited, suddenly hearing the rolling thunder miles off in the distance, before seeing the flicker and streak of light as it shot almost straight upwards into space. Even as the cloudless sky began to lighten behind them with the approach of dawn, they could still see the silhouette of the Freedom against the moon; in fact the shapes of the other two ships that had come to meet the Freedom were visible too.  
 
    Lisa had felt an excitement, an exhilaration, an acute fascination, almost uncontainable like a small child wanting to tell everyone who would listen about a secret that begged to be told. But even if she did, who would believe her? She decided that someday, maybe she would join her brother and fly in space. She had mixed feelings about that earlier; she was still torn now. 
 
    She shrugged. For now, the comm-tablet that Jack left her with would have to do to keep her connected to him and to what was happening out there. It was a tenuous connection at best, but it was better than nothing. Jack had instructed her to spend no more than ten minutes on it at a time and to not use it at the same time of day or day of the week. Be unpredictable is what he had said. So she had taken to downloading the previous editions of the InterGal News instead of watching them live. And when they did get to communicate, which hadn't been more than once every two weeks or so, Jack carefully watched the time.  
 
    Lisa padded barefoot through the beach house across its warm maple floors, a laptop tucked under her arm, her devoted German Shorthaired Pointer Gus trailing faithfully behind her through the open sliding glass doors to the sun deck. Her lemonade sat where she left it on the little table next to her lounge chair, condensation rolling down the outside of the icy glass. A warm, gentle breeze blew onshore swishing through the palm trees standing around the deck. The empty hammock hung between them swaying an invitation. She declined and stretched out on the lounger next to her drink and opened the laptop to watch the InterGal news programs she had downloaded and transferred to it. They always proved to be fascinating - covering news, articles and information from all over the universe. In comparison, local and national news seemed boring... except for a few days after Jack's departure, now that was a circus worth watching. It seemed like every Tom, Dick and Harry with a camera took pictures or video of something. Amateur astronomers had pictures of the ship silhouettes against the moon, there were blurry videos of the Invader and dozens of eyewitness accounts including the F-16 pilots out of MacDill AFB. But the clincher were the NASA photos... clear photos of the ship's forms against the moon, with trajectory and telemetry information of the Invader as it entered and exited Earth's atmosphere. Some of the news stations gave it more air time than others but the excitement was hot - at least for a day or two. One-by-one the stories were proved as either false, fabricated or discounted... by the government of course. Sure, whatever. Within a few short days the stories were dead and no more mention of them was broadcast. The only place the stories continued to exist was on the internet blogs and conspiracy websites. One of the best thought-out theories she saw was that the United States had those ships in orbit and needed to quell the publicity to keep the secret. Nice try, thought Lisa, if they only knew the truth she knew. 
 
    She paused the InterGal News video file she was viewing to watch the sun as it slipped below the horizon, the colors striking the bottom of the scattered clouds in an explosive display of color. “Nice...” Somewhere close, someone had thrown steaks on a bar-b-que and Lisa realized she was hungry. Time to make dinner anyway she decided. Nina would be home soon. The weather had finally improved in Chicago, so mom and dad had decided to head back, but Lisa elected to stay in Florida. Since Nina was the only person the family knew in Ft. Myers and there was plenty of room in the beach house, they had invited Nina to move in and stay for free if she would help Lisa take care of the house. It turned out the two girls had a lot in common and got along very well, though she did not share all the secrets the Steele family was privy to. 
 
    Thankfully, after a few short visits from Phil Cooper before Kyle and Lynette left for Chicago, neither Lisa nor Nina had seen or heard from him - or noticed any signs of his comparable government types. Jack had taught her what to look for but she still felt at times like she was being watched, or maybe not alone. As Jack liked to say, just because you're paranoid, doesn't mean you're not being followed. So with a little bit of paranoia to drive her, she went to Chase, an instructor-buddy of Jack's, practically dragging Nina kicking and screaming with her and they both qualified to get their concealed carry permits. It turns out, Lisa was Annie Oakley in a previous life and Nina had been Calamity Jane. It would be a rude awakening for anyone to underestimate either of them, who rarely went anywhere without some kind of defense.  
 
    The sun had dropped completely below the waves now and Lisa closed the laptop, walking back inside the house with it tucked under her arm, her drink in her hand, Gus strolling along behind her. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    JUMP CARRIER, FREEDOM: UFW BLACKMOUNT STATION 
 
    Jack Steele pushed back from the desk in his ready room and stretched. He'd been looking at the incoming inventory and personnel screens for hours and his mind was numb. He offhandedly toggled the flat glass keyboard set into the desktop and the screen winked from the reports he was reviewing to an outside view of the Freedom, provided by the space station's cameras.  
 
    There were four external repair docks at UFW Blackmount. Each looking like a long, giant metal ribcage, attached to the station around the middle of its waist. The Freedom was held motionless in external repair dock D3, by a harmonic-pulse stasis field, as magnetic robotic repair units crawled independently, like mechanical ants across her hull, looking for structural damage to record and repair. Two enormous mechanical gantries rolling on tracks along the length of the framework of the bay passed above and below the hull. The gantries were equipped with lights, cameras, articulated arms, cutters and welding equipment, either assisting the robotic units or inspecting their work after it was complete.  
 
    Jack switched cameras to watch three of Blackmount's mechanics in powered jumpsuits, working on the Freedom's main starboard gun battery to correct some electronic problems with the tracking and targeting resolutions it had been miscalculating. Part of the turret floated motionless in space behind the mechanics, moved there by one of the gantry arms, held in position by the same stasis field that held the Freedom. He watched for a moment before switching to a camera showing a wider view of the bay and the ship. Leaning back in his chair and stretching again, he rested his tired eyes.  
 
    Actually a better description would probably be to say he needed to rest his tired mind, considering he only had one genetic human eye. One of the first things Hecken Noer did upon arriving at Blackmount was to fulfill his promise to build Jack a new and improved mechanical eye that would replace the first one he'd created for him. And true to his word, it was such a perfect match to his real eye that it was impossible to tell by looking at them, which eye was real or mechanical. Jack was still learning how to control his implanted CABL Computer Assisted Biological Lifeform system and its unique abilities, like being able to zoom-in independently when desired. It was notable, he observed, how it seemed to be affecting other areas of his physiology as well. He wasn't sure how to measure it, but oddly enough, his reflexes seemed to be increasing. He was convinced it had something to do with the digital speed and clarity of the new eye's abilities. 
 
    Jack reflected on the ship's recent history. All-in-all, considering what she'd been through and her previous condition, there were only a few minor repairs needed to the Freedom's hull... Hecken Noer's people had done some pretty extraordinary work by hand, using powered jumpsuits, hand cutters and hand welders while in the pirate-owned salvage yard at Geo Zee. To top it off, Hecken Noer was currently visiting with the Blackmount technicians, amazing them with his engineering changes on the Freedom's electronics, engines, and her increased performance statistics. Jack was pretty sure the engineer was going to become a bit of a legend, but was hoping the UFW wouldn't try to steal him away for bigger things. 
 
    Eyes closed, Jack could hear the robotic workers moving on the outside of the hull, and the mechanics working on the starboard gun battery below and forward of his office. It was interesting listening to the different noises, the ship half empty, a good portion of her crew enjoying a little rest and relaxation on the station. Jack heard and felt two soft but distinct thumps, as the burner warmers kicked on, keeping the main engine cores at a temperature that would allow instant start-up if necessity dictated. Not like he expected anything to happen here, heck they were in secure UFW territory. Any pirate wandering around in this sector of space would have to be on a suicide mission. 
 
    It had been a long seven weeks since they'd left Earth's solar system, or wait, was it eight now? He counted backwards to be sure, yes seven was right... and Lieutenant JG Maria Arroyo was still being a little bit pissy. OK, he got it... Ordering her locked in the brig was a mistake, a bad decision, not one of his most stellar moments in decision-making history, but he was acting on information he didn't know was incomplete... 20/20 hindsight. He probably should have waited until he knew more. But in retrospect, the real kicker was probably that he'd totally forgotten her there for a day or two. OK, three... and a half. Mea culpa, mea culpa. It wasn't like she went unfed or anything, she had whatever she needed, he had just forgotten to get back to her to find out what the deal was with her secret lives back home - of which there were several, and whose side she was really on. Seriously, let's face it, how do you decide where your loyalties are when you need a scorecard and cast members list, just to keep track of your own life? How do you tell the truth from the lies and whom you're telling which? That scorecard's gotta start looking more and more like a damn spreadsheet. The talk, when he finally did get around to it, didn't go exactly as he'd planned. OK, OK, it didn't go anything like he'd planned... it was hard to have any kind of meaningful dialogue when you were dodging plates, cups and silverware, much less trying to decipher Spanglish with long strings of epithets and profanities laced throughout. Thank goodness the mark from that cup had finally disappeared from his forehead. The second attempt at talking had gone much more smoothly... primarily because he'd had Doc lace her food with enough sedative to keep her on an even keel and just short of unconsciousness. He decided it was mostly her fault anyways for not being forthcoming in the beginning, with all the circumstances of her life... Cuban immigrant parents, Russian uncle in the KGB, clandestinely recruited into the CIA while she was in college, sold into marriage to a Colombian drug lord by her KGB uncle - encouraged by the CIA, who was using her to spy on the KGB and the drug cartel, while her uncle used her to keep tabs on the cartel and gather intel on the CIA, as her new Colombian husband wanted her as a bargaining chip if things went South, all of them feeding her disinformation to misdirect the others. This was the stuff of legendary plot lines, you just can't make these kind of stories up, and this was her life... destined to become the nucleus of an international catastrophic meltdown of epic proportions. It was no wonder she was happy to be off the planet, she didn't have to live her life using a spreadsheet anymore. All-in-all he'd felt sorry for her being the pawn in a sloppy international chess match with no rules. But that empathy quickly disappears when someone keeps throwing things at your head... 
 
    The comm chimed and he activated his earpiece without opening his eyes, “Steele...” 
 
    “Captain, the Marines are here...” 
 
    Thank God, someone to protect me from Maria... Jack remained relaxed and reclined, “Thank you Ensign,” he replied. “Have the quarters we discussed on the cargo hold level been prepared? I think those'll give them plenty of room for their gear...” 
 
    “Sir,” interrupted Myomerr, whispering, “protocol dictates you meet them at the gangway...” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” he replied, rising from his desk, “on my way...” Jack shook his head - he was not fond of the military pomp, but he understood the need to keep up traditions. He did an unconscious tuck and primp as he belted on his thigh rig and sidearm, heading for the door to the bridge. Running his fingers through his hair, the door disappeared into the wall with a swish. The bridge only had a few crew members on duty, monitoring communications and other critical systems. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Twenty-seven Marines, two squads, stood to the side of the open gangway leading from Blackmount station through the open airlock on the Freedom's flight deck. They stood in formation, two straight lines, their commanding officer out in front. “Attention!” They snapped from an at-ease stance to full attention in unison, the commanding officer saluting. Myomerr stood casually to the right of the open airlock across from them, with another member of the Freedom's security team, both of them with sidearms. 
 
    Jack returned the Marine's salute smartly, “At ease gentlemen.” They dropped to an at-ease stance with the same sharpness as they went into attention. Jack eyed their gear; hard composite body armor, visored helmets, assault rifle type blasters and one man in each squad had what looked to be a light machine-gun type of weapon. A neat stack of duffel bags and several crates stood behind them. “Welcome to the jump carrier, Freedom.” Jack reached out to shake the commanding officer's hand, “Lieutenant...”  
 
    “Giardo, sir.” The Marine shook his hand, “ Thank you Captain Steele. I'm Lieutenant Lelyo Giardo, we are 3rd Battalion 374th Platoon and we've been assigned to the Freedom as her security and troop contingent. Do you have a billet set up for us sir?”  
 
    “We do...” Jack turned to Myomerr, “Ensign, would you like to show our Marines their quarters?” He turned back to the Lieutenant, “We can get together later, after you and your men have settled in and get your bearings...” They exchanged salutes before Jack turned and headed back to the bridge. 
 
    Myomerr strolled over with an electronic notepad tucked under one arm. Her shining platinum eyes regarded the Marine Lieutenant carefully as she brushed curls of her charcoal mane aside, her little black nose twitching, “Yes sir, of course.” She motioned to the Marine Lieutenant, “If you and your men will follow me please...” 
 
    The Lieutenant turned to his men, “You heard the Ensign, FALL OUT! Grab your gear ladies, let's go!” 
 
    The Ketarian walked with the Lieutenant, heading for the freight lift used to move aircraft between the cargo deck and the flight deck. The rest of the Marines trailed behind in two neat lines, weapons and duffel bags slung over their shoulders, their boots clomping on the deck. She pulled up the ship's deck layout on the notepad for the Lieutenant to see as they made their way to the lift. “Lieutenant, you and your men will be set up down on the level below us,” she pointed to the layout on the screen, “You of course, will have your own quarters. Your squad leaders will share quarters and the rest of your platoon will share three to a room. I hope that's acceptable...” 
 
    Lelyo Giardo grinned, “Ma’am, we're Marines, anything above a muddy hole in the ground and cold rations, is not just an improvement, it's paradise.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    As Steele had expected, the Freedom had been able to retire the four aging Warthog fighters from her inventory in favor of some superior new replacements. Unfortunately, only two of the six fighters she received were the new top-of-the-line UFW Vulcan birds... they got two more of the Lancias and two more of the Cyclones - neither a poor choice, but not quite the same category as the Vulcans. But, with the other additions it did give her a total of sixteen fighters, plus two Zulu gunships and two Invaders for spec-ops. Add in her two recovery shuttles and you had a pretty full boat. They got a full load of assorted missiles for the birds as well as a nice supply of torpedoes for the Freedom's two launch tubes - something she hadn't had in her inventory since the days she'd been known as the Ynosa. Something else she hadn't the luxury of in a long time, a full fuel load to keep the fighters fed. And last but not least... a full crew. They were up to one-hundred-ninety-seven crew members now, not including the Marines on board.  
 
    Sixteen of those new crew members were pilots. Granted a few of them were fresh out of the academy, but, Jack was sure Commander Paul Smiley would be able to sharpen their skills considerably.  
 
    The last several weeks on their way to UFW Blackmount in the Feerocobi System brought them no action whatsoever - it was like the pirates had packed up and left, simply disappeared. It was a bit disappointing actually, constantly chasing ghosts. Patrols had found signs of their presence... or someone's presence, but the trail was always cold by the time they'd found it. Jack, Gantarro, Captain of the Cruiser Bowman, and Rear Admiral Kelarez had several discussions over dinner on the Admiral's cruiser the Archer within the last several weeks about tactics... About what it might take to lure the pirates out, to track them, to find their hiding places, to beat them at their own game. The Rear Admiral was a sharp officer with an open mind and was willing to listen to things that were contradictory to current tactics, unconventional, maybe even controversial. Things the UFW Directorate had never considered in their rigid, inside the box thinking, not wanting to break the rules. Rule number one in war, there are no rules. Fight to win or go home. Rule number two, if you find yourself in a fair fight, cheat like hell. 
 
    Even though he had never met the members of the UFW Directorate, Jack knew the type; the ones who would rather play it safe, see how it goes, tiptoeing around the truth and making tentative efforts so it actually looked like they were doing something, when all the while they were losing the battle for the lack of guts it would take to risk going all-in and actually winning. Couldn't have that, things might get a little messy, we might get our hands dirty. Politicians - they infected everything they touched with bullshit and uncertainty, walking around with blinders on, lest they see something distasteful. Jack despised people like that, who can't get their heads out of their asses long enough to actually make a decision. 
 
    But Jack had to hand it to Kelarez, however he did it, the Rear Admiral was able to straddle the fence between warrior and politician to speak their language and get through to them. Steele would've liked to have been a fly on the wall to hear that conversation, it must've been some pretty spectacular bullshit because it seemed the UFW Directorate was giving the go-ahead to use whatever means Kelarez wanted, for his task force. He wondered offhand if there was a plausible deniability clause to that agreement. 
 
    A step in the right direction thought Jack, standing in front of the holo-chart in his office. He was studying their route and the notes hovering over some of the locations like little electronic Post-It Notes. If you reached out and touched the notes, they would open, giving a detailed report, then dissolve back into the little footnotes that they were. There were a few new ones too, information updates forwarded to them through UFWs SecureNet, about activity other convoys and task forces had encountered. He made himself a mental note to discuss SecureNet with the Rear Admiral to find out more about its access and security protocols - that could be a serious risk if it wasn't handled properly...  
 
    The door to the bridge slid open with a hiss and Myomerr stepped into the Captain's ready room, her electronic notepad in hand. “Excuse me Captain...” 
 
    Steele looked around the room and then back at her, “It's just us...” he smiled. 
 
    “Jack,” she smiled back, her feline fangs making an appearance. “It's the Marines, they are so regimented, so proper - it's got me a bit on edge...” 
 
    He nodded, “They're like that back home too, it's hammered into them from the day they step off the recruitment bus. It's OK, they'll relax a little when they get to know us.” He pointed to her pad, “Watcha got?” 
 
    She handed it to him, “Everyone's aboard and accounted for. All repairs are complete and we're all stocked and ready to go...” 
 
    His fingers slid across the glass surface, paging through the notes. “The gangway and umbilicals are all detached, we're locked up tight?” She nodded and he handed back the e-Pad. “Good, looks like it's time to shove off then...” As they stepped toward the bridge door he paused, “So, how many bags did she come back with?”  
 
    The Ketarian smiled a crooked smile, her fangs showing again, “You really don't want to know...”  
 
    Steele chuckled, grinning, “Great...” Hopefully somewhere in all that shopping, his wife picked up something slinky and see-through.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Captain on the bridge...!” 
 
    Steele strolled over to his command chair, catching the Marine standing at the bridge door out of the corner of his eye, unmoving, stoic. “OK boys and girls,” he dropped into his seat and flipped on his command screens, “for the first time we have a full boat and a full crew...” he rubbed his hands together, “feels good, doesn't it?” He keyed his mic, “Bridge to engineering...” 
 
    “Engineering, go ahead bridge...” Hecken Noer's thick voice was unmistakable. 
 
    “Light 'em up Chief, we're all buttoned up and ready to go...” The comm chimed as the connection ended. “Ms. Stacell, has Blackmount cleared us for departure?” 
 
    The communications officer turned in her seat, “Yes sir, we're all clear.” 
 
    “Excellent. Helm, take us out, thrusters one half.” He ran his fingers through his hair, a dark curl dropping to his forehead, “Mr. Ragnaar, plot us an intercept course to rendezvous with the Archer and Bowman. Once we're clear of the station, best speed.” The view screens on the bridge wrapped around to the left and right of center, providing a panoramic view. Steele watched the right side as the repair dock, gantries and station slid slowly past. 
 
    The bridge door to the corridor swished open, a low, dark figure jetting through, a glint of metal flashing a reflection. The Marines on the outside and inside of the door both lunged and failed miserably at stopping the intruder. Fritz skidded to a stop next to Jack's command chair and wagged his tail, another Marine jogged down the hall in pursuit, far behind the Shepherd. “Hiya buddy...!” Jack reached down and patted the dog on his side, making a hollow thumping noise. He smirked as he looked over his shoulder at the three Marines standing together, looking highly annoyed... 
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 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    JUMP CARRIER, FREEDOM: BACK IN THE SADDLE AGAIN 
 
    The steady low rumble of the Freedom's engines was smooth and reassuring, it was good to know she was given a clean bill of health and was operating in top form. Now the task became to get the new crew members used to the ship, their quarters, stations and responsibilities. Forgoing the fact they were wearing the light gray UFW Space Service uniforms and not the Freedom's blue and dark gray, it would still be easy to pick them out of a crowd... the wide-eyed, lost looks on their faces, blindly searching the corridors for something familiar, like a high-school freshman wandering the halls of a new school.  
 
    With his head buried in his electronic notepad, Ensign Zwellin turned the corner of an intersecting corridor and nearly fell over the German Shepherd coming the other way. A bit taken aback, he realized the animal was not alone. “Excuse me...” it took a moment for him to realize it was a superior officer, “Captain!” He went rigid, snapping a salute, cracking himself in the forehead with his e-Pad. 
 
    “Holy shit Ensign,” Steele returned the salute, trying not to laugh, “are you OK...?” He reached forward to steady the man. 
 
    “Uh yes, sir, sorry sir...” 
 
    “Heh,” snorted jack, “don't be sorry, it was your head. You look a bit lost, can I help you?”  
 
    “Yes sir, I seemed to have gotten a bit turned around... I'm looking for the bridge.” 
 
    Steel pointed back toward the way he'd been coming from, “All the way down to the end of the corridor, it turns right; it'll be the first door on the left with the Marine standing in front of it... You sure you're OK?”  
 
    The pale-skinned young man nodded, rubbing the strawberry welt on his forehead. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir...” 
 
    “No problem. So what's your position, Ensign...”  
 
    “Zwellin, sir. I'm you're new navigator.” 
 
    Oh HELL no! shouted the little voice in his head. “Great...” he smiled weakly, it didn't even sound convincing as he said it, “carry on Mr. Zwellin.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The new pilots had it a little easier finding their way around, their quarters being on the same level of the ship as the flight bay. Reporting for duty was a short walk, or run depending on the circumstances, down their corridor and through the blast doors into the flight bay. The control tower was at the forward end of the flight bay, in between the two launch tubes and the briefing room was in the base of the tower. Steele paused as he stepped off the elevator into the flight bay; it was busier than he had ever seen it. Two Cyclone fighters sat in the launch tubes canopies open, fueled, armed and ready to launch. Four more sat in the forward revetments, fueled, armed and waiting for their turn to be moved up to the launch tubes. All around the bay seemed to be movement of personnel and equipment, resembling some odd kind of perpetual motion machine. The Marines had their presence here too, at the entrances to the bay, near the tower and patrolling the flight deck. Steele made a mental note to have a chat with their Lieutenant. 
 
    Commander Paul Smiley had just finished up his briefing with all the pilots, new and old, when Jack slipped into the back of the briefing room. The training schedule for the new pilots had been hashed out and Paul had passed out the promotions for Walrick and Duncan Taylor, both of them moving up to Lieutenant JG. Jack waited until the group had filed out before moving up to the podium, “How do they look?” 
 
    Paul shrugged, “They seem to be OK, a couple have combat experience, the rest are still a little wet behind the ears, but they're sharp, I'll give 'em that...”   
 
    Jack smirked, “I almost wish we'd kept the Warthogs to break them in on...” 
 
    Paul held up an e-Pad, “They all scored well and their instructors gave them good grades in their cockpit time - hopefully we're past the point of breaking things by stupidity...” he shrugged, “but Mike, Derrick and I will check them all out. And none will fly patrols without a senior, that's why I wanted to promote Duncan and Walrick.” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Good, don't want to lose any of these new birds to a simple fuckup.” He took the e-Pad and looked over the notes and scores of the new pilots, nodding. “Yeah, they are pretty good. Some pretty glowing comments from the flight instructors too.” He looked up, “Wasn't sure what to expect, I was hoping the UFW wasn't handing us their rejects or something.” 
 
    “Looks like top of the class to me,” Paul accepted the e-Pad back, “or pretty close to it.” 
 
    “That's good...” Jack glanced at his watch, “because we should be at rendezvous in just a few minutes, the Archer and Bowman are waiting for us at the gate to Haruna Tier.” 
 
    “What happened, I thought we were headed to Ossomon...” 
 
    “We were, but there's a distress call pinging in Haruna Tier. So far there've been no replies to our calls...” 
 
    “Pirates?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “Maybe, but it could be routine. It's an ore miner - can't imagine what they'd want with an ore ship...” He drummed his fingers momentarily on the podium, “But we launch as soon as we come out of that gate... take all six of the Cyclones,” he thumbed over his shoulder. “Maybe ready a Zulu...” 
 
    Paul nodded approvingly, “Will do. How long's the gate ride?” 
 
    “About eight hours, enough to get some rack time if you guys need it.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Marines had taken over a caged-off tool room in the cargo bay and turned it into their unit armory. It had probably originally been an armory when the ship was first commissioned as the Ynosa, but fell into duty as a simple storage room when she had been lost to the pirates. The reclaimed armory was conveniently located just outside the blast doors that led to the Marine's quarters. Weapons, parts, ammunition and armor were neatly stacked, hung or racked in place for easy access and maintenance. A Corporal sitting at the workbench, his back to the door, had his weapon in pieces in front of him. Jack tapped on the grillwork of the locked door to get his attention. “S'cuse me Corporal...” 
 
    “Just a sec...” the Corporal hovered over his parts not turning around. 
 
    “I'm just looking for the Lieutenant,” continued Jack, “If you could just tell me...” 
 
    “I said, just a second,” he shook his head, “I'm in the middle of something...” He glanced over his shoulder, annoyed at the interruption. His eyes widened with recognition and he jumped to his feet, scattering parts on the floor, his body at rigid attention, firing off a salute and holding it. “MY APOLOGIES CAPTAIN! NO EXCUSE SIR! CORPORAL DUNNOM SIR, HOW CAN I HELP YOU?” 
 
    Jack tried not to laugh, he felt bad, he knew Dunnom was probably never going to find all of those parts. He saluted back and in a calm even voice, “Easy Corporal, try to use your inside voice... relax. I'd like to find your commanding officer so we can discuss duty options.” 
 
    The Corporal relaxed... a little. “Through the hatch, first door on the right... Again, sorry sir...” 
 
    Jack waved his hand casually, “Forget about it Dunnom, I have.” He turned and walked through the blast door which split down the middle with a hydraulic hiss, the two halves sliding into the walls on either side.  
 
    Steele knocked on the open doorway to the Lieutenant's quarters, “Got a moment, Lieutenant?” The Marine looked up from his reading and recognizing a senior officer, began to rise. Jack was watching and ready for it, cutting him off, holding out his open hand, “Relax Lieutenant, relax. I'm just here to chat.” The Marine eased back down into his chair the e-Pad resting on his lap.  
 
    “Doing some reading...?” 
 
    The Marine eyed the Captain curiously, “Yes sir” he answered slowly.  
 
    “Anything interesting...?” 
 
    “Well, as a matter of fact, yes... I'm reading about this ship. And you...” he wasn't sure where the conversation was headed or exactly how to address it properly. He decided being honest was the best course of action. “It's... strange...”  
 
    Steele invited himself in and sat in a chair opposite the Marine Lieutenant, “You have no idea... and if that's the official version,” he added, pointing at the e-Pad, “it's only half the story. The truth is waaay more bizarre.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees - as if he was confiding military secrets, “Let me tell you the whole story...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Freedom was in the lead position as the three ship formation neared the gate exit heading into Haruna Tier. As planned, all stations were manned, gunnery crews were in place, and all the ship's turrets were charged and ready. The only thing currently offline would be the shields until the ship was clear of the gate and free of its influence.  
 
    The Gate looked deceivingly simple, like four small points of light in a square with a touch of color drifting across the middle. As the ships approached, it became obvious the expanse between the markers was tremendous and the color was actually a giant, slowly spinning swirl of brilliant translucent colors. As a ship entered the effects of the gate, tendrils of color reached out, the swirl enlarging, dancing around and swallowing the ship into clouds of undulating, effervescent color, exploding outwards like a giant Roman candle, spilling the ship from the starless tunnel of shimmering, satiny, silver silk into the star-filled blackness of Haruna Tier. In an instant, they were out and the color was gone, the effects of the gate behind them.  
 
    The motionless mining ship loomed in front of them like a fallen tree across a narrow trail, its long dark cylindrical hull stretching in both directions off the view screen. “HARD TO PORT, SHIELDS UP!” Steele flipped the screens on his command console to the flight control tower as he watched the view on the bridge's big screen swing hard to the left. “Comm, alert the Archer and Bowman!” He activated his mic, “Tower this is the bridge, are you ready to launch...?” 
 
    “Affirmative, bridge,” 
 
    The nose of the Freedom was clear of the hulk in front of them, “All fighters break to port on launch... LAUNCH!” The floor vibrated as a pair of Cyclones shot from the Freedom's bow, their engines igniting after clearing the tubes and arcing gracefully up to the left. Jack looked around the bridge, “helm, keep us moving, tactical, do we have any readings out there?” An inset picture showing a rearward view popped up on the main view screen and Jack glanced at it momentarily as the Archer exited the gate, a halo of exploding color surrounding it. 
 
    Raulya turned in her chair, “No targets in our scan range Captain. I am reading some relatively fresh energy residues...” The floor vibrated again as two more Cyclone fighters launched. “There doesn't seem to be a clear trail or wake, though it does look like there was considerable activity around the ore miner and the gate...” 
 
     “What about the miner? Are you picking up anything off of her?” 
 
    “No sir, all systems are offline except the emergency beacon... Engines are cold, so she's been sitting for at least a day... I'm not seeing any life signs on board. As cold as she is, I'd think they'd be pretty obvious.” 
 
    “I'm not seeing any damage...” 
 
    “I'm not either Captain, but it does look like the forward cargo bay is open.”  
 
    “Does she have an ID?” 
 
    “Checking...” Raulya pulled the serial number off the emergency beacon signal to look it up. “UFW has her listed as the Oceania, she's owned by the VirTech Mining Corporation. Their stats show a crew of ten.” 
 
    “Ten? That's it? That thing has to be over a mile long... holy crap.” He keyed his mic for a ship-wide page, “Lieutenant Giardo, and Ensign Myomerr to my ready room, on the double...” 
 
    Jack rose from his command chair, Fritz rising with him, “Commander, you have the bridge.” 
 
    Professor Walt Edgars nodded, “Right you are.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack was sitting on the corner of the holo-chart table, Myomerr and Giardo standing behind him. The vid-screen was split down the center, for a conference with the commanders of the three ships. “There's only two possibilities here,” started Jack, “they were running and got caught just short of the gate, or, and I think this is more likely, the Oceania was moved in this position on purpose, to hinder travel through the gate - giving them the perfect opportunity for a seizure...” 
 
    The Admiral nodded, “I'm sure you're right. I think the first course of business is clearing the way...”  
 
    “We're going to send a boarding team over, we'll know more shortly.” 
 
    “Perfect. And in the meantime, we notified VirTech Mining and they're sending a crew to come and see if they can reclaim her... the snag is that it'll take them at least a day to get here.” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “No problem. We can hang here and see if we can find any clues. If you want to patrol on, maybe you can pick up their trail. We'll catch up as soon as we get free here.” 
 
    “Alright Mr. Steele, we're going to head to Klinghoffer, I think that's our best guess, keep us informed. We'll double back if you need us.”  
 
    Gantarro saluted, “Don't let them sneak up on you Jack...” the communication ended and the screen winked out, switching back to a view of the Oceania sitting motionless in space. 
 
    Jack turned to his officers, “OK, let's go...” 
 
    “Wait,” Lieutenant Giardo rubbed his forehead, “sir you can't go...” 
 
    “Sure I can.”  
 
    “Sir, a ship's Captain shouldn't be on a boarding party, that's a breach of protocols... it's too much of a risk.” 
 
    Myomerr looked him square in the eyes and shook her head, “Tell me you just didn't say that...” she grinned, her fangs showing.  
 
    “Remember our little chat Lieutenant; protocols are different on this ship... my ship, my rules.” 
 
    Understandably, the Marine didn't want an unknown, potentially in the way if things went South, but he could see it was a losing battle. “Under protest.” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Noted. But I'm still going.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “No offense sir, but what the hell is that thing?”  
 
    “This?” Steele finished strapping the thigh rig over his flight suit. “Sergeant, this is a one of a kind, custom made .45 caliber, 1911 semi-auto, charged particle blaster. He drew it from the holster and ejecting the magazine, cleared the chamber and handed it to the Sergeant as they boarded the shuttle with the other Marines. “Our Chief Engineer knows how much I liked my personal weapon, so he created something that looks, feels and shoots like it, but works with or without atmosphere.” 
 
    “It's a lot heavier than our sidearms... how's it shoot?” He handed it back to the Captain. 
 
    “It's a stainless steel alloy, not composite like yours...” he said, accepting it back, “I haven't had a chance to shoot it yet. The Chief said it has less recoil than my original 1911 and the magazine holds three times the ammunition. I kinda like the extra ammunition idea.” He chambered a round and safetied the gun before re-holstering. 
 
    They belted in as the Lieutenant secured the door. Vibrating as the anti-grav kicked on, the shuttle lifted off of the flight deck and headed out through the blue veil of the stasis field, passing out into the inky blackness through the Freedom's stern, the long hull of the Oceania visible in the distance ahead of them. 
 
    The Freedom had taken up a position about a hundred miles from the Oceania, fighter patrols roaming the entire sector, a heavily armed Zulu drifting on station about halfway between the two ships.  
 
    With the ore miner looming ahead, looking like a giant lifeless animal carcass, Myomerr steered the shuttle toward the open cargo hold below the hull near the front of the ship. “There doesn't seem to be a mark on her anywhere, Captain...” she adjusted her sensors, “it's kind of eerie.” 
 
    Co-piloting, Maria reduced throttle and activated the shuttle's flood lights, illuminating the side of the Oceania and the dark opening of the cargo bay as they maneuvered under her hull. She glanced over her shoulder, “In we go...” The bay was small, a worn, four-man shuttle sitting to one side, its hatches open. Most of the rest of the bay was stacked with miscellaneous crates and assorted tools, but looking relatively unused. Easing in, they crabbed the shuttle sideways in the darkened bay to allow room for the Marines to disembark, the craft settling to the deck with a solid bump as Maria reversed the antigravity to land. “OK guys, no gravity out there, switch on your boots and don't forget your air...” She and Myomerr closed their helmet visors sealing their suits. 
 
    The Marines unbelted, gathered their gear, and activated their systems before cracking the door, a whoosh of air escaping into the open, unprotected bay.  
 
    Steele looked around, “Mic check everybody...” One by one as they stepped out of the shuttle they checked the comm systems with each other and with the shuttle. Jack signaled to Maria, “OK we're clear, button it up, stay put till we come back.” She signaled thumbs-up and the ramp began to lift upward off the deck. Steele squinted in the glare of the spotlights, was that her thumb or middle finger... he dismissed the thought. “Stay in contact with the Freedom and the patrols,” he instructed, “if anything develops out there, let me know.” 
 
    “Will do, Skipper...” 
 
    He reached up to the side of his helmet, switching on the lights and camera mounted to his helmet, as did the Sergeant and Lieutenant, “Are the cams up?” 
 
    “Video and sound, all good.” 
 
    Jack nodded inside his helmet, heading across the small bay, “Let's head to the bridge and see what kind of shape she's in - see if we can get some of these systems up and running.”  
 
    The Lieutenant caught him by the elbow. “Sir, I think we should go first...”  
 
    “We're back to that again Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Yes sir...” 
 
    “You boys play nice. Don't make me come out there...” 
 
    In unison, the Captain and Lieutenant turned to look back at the cockpit of the shuttle. With the spotlights on, they could only see the silhouette of the craft, but Jack knew Myomerr was sitting there with that toothy grin of hers. He turned back, their bodies making long shadows that reached up the walls of the bay. “OK Lieutenant, you lead, I'll be right behind you.” Looking for and finding an emergency access hatch not far from the elevator, the squad climbed four levels up the access tube in the almost pitch black darkness, their helmet and hand spotlights playing odd swimming shadows on the walls of the narrow tube as they climbed the ladder. Jack decided it was a good thing he wasn't claustrophobic.  
 
    They waited, clinging to the ladder, as the Lieutenant worked the mechanism of the door above them and muscled the rusty door open, kicking it hard to force the protesting hinges to give way. Jack couldn't hear the squeal of the hinges so much as he could feel it through the rung of the ladder he was clinging to. The Lieutenant looked down below him, “OK we're in...” he swung himself off the ladder and shouldered through the narrow door, bringing his weapon up, it's light pointing down the empty corridor. “Clear left...” 
 
    Jack followed behind him, unholstered the new hybrid 1911 and covered the corridor in the opposite direction. “Clear right... we're close to the bridge, but I'm not sure which way it is...” the rest of the squad made their way up and into the corridor, their weapon lights combining with the helmet and wrist lights, playing beams of light about, searching the darkness. “I think this thing is shaped like a capital A, and we're in the center corridor, we can go either way, your call.” 
 
    “We need to clear both sides anyway Captain, we'll split and meet at the bridge...” he turned and motioned to the members of the squad, “Sergeant, take some of your men and follow the Captain, the rest of you are with me.” 
 
    The group split in half and moved away from each other into the darkness, their weapons at the ready. Moving down the corridor in a stacked formation, Steele, in the lead. He peeked left around the corner at the intersecting corridor, the Sergeant checking the opposite direction. To the right, it looked like the corridor tilted upwards, just beyond a set of yawning blast doors... more darkness lay beyond. The team turned left and moved up the corridor towards the bridge, checking the living quarters on each side, their doors open. The last man in the group advanced with them in reverse, watching the team's back. 
 
    “Captain, why are all the doors open like this...?” 
 
    Steele slid the next half-open door back on his side by hand, peeking in, leading with the muzzle of his sidearm, “In the case of a total power failure or shutdown, they're designed to release automatically so you don't get trapped.” 
 
    “It's damn creepy...” 
 
    Steele smirked, “Yeah it is...” he paused to look down at something smeared on the floor and adjacent wall, “Blood...” he scraped at the smear on the floor with the toe of his boot, “hmm, frozen.” He checked the sensor on the underside of his wrist, the digital face glowing green, it showed -15° Fahrenheit. 
 
    “Captain...” Steele looked to his right, the Sergeant and a Private were illuminating the interior of a room with their helmet and weapon lights, a body floated motionlessly in the room, bludgeoned and covered in frozen blood.  
 
    They moved on, reaching the corner of the corridor as it turned left, the Lieutenant's team just entering the bridge doorway ahead. They all filed in, staring at the gory mess spread before them, 3 frozen bodies floating motionless; beaten, shot, stabbed, it really wasn't clear what happened. Whatever occurred, it was prolonged and very messy.  
 
    “Wow...” the voice was female, “pirates Captain? 
 
    Steele had almost forgotten about the video feed. “My gut tells me no...” he said, holstering his sidearm and moving through the debris on the bridge, “maybe a mutiny, I don't know, not enough information yet. But I don't think we're going to find anyone alive on this ship.” He grabbed one of the bodies and drew it to him, examining the fingers and eyes with his lights. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    Jack shrugged inside his suit, “Nothing, anything, everything...” he let the corpse go. Since there was no power on the bridge, they would have to go to the engine room if they wanted to get anything accomplished. “OK, half of you stay here, half with me; we're heading to the engine room.” He looked at the squad, “Who's our best mechanic...?” 
 
    A Corporal stepped forward raising his hand, “That'd be me, sir, Draza Mac. 
 
    “OK, Corporal, let's go, you too Sergeant. Lieutenant, we'll stay in touch, once we get some power running, you'll need to initiate some of the systems from here.” He headed for the open doors to the corridor and paused, “Maybe you can find a place to store these unfortunate folks...” 
 
    Their weapons holstered and slung, the group moved with purpose down the corridor they had just traversed, passing the intersecting corridor with the elevators and access tube. Past the open blast doors, the corridor did pitch up, curving right toward the center of the narrow ship and meeting the corridor from the other side of the ship in the center, a duo of metal troughs stretching out into the darkness towards the stern of the ship.  
 
    “Looks like we're on top of the ship,” said Steele stepping down into the closest trough, “this air-car system must be in the spine of the ship.” Closely resembling a subway tunnel, there were few features on the walls or ceiling, the unpowered lights flush with the smooth surfaces. The distance would have begged to be run or at least jogged under normal conditions, but that was impossible without the artificial gravity. Walking in the magnetized boots was laborious and time consuming. With the air car system operational, the trip to the stern would probably take a total of three minutes tops. About every quarter of a mile there was a service platform to either side of the system and it begged the question what for, but Jack hazarded a guess that they provided maintenance access to the mechanisms that held the external cargo containers in place against the hull. 
 
    “Is that a light ahead...?” 
 
    Jack squinted, “I think you're right, but what could it be coming from?” He concentrated on the light, still walking. He remembered an old trick of looking fifteen to twenty degrees to the side of the object for low light detection and the light became more defined but there were no other details. 
 
    “I've got movement...!”  
 
    Jack tried unsuccessfully to identify the voice as weapons were immediately produced, all forward movement stopped, the Marines dropping to a crouch, prone or flattened against the wall of the trough, blading their bodies. 
 
    “I don't see it, which side?” 
 
    “No target, no vis...” 
 
    “It's there, I saw it!” 
 
    “Easy guys... easy, our eyes are playing tricks on us... it's just us and the ghosts...” 
 
    “That doesn't make me feel any better, Captain.” 
 
    Steele motioned them up and forward, “C'mon guys, shake it off, let's keep going.” He checked the meter on the bottom of his wrist, its glowing green face showed it was a little warmer here, 5° Fahrenheit and that, for whatever reason, there was a little atmosphere remaining, though it was high in carbon dioxide content. They came upon an air-car stalled in the trough, a lone occupant strapped in with a seat belt. Jack stopped to examine the man who appeared to have been beaten to death, a large blood-encrusted wrench floating above his lap. His face and skull had been bludgeoned, his arms broken in an obvious attempt to protect himself. “What the fuck went on here...?” He turned to the others, “Was this what you saw?” 
 
    “No sir, it was much further down the tube.” 
 
    “Alright, keep moving.” Their helmet lights and hand-lights played odd moving shadows on the narrow tube and they were all becoming increasingly on edge, their eyes constantly deceiving them. It seemed they had been walking for far longer than the thirty-odd minutes it actually had been, but finally reaching the end of the air-car system, the men climbed out of the trough onto the platform, which was wider here than the tube of the spine. The massive blast doors beyond the platform told Jack they'd reached the stern and the engine room. Turning sideways to fit through the partly open doors, the men made their way through into the engineering area of the ship. Just beyond the doors Jack plucked a dimly lit flashlight floating at about eye level, “Psch,” he snorted, “here's our mystery light...” he tossed it aside. “Let's find the generators...” 
 
    “Movement...!” the Marines were shouldering weapons and taking defensive positions and Jack drew but visually fought the shadows to see what they had become fixated on. Tools, crates, rags, parts, dust and possibly a corpse in the right hand corner hung suspended in the zero gravity... all casting shadow upon shadow, the odd forms and shapes overlapping and shifting with the slightest movement of any of the dozen-plus lights they carried.  
 
    “Easy guys...” Jack's voice was calm, even though the hair on the back of his neck was standing up and the little voice in his head was screaming, Danger! Danger! He moved slowly forward, followed by a Marine on either flank. Something moved across his peripheral vision and he swung the muzzle of his pistol to follow it, but it was gone in the shadows. “Anybody see that...?” 
 
    “I'm seein' all sorts of shit, Captain, I can't tell what's real or not,” the Marine on his left moved up. “Let's just get this shit up and running, before we all go nuts.”  
 
    Weapons out, they moved cautiously about the engineering section, dodging the floating objects, trying not to create a chain reaction of moving and bouncing debris. Examining the control panel, the generators refused to respond, the panels and controls completely without power, the ship's power cells totally drained. “Dammit...” Jack wanted to pull off his helmet and scratch his head, “what the hell do we do now...?” 
 
    Marine Corporal Draza Mac was rummaging through a caged tool room, “We can do a manual startup, Captain... if I can find the fucking tool. Here it is!” He drug the heavy unit over to the control panel, “Somebody find a pry-bar” he said, kicking the access door on the bottom of the control panel's pedestal. It popped open and he pulled hard, several times before succeeding in tearing it open.  
 
    “Got one...” 
 
    Draza Mac looked up over the top of the control panel, “Good, stick it in there,” he pointed, “and turn that generator armature - it'll be frozen so don't be gentle.”  
 
    The generator in front of them was the size of a bread truck, with another like it and three more the size of a semi truck trailer, “You can rotate those by hand?” queried Jack. 
 
    “The small ones, yes,” answered Draza Mac without looking up. 
 
    Two Marines were standing on step plates on the side of the unit, “Where, here?” 
 
    Draza Mac popped up to look, “No, not there idiot, in the inspection slot on the side...” he shook his head inside his helmet, popping the cover off the hot box and jumpered the leads to the power feed at the base of the power control panel. He pulled another set of leads and drew them out of the box to the first generator, using his duty knife to wedge open a door on its side. He watched two Marines struggle with the pry-bar as he plugged the leads into the side of the generator. “Keep going,” he told them, “get it rotated at least one full rotation.” He moved back to the hot box and the control panel, “OK, here we go.” The Corporal powered up the hot box and the control panel lit up like a Christmas tree, mostly in red. “Good, now the hard part...” he said pointing to the panel, “as soon as you get a green light on the first set of bars, punch the button...”  
 
    “Captain...” Steele recognized Myomerr's voice. 
 
    “Go ahead Ensign,” 
 
    “Sir, patrols have reported activity in the sector near the gate to Klinghoffer...” 
 
    “The Archer and Bowman?” 
 
    “No sir, the Freedom confirmed they were still in gate transit. Commander Smiley believes they may be hostile, they have not responded to any hails, but he has no clear identification yet either.” 
 
    “Dammit, this is not a good time for this... have Smiley pull back toward the Freedom... scratch that, he knows what he's doing. Have the Freedom prepare additional fighters to launch to support his flight.” 
 
    “That's already been done sir, and the second Zulu has been launched. I just wanted to update you.” 
 
    Steele turned back to the task at hand, “OK guys, let's speed this up, shall we? I don't want to be stuck in this tin can if it turns into a shooting match out there...” 
 
    Climbing to the top of the generator's body, the Marine Corporal had fitted a firing tool to the top of the first generator and the two Marines with the pry-bar had moved on to break loose the next generator. Draza Mac looked down at Steele from the top of the unit, “Here we go Captain, watch the panel.” He loaded the impact tool with what looked like a shotgun shell, locking it. Pulling the mechanism’s lever and firing the charge, the generator spun up but the panel never registered more than halfway into the yellow. “Still cold...” he added, reloading the tool. He pulled the lever firing it again; the generator spun up but fell short of the green. “Dammit,” cursed Draza Mac, reloading the tool. “Third time's a charm...” It fired again; spinning up enough to flicker the green light but didn't catch when Jack mashed the button. “Son of a bitch! This is my last charge...” said the Corporal, reloading the device. 
 
    Jack looked up, “What? That's all we have...?” 
 
    “Captain...!” called Myomerr. 
 
    “Whaaaat...” he groaned. 
 
    “Commander Smiley has identified the ships as two Pirate destroyers approaching from the direction of the Klinghoffer gate, the Freedom is launching additional fighters...” 
 
    “Oh, fuck me...” He looked up at Draza Mac, “This better work Corporal, or we're in deep shit...” The Marine fired the final charge into the generator flywheel, spinning it up into the green, Jack mashing the button. The generator readings undulated up and down hitting the yellow and jumping back up into the green. Jack released the button and the readings almost immediately dipped precipitously toward the yellow, lights around the engineering room flickering. 
 
    “Hold it down skipper, don't let it go!” 
 
    Jack mashed it down again and the readings continued to rise and fall. “She doesn't want to catch...” 
 
    The Marine kicked the side of the generator casing, “C'mon you bitch, fire up!” He kicked it again harder, “C'mon!” 
 
    “She's starting to drop again...” 
 
    “No you don't...” he growled, kicking the generator so hard Jack could swear it moved, “start you stubborn whore...” the lights around them continuing to flicker. 
 
    The Sergeant stepped up and whacked the casing from the other side with a small sledge hammer, making the readings jump; they began to stabilize as the armatures warmed up. Steele hadn't realized how hard he was holding the button down until he released it and felt the cramp in his hand. The Sergeant was winding up for another swing when Steele stopped him, “Hold on Sarge... I think that last one did it.” Readings on the panel showed the ship's power cells slowly taking a charge and the generator smoothing out, the lights around the engineering and engine room bright, flicker free. 
 
    Draza Mac climbed down, pulled the hot box leads off the generator and the control panel pedestal, watching the generator readings and the increasing power cell health. “Five minutes and the power cells will have enough balls to crank the next one up with the control panel. After that, the other three will be no sweat...” 
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 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, HARUNA TIER: HIDE N' SEEK 
 
    Commander Edgars had three screens up on his command chair, reviewing the video information coming from the shuttle on one and the other two displaying the data from the fighter patrols. “I feel like a lone duck sitting in a pond during hunting season...” he muttered to himself.  
 
    “A heavily armed duck...” added Ragnaar. He wasn't sure he knew exactly what a duck was, but he got the gist of what Walt Edgars meant. 
 
    The Commander nodded and smiled without looking up from his screens... it was true; they were a very heavily armed duck. But for some reason that didn't make him any less anxious. Pirates were like cockroaches, if there were two destroyers out there, it was a sure bet there were more. The Archer and Bowman hadn't reported seeing them in the gate transit - it is virtually impossible to have missed them passing and there was no other gate in that end of the sector. So, where in the hell had they come from? Stellar Cartography had no record of any planetary bodies in that area and no asteroid fields to hide in. It was a real head scratcher... 
 
    Checking the data and sensor sweep on his screens, Commander Edgars could see that the four Lancias of Blue flight had rendezvoused with the six Cyclones of Red flight; however the destroyers were still out of the Freedom's enhanced sensor reach. There had still been no communications with the pair of destroyers but since they were not broadcasting the UFW coded ping and not responding to verbal communications, they had to be treated like hostile ships.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Moving toward the destroyers at about one third throttle, Commander Paul Smiley was watching the four Lancias of Blue flight approach from behind on his sensor screen. “Welcome to the bar-b-que, Blue Flight... let's get this party started.” He throttled up to about seventy five percent as the Lancias fell into formation with the six Cyclones of Red Flight.  
 
    Sitting in the lead Lancia, Lieutenant Commander Derrick Brighton keyed his mic, “Roger Red Leader, we are happy to be a part of these smashing festivities... point us toward the closest piñata.”  
 
    Paul smirked at Derrik's dry British humor. “OK boys, arm guns, arm ordnance...” he flipped the toggles charging his weapons systems. “Red Four, take Five and Six, flank right. Red Two and Three, we're going left.” Smiley leaned the stick, arcing his group toward the left flank. “Blue Leader, take your boys straight up the middle...” He adjusted his targeting settings, “...and Zulu Two, as soon as you see a shield gap on one of those tin cans, you split 'em in half.” 
 
    “Copy Red Lead,” Lieutenant Brian Carter nudged the throttles back to hang behind the fighters, activating the gunship's weapons systems and flipping on the targeting system for the two massive ship-killer torpedoes the Zulu was carrying. His copilot monitored the gunship's tactical information and two additional crewmen manned the chin and dorsal turrets. 
 
    Paul set his comm system to broadcast on all channels for one last try, “This is Commander Paul Smiley of the UFW jump carrier Freedom... to the two destroyers we are approaching; identify yourself now or we will be forced to attack...” There was no reply, except the destroyers began to turn, slowly, moving to offer a broadside profile, one positioned higher than the other, presumably to allow its guns to shoot over the top of its sister ship, effectively doubling their firepower.  
 
    “They're turning Pappy...” 
 
    Paul switched back to the encoded UFW channel, “I see it Mike. Red Leader to all birds, let's light 'em up!” He pushed the throttle forward and felt the kick of the fighter's full thrust.  
 
    “Pappy, something's not right. These two are cruising around like they're out for a stroll on the beach...” 
 
    It didn't feel right to Paul either. He glanced at the targeting screen, the sensor sweep blipping each time it passed the targeted ships. At 20 seconds to target, there was no defensive fire from the destroyers and they still hadn't raised their shields. For the first time in a long time, the hair on the back of his neck was standing up...  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele checked the sensor on the underside of his wrist for the umpteenth time, the glowing digital face showed an increase in atmosphere and temperature, but the carbon dioxide content was still dangerously high. “We can't wait any longer guys, we're running out of air and the ship's oxygen isn't safe... switch your suits to rebreather, the scrubbers ought to give us about another hour.”  
 
    “Crap, I hate the taste of scrubbed air...” 
 
    “I hear somebody's mouth moving,” retorted Steele, “but all I hear is waaaa waaaa waaaa...” He could hear snickering in his headset. “OK Lieutenant, I think we're ready for gravity.” 
 
    “Copy that Captain, everybody duck and cover. Gravity in four, three, two, one...” Everything all over the ship came crashing down, a cacophony of noise in the ship's thin atmosphere, distorted in the external mics fitted into their helmets, definitely a cringe-worthy event, alien sounding and eerie. And then all was quiet again. 
 
    Steele flipped open the small panel on his left arm and flipped off the micro switch for his boots. Ah, to walk in normal gravity, it felt so much better. He flexed his tired legs. “OK Lieutenant, go ahead and start restoring power to the ship's systems, looks like the gennies are stable now.” 
 
    “Copy that Captain.” 
 
    “We'll still be down here for a little bit, the Corporal will be lighting up the thrust engines and starting the warmers for the mains... if you could restore power to the air-car system, that would be appreciated - save us a long walk back.” 
 
    “Will do sir...” 
 
    Whoever had said it was right, the scrubbed air did taste odd... Jack shrugged it off; it was better than no air at all, or trying to breathe the ship's weak oxygen... which bought him to another thought... hypoxia. If this was the best the ship's air system could do, it might explain some of the bizarre circumstances. “Corporal, is the air system working at full capacity?” 
 
    Draza Mac was working on the start-up for the thrust engines and maneuvering jets, standing at the engineering console and walking through the command sequence. “Yes sir,” he didn't look up from the keyboard, “but I don't know anything about those systems - wouldn't know how to back-check or troubleshoot...” the ship groaned, a sorrowful, mournful, metal, hollow groan, long and low. Draza stopped what he was doing and looked up, realizing everyone else had heard it too, “What... the fuck... was that?”  
 
    “Steele here, Lieutenant, did you hear that...?” 
 
    “I was just going to ask you the same thing... what the hell was that?” 
 
    “No idea, but I don't like it.” 
 
    “Captain, we heard it here in the cargo bay too...” 
 
    “In the video feed?” 
 
    “Well yeah there too,” replied Myomerr, “but through the hull of the shuttle...” 
 
    “I've got a bad feeling about this...” Steele turned back to the Corporal, “Hurry the fuck up. I want us off this tin can...”  
 
    The Corporal resumed the thruster engine start-up, “Could just be the hull warming up with the atmosphere...” metal squealed and creaked as if to reply, clicking and popping like a hot engine cooling off.  
 
    “Somehow I don't think it's agreeing with you...” Steele was examining two of the dead crewmen who looked like they had beaten each other to death. He wasn't ready to afford a personality to the ship just yet, but something had driven this crew to do things that weren't rational or sane, and it had to have something to do with the ship. Poor oxygen supply could lead to confusion, high levels of carbon dioxide could lead to hallucinations... but there were no warning lights or error messages, it reported that all the supply systems were working normally. Nothing added up the way it should. He paused, listening intently to the low, soft, metal... heartbeat? “Please tell me you have the engines up...”  
 
    The Corporal was frozen at the keyboard, “Nooo...”  
 
    The Sergeant looked at him from the generator control board, speaking slowly and deliberately, “Draza, quit pulling your pud and get those fucking engines up, on the double! And let's get our asses off this can!”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Myomerr and Maria were getting anxious just waiting in the shuttle, as it sat in the cramped cargo bay, monitoring the video and audio feeds... Jittery might actually be more accurate - especially considering all the odd noises, flickering lights, moving shadows, falling crates, tools and debris. Maria had gotten out of her seat in the cockpit to stretch her legs and was pacing back and forth in the passenger area of the shuttle. “What's taking them so long... they need to hurry up... we need to get out of here...” 
 
    “I know, I feel it too...” Myomerr shifted in her seat uneasily and ran her fingers through her mane. The rain of things falling through the air and clattering across the shuttle's hull when the antigravity came on was disturbing, but the dust that stirred up when the atmosphere began pumping into the bay did some pretty strange visual things. They had shut down all the shuttle's floodlights because the glare made it look like a snowstorm, the bay's stasis field holding it all in, creating a swirl of clouds. Things seemed to move about in the swirling clouds, shifting places around the bay... or did they? It was almost impossible to tell, everything including the windows of the shuttle were covered with a film of dark-gray dust. “Maria... Maria!”  
 
    Maria ran back into the cockpit, leaning over Myomerr's shoulder, “What's wrong?”  
 
    “The video feeds just went down!” 
 
    “Audio?” 
 
    “No, nothing... their comms are down too - I've lost all communication with them!” 
 
    Maria plopped back into her seat, “Lemme try...” she pulled up the base communications command system and paused in mid keystroke, “What is that sound...?” 
 
    Myomerr tilted her head, her feline ears standing up, “Sounds... like a heartbeat...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander Edgars leaned forward in his command chair, “Red Leader, please repeat, did you just say they disappeared?” 
 
    “That is affirmative, Freedom.” 
 
    “Two destroyers just disappeared...?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    The Commander leaned back in his chair, scratching his forehead. “Would you care to elaborate on that Red Leader?” 
 
    “Disappeared... as in vanished, ceased to be visible, no longer present...” the open mic hissed quietly for a moment, “poof, all gone - they go bye-bye...”  
 
    Walt Edgars cleared his throat; fighting the urge to laugh, “Understood...” he could see other members of the bridge crew fighting the same urge. 
 
    “Red Flight will be returning to refuel, Blue Flight and Zulu Two will continue on patrol.” 
 
    “Understood, Red Leader.” Walt was eager to talk to Paul in person to get more details, he was having a difficult time wrapping his mind around two ships the size of destroyers, vanishing in space within visual striking distance. “Mr. Ragnarr, Ms. Raulya, have you ever heard of any ship having this ability before...?” Both of them agreed this was something entirely new and unheard of. “Ms. Raulya, please send a secure message to Admiral Kelarez and inform him of this development, maybe he'll have some insight into this...” 
 
    “Yes sir... wait, Commander, we've lost all contact with the shuttle and the boarding party!” 
 
    Walt quickly pulled up the video feed from the shuttle relay and found three blank frames... “I don't have a good feeling about this...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Corporal Draza Mac looked up from the engineering console, “Thrusters and jets are up,” his fingers plugging away at the keypad, “main warmers next.” 
 
    Steele nodded inside his helmet, “Lieutenant, you've got thrusters and jets. Activate our running lights and get us away from the gate...” he waited but there was no response. “Lieutenant...” he looked around at the other Marines in the engineering section, “can you guys hear me?” He got a round of affirmative responses.  
 
    The Sergeant tried as well, calling each member of the bridge team by name with no response. 
 
    “Shuttle, this is Steele, can you hear me...?” Nothing but silence. He looked around at the Marines, “Pack it up, we're outta here.”  
 
    The Corporal looked up from the engineering console, “I haven’t finished setting up the warmup routine for the mains yet...” 
 
    “Don't care, we're done here. The thrusters are enough to get us off the gate, that's all I care about, let's go...” he turned and headed toward the front of engineering, weaving his way through the generators and equipment, the Marines filed in behind him. They stopped dead in their tracks as the lights flickered and went out, throwing them back into darkness, before the emergency lighting winked on, section by section, bathing everything in an eerie red glow. “Oh... what the fuck...” 
 
    “Shouldn't be happening Captain, the gennys are running, the batteries are charging, the thrusters and jets are on line...”  
 
    “Doesn't matter Marines, let's go,” he switched his wrist and helmet lights back on as he moved through the engineering bay headed for the blast doors leading to the spine of the ship and the air-car system. “We're done with this pile of shit... we ought to point it into the nearest planet and let it burn up.” As they neared the blast doors they began to open, slowly, grinding and squealing in protest, stopping about halfway open. Steele eyed the door, “Why don't I trust this door...” He knew he said it out loud but he wasn't expecting an answer, it was more of a rhetorical question. He jumped through, half expecting it to move, to try to block him or crush him. But it didn't. Whether it was what he said, or that the others were thinking along the same lines, each man made the same hesitant jump through the half open door, which sat there, seemingly stuck in place.  
 
    The first laser shot sizzled past, an angry red slash between them, reaching through the open blast doors, sending the men diving sideways to the left and right on the platform where it was wider than the tunnel. Another shot splashed into the door behind them. The Sergeant turned off his lights and peered around the corner, “Anybody see where it's coming from?” 
 
    Steele turned off his lights and peeked around the corner, up the tunnel, “High I think, like on the ceiling...” 
 
    “Defense turrets...” someone commented, “terrific.” 
 
    It prompted Jack to look up above them and realize there was a turret above them in front of the blast door, rotating back and forth but they were all too close, the barrel could not lower far enough to target them. “Look up,” he said drawing his pistol, “twenty feet out it would've shot us all in the back.” He raised the muzzle, clicked off the safety and let two rounds loose from the hybrid 1911, barking a very distinct, BWWAP, BWWAP, sending a pair of .45 caliber charged particle rounds up into the turret, a spray of sparks and debris falling to the floor around them, the turret going dark and lifeless. He grinned, glancing down at the 1911, “Niiice...” 
 
    “Can you see the other one?” 
 
    “No dammit, it's too dark... I think the ship put us in the dark on purpose...”  
 
    “Lemme try,” a Marine Private moved past Jack and edged around the corner, laid prone, bringing his electronic sight up and flipped off his carbine's safety. “Somebody run across...”  
 
    “Uh, let's not. I've got a better idea... ready?” asked Jack.  
 
    “Go ahead...”  
 
    Steele extended his arm and flashed his wrist light, then pulled it back. The laser shot sizzled past almost taking his hand off, splattering on the wall behind them. “Got a target...” breathed the Marine. He squeezed off a full-auto burst and literally blew the turret off the ceiling, the pieces and mechanism clattering to the floor of the air car troughs. “It looks like it's right above where the next alcove is,” said the young man, standing back up, “so I'm guessing there will be one at each.” 
 
    Since the ship had taken upon itself to shut down the air car system with the lights, it meant another long walk... at least they had gravity now. The heartbeat sound was still there... and the ship's air supply system produced a sound freakishly akin to breathing, fine dust floating in the red lights. Out of reflex, Steele turned his head in his helmet like a dog honing in on a sound, “Do you hear music...?” 
 
    The Sergeant paused a moment as he jumped down off the platform into the air-car trough, “Don't know if I'd call it music exactly but yeah, I'm hearing notes...” 
 
    They began to move up toward the bridge, walking in the troughs. “Sounds like a whale's song...” 
 
    “What's a whale?” 
 
    Steele thought about that for a minute, he wasn't sure how to describe it to someone who might not have anything to relate to it. “It's a very large sea creature that swims in the oceans on my planet.” As they neared the first alcove, they turned off their lights to prevent the next turret from targeting them... he hoped the turrets didn't use any type of thermal vision.  
 
    Stepping around the stalled air-car they had passed on the way in, Steele angled toward the alcove while the PFC set-up atop the car, pushing the corpse it contained to one side, setting up for a shot on the next turret, “Same plan Captain?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he mumbled, preparing to climb up onto the alcove platform, “I'm gonna try not to get my hand shot off...” The seven foot tall monster that stepped out of the dark red shadows of the alcove sent a jolt of adrenalin through his body that sent him wildly backpedaling, drawing his sidearm and cursing an unintelligible warning. A blue-green heliarc beam lanced out of the shadows sweeping across the tunnel in an arc towards him. Meeting the nose of the air-car behind him with the backs of his legs, he toppled over backwards, landing in the lap of the corpse belted inside. Out of sheer reflex, he had thumbed the safety off and began pulling the trigger long before falling, his first round ricocheting off the floor of the alcove, but the others connecting and stitching the thing starting at its thigh and continuing upward across its body, the last one cratering the forehead. Intense crimson streaks passed back and forth over Steele's sprawled body as the next turret worked to find him and the Marines returning fire from all around him, the PFC using Jack's helmet as a perch for his elbows, giving him a perfect view of the underside of the Marine's carbine as it hammered eye-searing streaks downrange.  
 
    “Got it!” The carbine disappeared and Steele could see the ceiling of the tube again. Heart pounding, hands numb, brain buzzing, his focus gradually started to widen. He safetied the 1911 and let it drop to his lap, still locked in the vice-grip that was his hand.  
 
    A helmeted face appeared above him, “You hit Captain?” Lifted by his armored vest to his feet, he found himself surrounded by the Marines. “Damn, that was some mighty fine shooting Captain; I didn't know that thing was full auto...” 
 
    Steele glanced down at it briefly before holstering it, “It's not... why?” 
 
    Two Marines were leaning over examining the thing lying on its back across the center divider of the air-car troughs, it's arms and legs stretched outwards, sparking, twitching. “Well you hit it five times... stitched it from crotch to forehead...” 
 
    The tunnel vision had cleared and Jack's senses were returning as he moved over to the group, taking a deep breath, “What the hell is it...?” 
 
    “Looks like a mining or maintenance droid...” the Sergeant stuck his gloved fingertip in one of the holes made by the .45 caliber charged particle slug. “Boy, you did a real number on him with that thing...”  
 
    “What was he shooting at us with? I don't see any weapon...” Steele looked around with his wrist and helmet lights on. 
 
    “This,” the Sergeant tapped on the small mechanical turret protruding from an open panel at the top of the android's right shoulder, “it's a cutting and welding laser... would'a sliced you right in half if he hit you with it,” he swept his hand through the air sideways for emphasis. “It's not designed for range, but inside 25 feet, being behind a bulkhead is the only thing that'll save you.” 
 
    “Damn thing is red; no wonder I couldn't see it in this light...” Steele waved them up the tunnel, “Let's go...” He was reasonably sure the red lighting and the red android were all part of a bizarre, diabolical scheme cooked up by the ship. He was really beginning to hate this ship. But where did the droid come from? More importantly, were there more of them, and where could they be hiding? There were other decks below the bridge that they'd passed without checking... He tried calling the Lieutenant on the bridge and the shuttle with no results, and that was worrisome... almost terrifying if he let his mind dwell on it, expanding on it, playing with it... it was hard to stop it once it started. Without realizing it, he'd drawn his sidearm again; the weight of the 1911 in his hand gave him something else to focus on. 
 
    Making their way through the dusky red darkness, floating dust, shifting and darting shadows, the ship's bizarre sounds playing with their minds, they passed the last two turrets, both of which were inexplicably inoperable. Steele took it upon himself to shoot them both anyway, either because he didn't trust them or because it made him feel a little better for it – getting even with the ship for its cruel plans... he wasn't sure which, maybe it was a little of both. The trek had taken about half the time as it did the first time, but it seemed twice as long. They climbed up onto the air-car platform, glad to have reached the forward section of the ship. As close as they were to the bridge, there was still no communications with anyone other than their team, so caution was critical. They advanced, stacked tactically, down the sloping corridor. As they neared the bottom of the ramp, the section doors slid open automatically, the turret on the ceiling near the center hallway junction swiveling in their direction. “Turret!” The point Marine on the right side wall of the corridor was ready, a short full-auto burst blowing the unit cleanly off its base, parts scattering across the floor. A figure rounded the corner towards them from the center corridor, so smoothly, so human-like it gave them pause... but only for a split-second. The nearly seven foot figure took the brunt of a hail of blaster fire, its blue-green heliarc beam flashing briefly, scoring the wall and ceiling as it toppled backwards to the floor, a smoking, charred heap. “Reloading...” several of them swapped power cells and Jack took the opportunity to do the same with his 1911. 
 
    Moving silently up the corridor, they paused at the intersection. Another turret at the intersection on the other side of the ship, beyond the elevators, scanned back and forth, an android standing beneath it. “S'cuse me, Captain.” The Sergeant switched places with Jack, taking the lead. Drawing a fragmentation grenade out of a pouch, he twisted the top and bottom of the baseball sized orb in opposite directions until it clicked and the top glowed green. Stepping clear of the corner he pitched it down the corridor and stepped back. The grenade bounced off the far wall and rolled back almost to the droid's feet, which looked down at it, unknowingly.  
 
    After the blast they checked the corridor, the floor wall and ceiling blackened, the droid literally unidentifiable, pieces scattered all the way up past the elevators, the turret just a gaping hole in the ceiling.  
 
    Steele smiled approvingly, “Nice...” 
 
    They found two shattered and blackened droids laying in the corridor outside the mangled, jammed-open bridge doors, a broken turret above them, dangling from its cables, parts scattered across the floor. The bridge was a mind-numbing aberration, a horror-fest of scorch marks, smoke, dust and debris. Shattered control panels, walls, ceiling and bodies, sliced and blackened. The team stood stunned, motionless, and speechless... it was difficult to comprehend.  
 
    “Sergeant... Sergeant, we need to account for everybody.” Moving woodenly about, they began the task of trying to account for the fallen Marines, two of the team watching the corridors, weapons ready. Steele found a Marine on the floor with a broken helmet and a wound but he appeared to still be alive. “Sergeant, find me an intact helmet.” He unlatched the man's helmet, tossing it aside and checked for a pulse. It was shallow but it was there, he needed oxygen. Taking the helmet handed him, he attached it and activated the suit's re-breather. He was the only surviving member of the team on the bridge, the Lieutenant was missing. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    After sealing the hatch Jack pulled off his helmet and threw it on the floor of the shuttle in disgust. “Sonofabitch...” he ran his fingers through his hair and scratched his head, looking around at the silent, sullen Marines seated around him. He moved to the cockpit and crouched on one knee between Myomerr and Maria, “Take us out Ms. Myomerr.” He, stared out the dusty cockpit perspex at the spot where he knew the Lieutenant's body lay on the cargo bay floor, cut in pieces by a heliarc beam. “What a major fucking waste,” he breathed. The shuttle rose off the deck and Myomerr backed it out of the short bay, through the stasis field which wiped the layer of dust off all its surfaces. “Let's go home,” he said quietly, his eyes burning. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack Steele strolled past the Marine at the doors without making eye contact and onto the bridge of the Freedom, still wearing his atmosphere suit, armored vest and sidearm. He stopped and stood between Commander Edgars and his own command chair. 
 
    “Captain, good to see you! What happened over there? We were getting very concerned...”  
 
    Steele didn't acknowledge Walt, not because he was being rude but because he was so focused he didn't actually hear him. ”Helm, bring us about and our main guns to bear on the Oceania. Walt, recall all our birds. Ms. Raulya, have your gunners erase that evil piece of shit from my sky - I don't want to see anything left bigger than a toaster.” He turned to leave but paused, “Mr. Ragnaar, when we're done here, head us to Klinghoffer to catch up with the Archer and Bowman.” He continued heading to the door, “Someone might also want to inform the folks at VirTech Mining their ship doesn't exist anymore - save them the trip.” 
 
    Walt stood up, “Captain... “ 
 
    “Not now Walt, I need a drink...” he disappeared through the bridge door. 
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 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, KLINGHOFFER: SEEK AND YE SHALL FIND 
 
    Eyes closed, head bowed, the soothing sound and feeling of the hot spray raining down across his neck and back was only interrupted by the muted intermittent zwump-zwump of the Freedom's main guns pounding on the Oceania. A couple swallows sitting warmly in his stomach, the partially drained snifter of Diterian brandy was calling his name from the edge of the sink. If he could figure out how to drink it in the shower without diluting the precious liquid, he probably would. He leaned against the opposite wall so the water could undo the tension in his muscles, as he mentally reviewed the events on the ore ship. Could they have done something different? Hell, he wasn't sure what even happened, much less went wrong... He hoped the surviving Marine that his team had rescued from the bridge, would be able to shed some light on what happened up there when he came out of his induced coma. But would he even remember anything? 
 
    The dark, cloaked and hooded figure sipped his own snifter of Diterian brandy standing against the wall in the steamy room, reading the Captain's thoughts and emotions. “It is what it is Jack. Let it go...” 
 
    Recoiling in surprise, Jack Steele bounced off the side wall of the shower, sliding and catching himself on the grab-rail. “Shit! Voorlak?” He leaned against the side wall, clutching the rail, oblivious to his own nudity, “Dammit old man, we need to put a bell around your neck or something... you trying to give me a heart attack?” 
 
    “Not likely...”  
 
    Jack took the robe handed him by the old man and turned off the water, wrapping himself up in the soft, bulky garment before stepping out of the shower. He picked up his snifter off the sink and drew in a long swallow, letting the warm liquid slide down his throat. “So, to what do we owe this visit...?” They stepped into the salon area of the suite where the light was more subdued, he knew Voorlak's ancient eyes preferred the dark. 
 
    The Ancient pulled the hood of his cloak back to reveal his lined face and shock of silver-gray hair, “Well, we hadn't chatted in a while and I thought I'd stop in and say hello... the ship is looking good, full crew, new equipment...” 
 
    Jack plopped down on the sofa, ran his fingers through his wet hair and sipped his brandy. He smirked a crooked smile, “You are sooo bad at small talk.” 
 
    Voorlak nodded, chuckling, “You'd think by my age I would've gotten a little better at it, huh?” 
 
    Jack leaned back, smiling weakly, “Yeah, you'd think so.” He drained the last of the brandy from his snifter. “So you're really here because...” 
 
    “You were dealing with a lot of darkness on that ship - I wanted to be sure you were OK. So, are you OK?” 
 
    “When you say darkness, are we speaking literally, figuratively, or philosophically?” He stood up and padded barefoot over to the bar to refill his snifter with brandy. The warm golden-red liquid burbled thickly into the glass. Without asking, he reached over and added some to the old man's snifter as well. “Because I've had a pretty shitty day and honestly, I'm a bit drunk...” he turned and headed back to the sofa, “and I have absolutely no idea where I was going with this line of questioning...”  
 
    “Darkness - as in evil,” offered the old man.  
 
    “Oh, that. Yeah, I knew that,” Jack shrugged, “we all knew that... it was something you could almost taste.” He eyed the liquid in the glass as he swirled it and it clung to the sides. “So where did it come from? 
 
    “It wasn't the ship; it was what the ship was carrying...” 
 
    “But it was just an ore miner, what could...” Jack looked around but the old man was gone. “Dammit, I hate when he does that...” 
 
    “When who does what?” Alité entered from the corridor in uniform, a platter of steaming food in her hands, the door swishing gently closed behind her.  
 
    “The old man was here...” 
 
    She moved to the bar and spread out the food, “Voorlak was here? Awww, sorry I missed him. He could have had something to eat with us...” 
 
    “Don't mind if I do,” said The Ancient, appearing behind the bar, startling them both. 
 
    “I swear to God,” said Jack wiping spilled brandy off his hand, “I'm getting you a bell.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “How's he doing Doc?” 
 
    CABL M7, looked up from his e-Pad at the Marine standing in the doorway of the infirmary, “Come in Sergeant, your boy's stable, but he'll be out for a few days.” He put the e-Pad down, “What really happened over there?” 
 
    Gunnery Sergeant Dayle Alaroot just shook his head, “I was there and I still don't know... it was like the ship was intentionally trying to kill us.” He rubbed his forehead, “I've been in the Corps for six and a half years and I've never seen anything like it, we kept seeing phantom shadows...” 
 
    “Visual anomalies...?” 
 
    “Yeah we thought that at first, but when we were all seeing them it got pretty hard to disregard them. Then there were the sounds...” 
 
    “Sounds? What kind of sounds?” 
 
    “Once we got the gennys running, the Lieutenant restored the gravity and air systems from the bridge... as the atmosphere built up we started hearing groaning, bits and pieces of voices... then the heartbeat...” 
 
    CABL M7 thumbed over at the comatose Marine in the next room, “He kept repeating something about heartbeat when he was brought in, we didn't know what he was talking about. We thought he was worried about his own heartbeat...” 
 
    “Yeah, all through the ship, even the pilots in the shuttle could hear it,” he shook his head, “I don't know about the other guys, but it made my fucking blood run cold...” 
 
     CABL M7's mostly human face, twisted into an odd look of contemplation. 
 
    “What's that look, Doc?” 
 
    “Hmm... I'm just thinking about group hallucination or some form of mass hysteria,” he held up a hand, “no offense Sergeant - but brought on by stress and possibly high EM levels or something along that nature, it's possible.” 
 
    “You're fishing Doc. We're Marines, we're not that deep. We see things, we kill things,” he ran his hand across the short ruddy scrub brush that was his hair. “Besides I've never heard of that happening with separate, isolated groups...” 
 
    CABLE M7 raised one eyebrow, surprised at the Sergeant's knowledge, “I thought you said you weren't deep...” 
 
    Dayle Alaroot shrugged, “I'm not, but I didn't say I couldn't read,” he retorted, flashing a Cheshire Cat grin. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack Steele met the Admiral at the foot of the ramp of his shuttle and saluted, “Welcome aboard the Freedom, Admiral.”  
 
    Kelarez returned the salute and moved to shake Jack's hand, “good to see you Jack, is Gantarro here yet?”  
 
    “Yes sir,” they began walking across the flight bay toward the briefing room at the base of the tower. “I think you'll find this digital footage quite interesting. The senior pilots will be attending as well, in case you have any questions...” 
 
    “So what happened aboard the Oceania, Jack?” 
 
    “Well, I've prepared a complete report...” 
 
    The Admiral stopped walking, “I'll read the report, but plain language, what the hellion happened?” 
 
    Steele took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his hair, “Absolute insanity that defies explanation, Vince...” walking slowly, he continued, explaining the events as they unfolded, leaving nothing out. 
 
    The Admiral nodded, “Do you believe in ghosts, Jack?” 
 
    They paused just outside the doorway of the briefing room, “I've seen too many things in my life that aren't explainable, to arrogantly disregard the possibility...” 
 
    Kelarez grinned crookedly, “That's a really long evasive way of not answering the question...” He waved his hand expressively, “With ships they're generally referred to as phantoms or wraiths and although I've never heard of them taking over a ship, I suppose it's not impossible - they can prove to be quite a nuisance. Although, I wonder where they originated...?”  
 
    “They didn't come from the ship,” said Jack mechanically, remembering what Voorlak had said, “They had something to do with what she was carrying...” The ore...? But how could that be? 
 
    Admiral Kelarez scratched his forehead in thought. “Ore?” He shrugged, “I don't see how...” he shook his head, “never mind, we'll come back to this later, let's see that video footage.” 
 
    Already seen by the senior pilots, Steele and his command staff numerous times, Admiral Kelarez and Captain Gantarro watched with fresh eyes as the digital recording played back on the briefing room's big screen. When it was over, the room stayed quiet for a moment. “Play it again,” ordered the Admiral. They watched intently as the two pirate destroyers turned to port in unison, one positioned higher than the other, offering a broadside view of both to the approaching fighters. Neither fired, though gun turret motions could be seen on both ships. A nebulous, translucent sphere of color grew about mid stern, first on one ship then the other. Lacy tendrils reached out from the shifting spheres, enveloping each ship, creating a spider web of color that looked almost liquid, swelling to obscure the view of the ship and collapsing. When it collapsed, the ship was gone - both ships disappeared in about thirty seconds, almost in unison. 
 
    Jack arose from his seat, turned and stood facing the group. “Admiral, before I had a chance to see the video, by description I thought perhaps we were dealing with some kind of optical camouflage... scientists on Earth have developed what they call nanouflage, the ability to hide things using photo-reactive nano-plates. So I was relatively sure, being more advanced than we are, you would certainly have something like that available to you...”  
 
    “That era has come and gone Captain,” replied the Admiral, “with the advance of sensors and instruments, we don't need to see a ship, to actually see a ship...” 
 
    Jack folded his arms, “Then someone has built some form of shipboard jump system.”   
 
    The Admiral pulled on his lower lip in contemplation. “Strictly off the record...” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Understood.” 
 
    The Admiral stood and borrowed the remote control from Jack, bringing the video back up and pausing the playback as the translucent sphere began to appear on the first ship. “The developers have been calling it a GOD drive. The unit on this ship is mounted right where you're seeing the anomaly start,” the Admiral pointed to the screen, his finger circling the event epicenter. “It has to be precisely calculated for the dimensions of the ship it's mounted to and the ship needs to be in motion for the unit to initiate a jump...” 
 
    “Wait,” interrupted Jack, “a GOD drive?” 
 
    “Gate On Demand,” replied the Admiral. 
 
    “Holy shit,” groaned Paul Smiley, “this is bad.” 
 
    “It's certainly not good Commander” continued the Admiral, “but it does have some limitations...” 
 
    “Where can it jump to? How far?” Asked Jack. 
 
    “Any gate within reach, or any location in normal space where you have the exact coordinates, but it still has to be within the unit's reach.” 
 
    “What's the reach?” 
 
    “I don't have that information, Mr. Steele... the prototype unit was lost during testing...” 
 
    “Wait,” said Jack, interrupting, “lost as in we've misplaced it and we can't find it, or lost as in someone stole it from us and we can't get it back?” 
 
    “The second one. The company developing the system was doing test runs with their research cutter when it disappeared in...” 
 
    “Research cutter?” Jack cut in, “It was an unarmed science ship? Holy crap, the level of stupidity in that decision has got to be off the scale on the idiot meter.”  
 
    Kelarez nodded, “I agree with you Captain, but the UFW Directorate was unwilling to take a commissioned fighting ship off the line and dedicate it and its crew to research duty. Available resources are an issue and they decided they couldn't spare it.”  
 
    “Wow, my brain hurts just trying to wrap my head around that kind of thinking.” Jack leaned against the podium at the front of the room, “If you have a valuable project that can give you a technical and tactical advantage like this, why wouldn't you do whatever you could to protect it...?” 
 
    “Truthfully, I don't think they believed in the project,” replied Kelarez, “and they didn't think the unit had enough reach to go far enough to be at risk...” 
 
    “Brilliant...” Steele ran his fingers through his hair, “OK, so what are the limitations that you know of?” 
 
    “The jump unit requires a tremendous amount of power, which might be indicative of them not firing upon your fighters; they needed all the power for the jump. Also, shields must be down, just like when we pass through a regular gate. Finally, the ship must be moving at a speed sufficient for passing through the jump bubble that the GOD drive creates.” 
 
    “Any vulnerabilities?” Asked Paul Smiley. 
 
    “The ship can maintain the jump transit corridor for as long as it can maintain the power level sufficiently to keep it from collapsing, which would result in being dumped out into uncharted null-space short of its destination.”  
 
    “So it's possible they're low on power when they reach their destination,” interjected Jack, “leaving them vulnerable.” 
 
    “Quite possible. And as you know, it takes some time for the generators to recharge all the ship's cells... she's a big, fat, waddling target then.”  
 
    Jack grinned, “Our favorite type of target...” the pilots laughed. “So these two,” he motioned to the frozen video frame on the screen, “appeared to be coming from the Klinghoffer gate, but you didn't see them in the transit corridor. Why?” 
 
    “Because they created their own separate corridor, the gate is basically an anchor point for their exit. If they came from any system other than Klinghoffer it would be a different path...”  
 
    “Bridge to Captain Steele...” 
 
    Jack keyed his earpiece mic, “Steele, go ahead.” 
 
    “Captain, we have the VP of VirTech Mining on an incoming communique, he wants to know what happened to the Oceania... Do you want to speak with him?” 
 
    “No...” Steele rubbed his forehead and sighed, “Tell him it was a serious danger to gate traffic and to the gate itself. Pirate destroyers had entered the sector and we were required to destroy it to prevent damage to the gate or allowing it to fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Jack looked at the Admiral, “Think he'll buy that?” 
 
    Kelarez smiled crookedly, “This isn't the first time we've had problems with VirTech, they're under UFW investigation for their irresponsible mining practices. So I don't think he's going to want to push too much anyways. I wouldn't worry about it.” 
 
    “Irresponsible mining...?” 
 
    “They have a very bad habit of wandering into regions that they don't belong in and they have a tendency to not clean up after themselves... creates a lot of friction with other cultures. In fact, it would be helpful if we knew where the Oceania had been before she ended up like she did.” The Admiral stood up, “I don't suppose we'll ever know. VirTech sure isn't going to volunteer that information. Well, we'd better get back to our duties, I can see I have a rather crucial report to get off to UFW Directorate,” he paused at the doorway leading out to the flight deck, “I'll leave it to you gents to work on some tactics that might help us deal with these jump drive ships...” 
 
    Walking out into the flight bay, the group had to pause in the safe zone at the base of the tower as a Lancia passed slowly by the men, taxiing its way to the port launch tube, the pilot snapping a quick salute to the command officers. Reflections of the bay's overhead lights danced across its canopy glass, a low hum coming from its anti-grav landing feet. Two returning Cyclones passed over the fantail of the ship, through the open stern doors and stasis field, creating an electronic hissing sound. “Busy place...” 
 
    “Yes sir,” replied Jack, “gotta watch yourself out here or you're bound to get run over...” A flight lineman gave them a signal to cross the lanes. “Looks like you're all set Admiral, your shuttles are ready to go.” The group exchanged handshakes instead of salutes and the two cruiser command officers trotted across the deck toward their shuttles.  
 
    Paul Smiley tapped Jack on the elbow, “did you see what we found attached to our hull?” 
 
    Steele looked at him quizzically, “Nooo... what are we talking about?” 
 
    Smiley grinned, “Follow me,” he strode off toward the starboard side of the bay with Jack, Brian Carter and Mike Warren following closely behind. “We noticed it when we returned after those two destroyers gave us the slip, it was holding onto the starboard side of the hull just above our third and fourth defensive turret...” They trotted across the lane behind a taxiing Lancia heading to the starboard launch tube.  
 
    The first revetment was full of tools and rigs used for maintaining the fighters and other craft on the ship, but there was something additional sitting in the middle of it, about the size of a luxury car covered in a gray tarp, a heavy power cable snaking out from underneath. “Mike, grab the other corner...” they pulled the tarp off to reveal what looked like a cross between a giant mechanical dog and an ant.  
 
    “Blackmount forgot one of their repair bots...” said Jack stepping forward for a closer look. The open framework of the skeletal design allowed easy access to all its components for maintenance and repair. It wasn't pretty, but then again, it didn't need to be. 
 
    Mike nodded, “Yep, it's called a Rhino. Chief thinks the power cells ran down and they couldn't communicate with it or call it back. He figures they just lost track of it.” 
 
    “The Chief said he can reprogram it after it's recharged,” added Brian, “and we'll be able to use it for repair work inside or outside.” 
 
    Jack walked around the unit, “Kinda creepy looking...” He examined the head, three optical cameras clustered in the center of the forehead, “And it has a heliarc laser... how nice.” 
 
    “Well yeah, for welding,” replied Paul. 
 
    Jack shook his head, “Or cutting... you don't want to know what kind of damage this thing can do... it's damn scary...” his mind was playing back the carnage on the Oceania when the alarm klaxons sounded throughout the Freedom, making him start. 
 
    “Red Alert, all hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!” Standard lighting prevailed for flight deck visibility, but red lights throughout the flight deck strobed their crimson alert.  
 
    At a full sprint, the four pilots were headed across the traffic lanes to the base of the tower and their flight gear, Jack activating his comm mic, “Steele to bridge, what's going on?” 
 
    “Pirate cruiser, Captain. He appeared just beyond visual range, must have a jump system because we're hours from any gate...” 
 
    “How many birds do we have out?” 
 
    “Two out, two launching now...” 
 
    Wrestling with his suit Jack continued, “You'll have several more in a minute, is he in range?” 
 
    “Just barely Jack...” 
 
    “Open fire Walt, target his engines... Ask the Archer and Bowman to move up and flank him on either side...” Running out of the tower and pounding across the deck, a line chief directed the pilots to fighters that were fueled and ready. Pulling on his gloves, Jack turned and headed for a loaded Zulu gunship coming up on the lift from the deck below, “I've got the Zulu... get me a crew!”  
 
    Brian turned to follow Jack, “Right behind you skipper, we just need one more...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Reverberating through the hull, the zwump, zwump of the Freedom's main guns could be heard coming from both sides of the ship. With an enlarged view on the bridge's main screen Commander Walt Edgars and the bridge crew could see the hits on the unshielded cruiser's hull. The floor vibrated as two fighters launched, points of light appearing at the bottom of the screen, arcing away in formation.  
 
    Raulya called out updates, “We have six fighters in route, Zulu is away... we're registering hits on the stern of the cruiser...”  
 
    Walt confirmed the updates on his command screens “Looks like the Archer and Bowman are moving up...” 
 
    “Yes sir, they're firing now...” she turned in her seat, “the enemy cruiser is launching fighters...” 
 
    Walt called up his targeting screen “Dammit, target their launch tubes...” 
 
    “Aye aye,” her fingers danced across her control panel giving the orders to the main turret operators, “Commander, their shields are coming up - but it doesn't look like they have full power yet.” 
 
    “Understood.” Next to his targeting screen Walt pulled up the Freedom's armaments screen, displaying all turrets, their capacity, ranges and defensive shield status. “Almost forgot we had these little buggers, let's see what one of these does...” he chose an MK*73 and activated its launch tube, locking it onto the pirate's port stern quarter, “Torpedo away,” he said, tapping the launch button on the flat keyboard. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Derrik Brighton swung his Cyclone in an arc to the left to intercept the launching fighters, his wing man sticking closely off his starboard wingtip. “White One and Two, breaking to intercept...” 
 
    Commander Paul Smiley and Lieutenant Mike Warren had caught up with Lieutenant JG, Duncan Taylor and his wing man. Smiley keyed his mic “Copy, White Leader. Good hunting... Dunc, you and your wing form up on us...” 
 
    Lieutenant JG Duncan Taylor acknowledged and swung into formation with his wing man in tow, activating his weapons systems, the pirate cruiser growing in his HUD, heads up display. 
 
    Jack pushed the Zulu's throttle to the far stop and left it there, adjusting the targeting systems and activating all its weapons systems. “They've launched fighters, you guys all set back there?”  
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    “All set skipper...” 
 
    Jack adjusted the position of the moveable HUD and the secondary HUD, “hey kid, what's your name...?” 
 
    “Santine, Ensign Santine, sir” replied the tail gunner. 
 
    “OK this is easy Santine; you have one job, whatever it is, just keep it off our ass.” The pirate cruiser was visible on the view screen and taking a severe beating. Steele keyed his mic, “All flights, heads up guys, there's an MK*73 coming through...” it passed the Zulu's left side about five miles away, a fireball driving it across the dark void. Steele glanced at it briefly as he unlocked one of the two torpedoes the Zulu carried on its belly, a MK*52, a smaller version of the MK*73 fired by the Freedom. Lining up his shot as the silhouette of the cruiser grew in front of him, Jack could see Paul Smiley's flight of four splitting after their first attack, passing above and below the target, arcing away.  
 
    Paul Smiley keyed his mic, “Port shields are down Zulu, she's all yours, take her out...” 
 
    An enormous eye-searing blast erupted at the stern of the pirate cruiser as the MK*73 connected with her damaged and unshielded armor, tearing through her hull and detonating inside, blowing her port engine into particles and separating the entire stern of the ship from the rest of her hull, a sphere of debris swelling outward. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Raulya spun in her seat, “Commander, two pirate destroyers approaching from behind, moving fast. They'll be in range in about sixty seconds!” 
 
    “Bloody bastard... he called for help,” Walt Edgars took one last look at the crippled pirate cruiser, “Helm bring us about, Ms. Raulya, recall our birds and update the Archer and Bowman...” He clicked his mic, “Bridge to tower, launch four!” Pulling up the Freedom's armaments screen again, he checked the progress on the reloading of the torpedo tube as the scenery on the bridge's view screen swung away from the cruiser. 
 
    “Incoming fire,” called Ragnaar. Intense bright green slashes passed by the Freedom on either side of her hull, a volley from the second destroyer landing a hit on the Freedom's starboard stern quarter, splashing weakly. “No effect, shields holding.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Flipping the safety cover back over the launch button for the Zulu's torpedo, Steele yanked the throttle back and laid the flight stick over on its side, kicking the pedals to jet the nose around, the cruiser swinging wildly out of view. He reached over and relocked the torpedo as he pushed the throttle back to the far stop, thumbing and holding the boost button, the engines roaring. “Zulu One, on our way Freedom...” 
 
    Rotating the upper turret to face the rear, Brian could see the twin thousand foot long streamers of fire behind them, the crippled and motionless cruiser shrinking, surrounded by a slowly growing sphere of debris, atmosphere bleeding out into the darkness of space. “Skipper, you might want to ease up on the boost button, you're gonna burn out her forcing cones, she's not a fighter...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Bathed in red light, the bridge of the pirate cruiser was clouded with smoke, CO² levels climbing, the communications officer was still at her station, “Commander, the DD36 and the DD104 aren't going to be able to reach us - we're on our own...” she turned in her seat, “they're going to try and buy us some time...” 
 
    The Commander nodded, “Understood Ensign...” He keyed his mic, his voice calm, drained of all emotion, “All hands abandon ship, all hands abandon ship.” He pulled himself to a standing position, “Time to go Ensign...” 
 
    “Sir, what about the Captain?” 
 
    The Commander looked over at the lifeless, bloody form, sprawled on the floor. He shook his head as he limped toward the door, “Nothing we can do for him Grinah, let's get outta here...”  
 
    The only two people left on the bridge, she shouldered herself underneath him to take the weight off his injured leg. “How did they know we were going to jump in here...?” 
 
    The Commander shook his head, “They didn't. Bad luck, plain and simple. We jumped into the wrong place at the wrong time...” the ship shuddered, the floor shifting under their feet, bouncing them off the corridor wall. “We need to hurry, she's not going to hold together much longer...” 
 
    “Are we going to be able to get the shuttles out? Or do we need to find a pod?”  
 
    “We lost a lot of people; there should be enough room in the shuttles. Once everyone is in, they'll blow the cargo doors...”  
 
    Making their way through the mortally wounded cruiser, the Commander promised himself if they made it back safely, he would do his best to get himself an audience with the FreeRanger Council to recommend no ship ever jump more than fifty percent of their reach - it simply left the emerging vessel far too vulnerable. As they had been. Drained of power reserves from the extended jump, they'd appeared in front of a hostile task force, without enough power for immediate shields or weapons. The UFW cruisers had reacted quickly, targeting his ship's engines, preventing their only chance to survive by running. And the two light fighters they were able to launch were outclassed in so many ways.  
 
    The Commander was pretty sure running would have ended with the same result, though somewhat delayed... three-to-one were terrible combat odds. It was a surprise that any of the UFW ships had torpedoes, he didn't know anyone was using them anymore... big, slow, they rarely made it to target, a ship's defensive guns would take them out... of course low on power reserves they had to make a choice between shields and weapons. They had chosen shields but their level was insufficient to dampen the torpedo's effect - and it literally tore the rear quarter of the hull off of the ship. The only reason they had any life support or gravity at all, was because of the emergency mid-ship power cell bank, which he could tell was almost exhausted. But the real surprise had been the fighter patrol, as there was no carrier profile identified in the group. The center one, the one that had fired first - he was reasonably sure, though it was not shaped as such and was a little small for the job, was the task force's carrier. It really didn't matter one way or the other, what mattered was that they were skilled and experienced; taking immediate advantage of the circumstances... there was no hesitation, no uncertainty. The only reason he wasn't floating frozen in space was DD36 and DD104 responding as quickly as they had, jumping in from a nearby zone to pull the UFW away.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele nudged the Zulu's throttle further back as he lined up the landing lights on the Freedom's fantail. Weapons systems off, torpedoes locked, gear down, anti-grav on... He reached forward and turned off the weapons and tactical HUDs. Pulling the throttle to the zero mark and firing braking thrusters, the Zulu passed over the fantail and sedately through the stasis field, decelerating as he swung it off the center line and pointed it toward the lift that would take it back to the level below. Steele reached forward and cut the power to the anti-grav, the craft settling to the deck with a bump, just short of the lift. He popped the harness release that held him in his seat with a sigh, “Well that was a bit anti-climactic...” he shrugged off the harness, “we didn't get a chance to pull the trigger on a damn thing...” He flipped off the systems and master switch, the controls and entire cockpit going dark. 
 
    “I hate when that happens,” quipped Brian from behind him with a grin.  
 
    “What are you so cheery about?” 
 
    “Fun flight!” 
 
    “What'ya talking about, we didn't get to blow anything up...” 
 
    “I know, but it was sorta fun flying together like old times – we haven't done that in a long time...” he popped the belly hatch, the ladder dropping down toward the deck, “I miss it a bit.” 
 
    Jack stooped in the cramped opening to the cockpit facing the open floor hatch, “Get out...” 
 
    “No really, I do...” said Brian grinning, bobbing his head. 
 
    “No,” countered Jack, pointing at the open hatch, “I mean get out...” 
 
    Brian was still grinning widely, “Oh, I knew that...” he stepped down into the opening, climbing down to the deck, followed by Jack and Ensign Santine, who watched with interest the interaction between the Captain and the senior pilot he'd winged with.  
 
    Steele stopped, cracking a crooked smile, pointing at Brian with an admonishing finger, “Stop it...” 
 
    “What?” Brian bounced on the balls of his feet, still grinning like a loon, Santine standing there looking on. 
 
    “I mean it, quit it...” 
 
    “I'm not doing anything...” 
 
    “Yes you are...” 
 
    “No I'm not...” 
 
    “You're being unprofessional in front of the new guy,” Jack was losing the battle with his face, fighting the grin. “You're making him uncomfortable...” 
 
    “No he's not...” countered Santine. 
 
    Jack shot him a glance, “Nobody asked you.” He pointed at Brian again “Stop it - you're freaking me out!” 
 
    Helmet in hand; Paul strolled up from behind them, accompanied by Mike, “What's going on...?” 
 
    Jack looked over his shoulder and thumbed over at Brian, “He won't stop that, he's freaking me out...!” 
 
    Paul recoiled, “Ew yeah, that's freaky dude, quit it.” 
 
    The group started walking in the direction of the tower, the ground crews moving past them. Mike nodded, “They're right, seriously man, that's creepy.” He chuckled, “It's funny but it's creepy...” 
 
    It started with Jack, snorting a chuckle through his clenched teeth and it quickly spread through the group until they were all doing it, even Santine, though he still didn't quite understand what was going on. “I don't get it,” he snickered, “what we're even laughing about.” That made them all laugh just a little harder. It was like looking at a train wreck, it compelled you to look even though you knew you shouldn't, and the harder you tried to look away, the more you were drawn to stare. And though you knew you should recoil in horror, you felt guilty for looking away... such was their dizzying cycle until a line worker trotted up to presumably ask a question of one of the pilots. The young man was so unnerved by Brian's unrelenting stare, bobbing head and ear-to-ear grin he recoiled and trotted off muttering something to himself. It was the final straw and the pilots staggered through the guffaws, Brian rubbing the cramps out of his cheeks. 
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 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA: PHONE HOME 
 
    Her soft soled shoes squeaking on the polished marble floors, the maid walked from the center island of the kitchen, through the spacious living room, past the hand-polished black lacquer grand piano, through the wide, arched foyer to the leaded stain glass front doors, the figure on the other side ringing the bell again. As she opened the heavy door, the wind from the open sliding glass doors to the patio rushed past her out of the doorway, she had to grip the door harder to keep it from slamming in the man's face. “Can I help you please?” Her Latin accent was heavy but her English was good. 
 
    “Brodermeyer...”  
 
    The man smelled of alcohol, sweat and too much cheap cologne. Sporting a full two day stubble, his hair was greasy but neat and there appeared to be a stain on the front of his maroon track suit. She wondered if the shiny gold Rolex was real or fake. The second man leaning against the silver Hummer parked in the circular driveway smoked a cigarette and stared at something down the street. “Who shall I say is here to see him...?” He tried to step past her but she blocked him with the door.  
 
    Much bigger than her, he could have easily pushed past but decided against it, “Viktor... Colonel Viktor Restonovich...” 
 
    She nodded and closed the door, latching it, turning to seek out the owner of the oversized beach house who startled her from behind as he descended the carpeted stairs from the second floor. “Oh...! Doctor Brodermeyer, there is a man...” 
 
    He nodded, “I know Carmella, it's OK, I'll take care of it...” he shooed her away. By all common descriptions, the doctor would be considered a mousy man, slightly built, balding at thirty something, round wire frame glasses and a meekness that was almost feminine. A fairly successful Psychologist, he often counseled patients at his home, however the visitor wasn't a patient. He opened the door. 
 
    “Brodermeyer...” 
 
    “Doctor Brodermeyer, Mr. Restonovich.” 
 
    The Russian raised an eyebrow, “Colonel Restonovich, Doktor,” he pushed his way inside, “you have something for us...” it really wasn't a question. 
 
    “Not here...” commented the doctor shutting the door, “let's go out to the patio,” he guided the Russian through the house, trying to do so without actually touching the man. 
 
    Restonovich pulled out a cigarette and lighter as they walked through the house. 
 
    “Please, no smoking...” 
 
    Restonovich nodded as he flicked the lighter, producing a flame, “Dah, I understand...” he puffed on the cigarette, sliding the lighter into his pants pocket, exhaling a cloud of smoke as he walked past the shining grand piano. He paused to run his fingers over the polished surface, “Mmm, very nice Doktor...” he walked around it. “You know, I used to play...” he stuck the cigarette between his lips and lifted the fallboard, letting his fingers stroll across the keys.  
 
    “Please Colonel, outside, please...” said Brodermeyer nervously. 
 
    “Dah, dah, in moment.” He sat down at the piano bench and began to play lightly, “Don't worry Doktor, I will not hurt beautiful keyboard...” But it wasn't the playing so much that concerned Brodermeyer, as much as the man's personal hygiene and that damn ash hanging off his cigarette, which grew longer by the second. “As boy, I enjoyed to play - until father made it work... I hated him for dat...” The ash dropped off onto the keyboard, its powder splashing across the white ivory. The doctor looked like he was about to enter a serious conniption fit, which intensified when Restonovich swept it casually away, the broken gray powder falling between the keys. “Ach, look at dat,” he blew on the keys driving the powder everywhere. “No matter,” he closed the fallboard covering the keys, rising from the bench.  
 
    Doctor Brodermeyer was sweating and pale “Please, let's go out to the patio.” 
 
    “Dah, good.” The Russian looked for a place to drop the stub and final ash as he'd smoked it to the butt. He was able to maintain it intact and as they passed through the kitchen he dropped it into the sink, wiping the ash remains on his pants.  
 
    Standing along the rail of the patio overlooking the beach, the Russian lit another cigarette, “So you have it then?” When he exhaled the smoke went into the doctor's face, carried by the on-shore breeze.  
 
    Brodermeyer circled as nonchalantly as he could, around to the other side of the Russian, the smoke was bad enough but he needed to be upwind of the toxic mixture of sweat and gagging cologne. He handed the cash envelope to the man, “Here, fifty thousand. Are we done then?” 
 
    Viktor Restonovich was not a trusting person and he thumbed through the cash, not really counting it, but feeling its weight. The good doctor was too intimidated to have shortchanged him so he wasn't overly concerned. “Vasquez says you have something else for us...?” 
 
    The doctor sighed, he turned and looked over his shoulder, “It's that house down there,” he purposely did not point. 
 
    “There are many houses dat way, please to be more specific, Doktor.” 
 
    “The smaller one with the wood deck.” 
 
    Colonel Restonovich leaned on the rail with his elbows, “Dah, I see,” he puffed on his cigarette, “is anyone dere now?” 
 
    “I have no idea. All I know is two girls live there.” 
 
    “No man?” 
 
    “No, I think it's the man's sister, but I'm not sure.” 
 
    The Colonel nodded, “Sister is good... we can do sister.” 
 
    Brodermeyer had no clue as to what he was referring to but he really didn't care and he really didn't want to know. “So we're done then?” He just wanted Restonovich to leave. 
 
    Viktor smiled, flicking the lit cigarette butt onto the patio and crushing it out with the toe of his track shoe, watching the doctor flinch, “For now Brodermeyer, see you tomorrow, dah?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he repeated, heading into the house through the expansive opening of the sliding glass wall. “Very nice,” he admired, drawing out another cigarette and lighting it as he walked through the house.  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” stammered Brodermeyer, following the Russian, “t-t-t-tomorrow? W-w-w-why tomorrow? You said we were done...” 
 
    “Well you have finally paid for product...” he said waving the envelope in the doctor's face, “but you owe, how you say... interest - and we are being kind to take it for trade. We will watch from here, the house with deck.” 
 
    “T-t-t-that's not possible,” Brodermeyer looked like he was approaching a breakdown. 
 
    “Not to worry,” countered the Russian, flicking an ash on the marble floor of the foyer, “you will not notice us, I promise. We will be like mouse in corner. We use spare bedroom, no problem...” 
 
    'Us, we? What us? B-b-b-bedroom? You can't p-p-possibly stay here,” trembling, the doctor gripped the doorknob to steady himself as he watched the Russian walk toward the waiting Hummer. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The lawn guy standing in the grass on the corner lot with the weed whacker, edged the already perfect lawn without any line in the machine he was using; the other man mowing the grass had no blade under his mower. The straw hats and dark sunglasses they wore hid their faces well enough for them to anonymously watch the silver Hummer as it passed by. “Grass One, silver Hummer, occupied twice, echo, three two, zero, papa, delta...”  
 
    “Copy that. That's our boy... he visited the target?” 
 
    “That's affirmative, about a twenty minute visit.” 
 
    “And the package...?” 
 
    “Grass Two, never visible.” 
 
    “Beach One, they came out onto the patio, apparently to view package location.” 
 
    “Copy that... was the package visible to them?” 
 
    “Negative, no outside activity.” 
 
    “Copy that. I think we're done for the day, looks like the Smiths are home, let's wrap it up. They can take over, the cameras are positioned and operational.” 
 
    A maroon European sedan rolled down the side street, turned the corner past the lawn maintenance truck as the landscapers packed up their yard tools to quit for the day. The sedan turned sedately into the driveway of the corner house, pulling into the garage. No one would have noticed the eye contact and acknowledging nod passed between the workers and the occupants in the sedan.  
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Nina kicked off her shoes in the foyer as she closed the front door behind her, “Hi honey, I'm home,” she joked. “Holy crap I'm bushed. The Tarringtons had a party over the weekend... there must have been kids all over the place, you wouldn't believe some of the places I found peanut butter smeared.” Lisa Steele laughed as Nina padded barefoot into the kitchen. “It took me forever to clean that house up... Mmm, smells amazing, watcha' cooking?”  
 
    “Homemade lasagna, green bean casserole, garlic bread and salad...” 
 
    Nina inhaled deeply, “Wow, heavenly... y'know, I know you like doing the internet auction thing and your sales do well, but you really ought to consider catering - I think you would be so fantastic at it. We could work together on something like that...” 
 
    Lisa looked up from the salad she was preparing, “I thought you said you couldn't cook?” 
 
    Nina waved her hand dismissively, “I can't, hell, I burn water,” she plucked a slice of cucumber out of the bowl and popped it into her mouth. “And you don't want me near sharp pointy things,” she added, pointing at the knife Lisa was using, “but I can serve and I can clean. We'd have it all covered...” 
 
    Lisa shrugged, “I don't know, I really enjoy cooking - I love to experiment. I just worry that if I was doing it for a living I wouldn't enjoy it anymore...” She cocked her head and Gus, her German Shorthaired Pointer, bounced up off the floor, pointing toward the front door. When the doorbell actually rang it still surprised them. 
 
    “I'll get it,” Nina headed for the door, Gus padding alongside her. Looking through the narrow side glass she could see a pizza delivery car parked at the curb and the young delivery man standing at the door with the hot-bag. “It's a pizza guy...” 
 
    “They're always getting lost down here...” commented Lisa, “find out where he's supposed to be.” 
 
    Nina turned on the outside light and opened the door, Gus peeking out around her thigh. “Pizza,” he announced before she could speak. He tore a piece of paper off the top of the box and held it up just high enough to display the message written in bold marker. “Here's your receipt ma’am,” he added. She read it, thanked him, took the pizza and closed the door as he trotted off to his car. “Lisa,” she called, standing in the foyer staring at the pizza box and the note, “who's Phil Cooper and why did he just send us a pizza?” 
 
    Lisa appeared next to her without the benefit of a magician's cloud of smoke, grabbing the note and pizza, making Nina jump, “What the fuuu... Phil Cooper...?” She stared at the short note written in marker; Take this free pizza, do not talk to the driver - Phil Cooper.  
 
    “So, who is he...?” 
 
    Lisa still stared at the note, “A friend, sort of...” 
 
    “I wonder what kind of pizza it is.” 
 
    “Huh?” Lisa snapped out of her trance, “I don't know... this is awful odd,” she laid the pizza box on the counter and opened the top. 
 
    “A cell phone?” Nina shook her head, “I don't get it...”  
 
    Lisa picked up the plastic bag off the top of the pizza containing a cell phone and folded letter, unzipping it and pulling out the letter. Your house is under surveillance, we need to talk. Eat dinner then take the dog for a walk at ten o'clock near the water's edge. I will call on this phone. Shred this letter. Phil Cooper. Nina tried to read over Lisa's shoulder but she nonchalantly turned to block Nina's view. She folded the letter up, pocketing it and closed the box laying the cell phone on top, still in its bag. “Let's eat dinner.” 
 
    “Lisa, what's going on? What is it?” Nina searched Lisa's face. Her mind seemed to be in another world, “Is he an old boyfriend or something...?” 
 
    Lisa smiled, “No nothing like that,” she dished out neatly cut stacks of lasagna onto two plates. “Let's just say it's old family business... cop stuff.” She wondered how long she could put off the inevitable; she could foresee a near-future event where it would become necessary for her to enlighten Nina about certain things that might be a little hard for her to absorb. One step at a time... 
 
    Nina nodded, she knew there was a long line of law enforcement in the family and she could only imagine some of the secrets they might be keeping. She wasn't sure if she wanted to know what they might be or not. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The gentle surf washing across her bare feet, Lisa stood at the water's edge watching Gus slosh ankle-deep in the water. She glanced anxiously at her watch and even though she was watching the second hand sweep towards ten o'clock she still jumped a bit when the phone rang in her pocket. Her heart thumping nervously she answered, “Hello...” 
 
    “Don't talk, just listen. When you speak, speak quietly. No names - ever. Don't ever place a call with this phone and don't go anywhere without it. Finally, and only in an extreme emergency, dial; star-pound-9-1-1... wait till it rings once and hang up. Do you understand everything I've said?” 
 
    “Yes...” she eyed a jogger run past on the upper edge of the hard packed sand, “I understand.” 
 
    “Good. I see you've been carrying, don't go anywhere without that either. Now about your roommate, can you trust her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Your life may depend on it...” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “OK, good. Down to business - you and the house are being watched...” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “Don't interrupt. And it's not important. What is important is that there's a lot of activity in your neighborhood, you're not the only one under surveillance, but you are being watched by more than one group.” 
 
    “What do you mean it's not important? Are they good guys or bad guys?” She looked around nervously. 
 
    “Relax. Stop being so jumpy and act natural. You're just out walking your dog on a regular phone call... think Men in Black.” 
 
    Men in black? She wasn't sure what that even meant - yet. “So what do I do?” 
 
    “Keep to yourselves, stay inside for a couple of days and for God's sake, stop using that gizmo you've got, they're trying to track the signal...” 
 
    “Who's tracking... wait, you knew I had a...” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can't tell you any more than that. And if you decide to discuss any of this, find a room in the house with no windows, or a parabolic mic can pick up your conversation...” 
 
    “What about now?” 
 
    “The noise of the surf, running water, blender, loud stereo or television, things like that help disrupt reception. Also, assume your home phone is not secure - same with your cell phone.” 
 
    By the time the call ended her head was swimming. She looked up and down the beach, she was sure he could see her but it looked deserted. Had the jogger just been a jogger? She walked slowly back across the beach to the deck, Gus circling her with his favorite Frisbee. Was the pizza guy just a pizza guy? All of a sudden everyone she saw throughout the day became suspect... mailman, people on the beach, landscapers, lady walking her dog... she felt slightly nauseous.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa decided it was time; Nina was going to have to know what was going on. If things went sideways it would be better for her to be mentally prepared and understand what was at stake. She felt Nina's eyes on her as she re-entered the house from her walk at the water's edge and tried to project an air of calm - though she wasn't so sure she was pulling it off. She toweled off Gus' legs and he danced around with his worn Frisbee.  
 
    “Everything OK? You look a little...” Lisa shot Nina a look and putting finger to lips, signaled her to stop talking, waving her to follow out to the garage. They climbed into Lisa's little SUV parked next to Jack's Cobra, closing the doors. “OK, you're being a little weird and it's starting to freak me out.” 
 
    “Sorry,” began Lisa, fighting a wave of paranoia that the events had unleashed. “You're right, there's something going on and it affects both of us.” Threatening to overrun her common sense and posing serious trust issues, she fought it back, “The man who called...” 
 
    “Phil Cooper?” 
 
    “Yeah, he's with the FBI...” 
 
    “I remember him now,” interrupted Nina, “he was the suit that visited when Jack showed up...” 
 
    Yeah, well he wanted me to know we're being watched...”  
 
    “What? Wait, wait... why? And by who?” 
 
    “I wasn't really clear on that, he said something about men in black and there was more than one group...” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “I don't know. But what he was clear about was that we were to stay put for a few days. So, no work for you the rest of the week, you stay home.” 
 
    Nina groaned and stomped her feet on the floor of the SUV like a child, “No no no, I have houses to do... I'm going to lose clients.” 
 
    “No you won't. You call them, tell them you're sick and need to stay home. You'll get back to them next week... ”  
 
    Nina sighed, laying her head back on the headrest, letting her body go limp, “Something tells me this is all your brother's fault...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Doctor Brodermeyer shooed the maid away and answered the door himself, mustering all the courage that he had as he opened the door. “Colonel...” his voice trailed off, he hadn't expected the entourage to be quite so large. 
 
    Viktor Restonovich pushed the door open and shouldered past the Doctor without saying a word, the six other men following him into the house, bags in hand. 
 
    Brodermeyer did his best to be forceful and commanding but it fell well short of its intended mark, “Victor this is unacceptable...” 
 
    Restonovich adjusted his fresh gray track suit and leaned close so he only had to whisper, “Do not make me to do something you regret Doktor.” Brodermeyer tried to back away from the noxious cloud of cologne, but met the frame of the large Russian standing behind him. The Colonel ceremoniously lit a cigarette and blew the smoke into his face, “Now be good boy and go amuse self, we need to be working.” He motioned to the others to move out to the patio, “Go.” 
 
    “I don't quite understand what you're doing here Colonel, why it's so important for you to spy on that house - and why I have to be so inconvenienced,” he eyed one of the Colonel's men chatting with his maid Carmella, “I've had to cancel all of my patient appointments - do you have any idea how much money that is costing me...?” 
 
    “You try my patience, Brodermeyer.” 
 
    “What about my patience, Viktor? When do I...”  
 
    Restonovich smiled, placing his hand on Brodermeyer's shoulder, making the doctor feel a little like a mouse in the care of a python. “Let me to explain Doktor,” began the Colonel, pushing a silenced 9mm into the man's chest over his heart, “too many questions you ask...” he pinned him against the wall in the foyer near the front door. 
 
    “Oh p-p-please no,” wheezed Brodermeyer, “I am just curious, I would never tell anyone, I promise... I-I-I never meant I didn't want you here...” 
 
    “Nyet, I know Doktor,” he replied quietly. The man began to cry and Restonovich's voice was soft and reassuring, “it will be OK Doktor, over quickly, sssshhhhh... no pain.” 
 
    “But I don't want to die,” sobbed Brodermeyer softly, “my p-p-patients, they need me... p-p-please don't do this...” 
 
    “Ssshhh, I must. Close eyes, relax – everything is fine, deep breath... no pain,” the 9mm popped softly, the slide moving and empty casing tinkling to the floor, making more noise than the shot itself. The doctor grunted like he'd been punched in the stomach, eyes flickered in disbelief. He tried to gasp for breath but he couldn't seem to draw air. He clutched his chest, feeling a warm slickness running between his fingers and found the hole in his chest over his heart. The Russian had lied, the pain was staggering. Releasing his grip on the man, Restonivich backed away and the doctor slid slowly down the wall and crumpled to the floor, his eyes searching but vacant, the life fading from them as the crimson pool grew on the floor. When the Colonel turned away, he locked eyes with the maid standing in the kitchen doorway at the other end of the house. She moved in almost slow motion, the towel dropping from her hands, her eyes wide, her mouth opening to scream, her lungs swelling with air... the silenced 9mm popped softly twice, the 9mm rounds hitting her in the sternum and face, cutting off her scream before it began, pitching her lifelessly backwards onto the tile floor of the kitchen. He regretted having to shoot the girl; she was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. But there could be no loose ends. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Having spent most of the day inside playing video games, the afternoon was just simply too beautiful not to spend a couple hours on the deck sunning with a frosty drink in hand. Fairly private, the deck was surrounded by palm trees and foliage except the side that faced the water. The girls had rationalized that they had never really left the house per se and the deck was acceptable, surmising that the safety of the house was only a step or two away.  
 
    Lisa had started dinner, padding around the kitchen in her bathing suit, Gus napping on the cool tile floor of the kitchen's dining area. The sun was low and Nina strolled through the open sliding glass doors from the deck, followed by a salty breeze and the smell of coconut suntan lotion. She threw her towel over a chair at the table and slid the door closed, “Mosquitoes and no-see-ums are starting to come out...” She plopped her butt down on the toweled chair, yawning, “What is it about beach air and sun that makes me want to yawn and take a nap?” She sipped her drink and stretched her arms over her head, yawning again. “Oh my, I can't stop!” 
 
    Lisa laughed, “Wanna set the table while I finish this up?” 
 
    Nina bounced up, “Sure! Mmm, smells great...” She took the dishes Lisa handed her over the counter.  
 
    Gus jumped to his feet, spinning around to face the glass doors, woofing softly. Being too gentle and timid, he wasn't much as a defense dog, but when he did alert it was for good reason. “What's that about...?” Nina set the short stack of plates on the table, “hey, there's three guys coming up on the deck...” Gus barked more aggressively, something he was not known for. 
 
    “Lock the door, lock the door!”  
 
    Nina flipped the latch and jumped back as the first man reached for the door handle, his gray velour track suit spattered with what appeared to be spaghetti sauce stains. “Do not be afraid,” he urged, “I am friend, we need to talk...” Pulling the handle roughly, the heavy glass door rattled on its tracks, the latch - not fully engaged, let go with a pop, the door sliding open and slamming against its stop. Nina was caught by the arm as she tried unsuccessfully to backpedal around the table and chairs, the dog circling the men barking, chairs clattering to the floor. Gus valiantly did his best to look menacing, his teeth clacking at the calves of the big man who kicked at him, sliding a chair across the floor at him. Gus hopped over it effortlessly and was back for more. He had landed nary a tooth mark on the man but it was unnerving enough that the man lunged at him, the dog dancing away and out of reach. The man with the gray track suit fought to hold onto Nina's slippery, skinny frame as she twisted, kicked and fought. His hands thoroughly covered in suntan oil, one more good twist and she wrenched herself free from his grip, spinning herself away and falling to the floor. Scrambling to get away, the man in the gray track suit grabbing at her ankles. Gus raced around the table, jumping over the fallen chairs and grabbed the man's forearm, releasing him when he pulled away. 
 
    Lisa's hand was on her 9mm Glock sitting on the counter, hidden from the men by the back splash and taller breakfast counter, “Nina in the office!” She produced the 9mm in a practiced combat grip, as Nina scrambled past. “Get the FUCK out!” She screamed, bringing the sights up to bear on the two men. Simultaneously there was glass breaking in one of the bedrooms behind her and the skinny glass panel next to the front door.  
 
    Nina screamed from the end of the hallway, “LISA...!”  
 
    The men in the kitchen area took the opportunity to rush her in the moment of distraction. She backpedaled down the hallway snapping off two quick shots missing them both as they stumbled over the persistent Gus, piling up on the floor. The dog yelped as he ended up on the bottom of the pile, biting someone on the leg hard enough to elicit a yell from its owner. He squirmed out from underneath, dancing away as the men untangled themselves. “Gus COME! C'mon baby...” 
 
    “Behind you...!” screamed Nina. 
 
    Lisa tried to spin but he'd come out of the bedroom on the left and bear-hugged her from behind, breaking the two-handed grip she had on her pistol. He was strong and she couldn't turn or push back as he lifted her off her feet. The men in the kitchen were upright again, joined by another man coming from the foyer at the front door, Gus between them and her, backing down the corridor, barking with total abandon, spitting foam and slinging drool. The man in the gray tracksuit was swearing in Russian, a pistol with a silencer in his hand. Squeezing her so tight her vision was narrowing; the man behind her whispered in her ear, “Pretty girl, we have good fun, dah?” Time seemed to slow down and her reactions seemed to speed up. She flung her head back, missed his nose but caught him in the side of his jaw clacking his teeth together. He squeezed harder, threatening to break her ribs, “Nyet, play nice bitch...”  
 
    Still gripping her Glock, she spread her dangling feet and fired several rounds at the floor below her, shattered tile and bullet fragments splashing like explosive shrapnel, shredding his shoes and blowing through his feet. He hollered, staggered, loosening his grip and toppled over backwards, taking her with him. She could hear and feel the solid thwack of his head hitting the tile floor behind her, his grip going immediately slack. Lying on top of him, she fired between her feet at the men, who stunned into momentary inaction, had to throw themselves in different directions to avoid the hail of bullets flying down the hallway at them. She rolled off her human cushion and scrambled toward the office at the end of the hallway screaming for Gus to follow. Just short of the doorway, Mr. Sleepy grabbed her by the ankle, “Nyet, you stay...” Looking over her shoulder, she reached back with the Glock and fired, hitting him in the face, his body going limp and his head hitting the floor with a sickening hollow splat. The magnitude of gore caught her by surprise and she wanted to wretch but the quick realization that this was not over, put her back in motion again. Two rounds hit the door above her with a solid thwunk as she scrambled through the opening, pulled by Nina who slammed it closed, locking the deadbolt. Lisa whirled around to confirm Gus had made it in; he sat in a corner, huffing, exhausted. “All dogs go to heaven...” she said looking down at the Glock in her hand, the slide locked back, magazine empty.  
 
    “Hello Lisa Steele, command code accepted...” said the distinctly female voice. 
 
    Nina looked at Lisa vacantly, like a deer staring into the headlights of an oncoming truck, “what?”  
 
    A mechanism inside the red brick wall at the back of the office clanked, the bricks in the back wall showing an uneven toothy edge on two sides as about a three foot wide section of the wall moved evenly inward, carrying the framed painting hung on it, along with it for the ride. The darkened opening grew deeper as the section of the wall disappeared inside. In a brief moment, lights winked on inside, the brick wall sliding back on tracks, the floor molding and crown molding in the office unmoved, part of the door frame. The floor and ceiling in the next room were at the levels of the office's moldings, the rails for the heavy door imbedded in them. 
 
    Outside in the hallway, the men kicked violently on the door. “Everything OK girls, just want to talk, you open door, dah?” 
 
    Lisa got to her feet, her knees weak, unplugged the comm-tablet on the desk, tucking it under her arm and turning toward the back wall motioning Nina inside, “Hurry up, I don't know how long that door will hold.” She motioned Gus in, “C'mon baby, hurry up...” he stood with a whimper, favoring a back leg, limping in ahead of her. Clearing the doorway, she palmed the emergency button, sending the door forward. Dropping the empty Glock on the small back counter, she pulled a loaded 1911 .45acp off the back wall, flipping the safety off and in a two-handed combat grip, kept it trained on the office door as the safe room door opening narrowed. It finally fitted flush, locking closed with a clank. Lisa took a deep breath, relocked the safety and laid the .45 on the counter near the Glock. Feeling the air system kick on, a cool wash of fresh air circulating into the six foot by fifteen foot safe room she finally felt relieved. The adrenalin dump over, her arms and legs suddenly felt rubbery and heavy. 
 
    Nina stared around at the stores of various types of firearms, ammunition, water, dried foods, canned foods, blankets, a little worktable, a small flat-screen TV, a laptop... almost everything one could need in an emergency. “I've worked for your brother for over three years... I can't believe I didn't know this was here...” 
 
    Lisa nodded, not really listening, flipping on the flat screen to watch the security cameras and plugging in the comm-tablet to the satellite cable. The flat screen TV winked on, the security camera videos showing as two rows of four squares on its screen, the comm-tablet coming to life as well. 
 
    Nina looked down at her hands and realized she was shaking, “Lisa, what j-j-j-just happened...?”  
 
    Lisa pulled two bottles of water out of a case on the floor, handing one to Nina, “They wanted to kidnap us...” It suddenly dawned on her; she'd understood every word that they had said. 
 
    Nina fought to control the shakes, drinking deep. “Why?” 
 
    “I don't know... but something tells me they might know...” she motioned to the security camera videos on the flat screen. The house was swarming with men... in black. Inside and out. And except for the lifeless body on the floor outside the door of the office, there were no signs of the intruders who had tried to grab the girls.  
 
    “FBI?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “I don't think so...” The security cameras outside showed three black SUVs parked in the driveway and on the lawn. Another camera showed they'd somehow gotten the office door open and they were looking around the office, probably trying to figure out how the girls had gotten out. Without Phil Cooper's cell phone, she only had the land line in the safe room which shared service with the rest of the house. If it was bugged like Phil Cooper said it was, those men out there would know right away she was still in the house... somewhere. She decided to wait them out in the safe room, see what they would do next. Maybe after everyone left they could sneak out and she could grab Phil Cooper's secure cell phone. She knew right where she left it, on the counter next to where her Glock had been sitting. 
 
    They watched the security monitors albeit somewhat detached, like watching a cop or crime show on TV. The government agents, at least that's what Lisa assumed them to be, worked quickly, photographing and collecting evidence, removing the body, cleaning up the blood, searching the entire house... and then they were gone.  
 
    After eating a half a dozen power bars between them and drinking a couple of bottles of water each, they finally felt like the shakes had left them, though they still felt drained. Poor Gus had curled up next to them on the floor, his body pressed against them as they sat on the sleeping pads. Occasionally he would raise his head, cocking it sideways to listen before settling back down again. “They've been gone almost an hour,” said Lisa, looking at the time on the video monitors.  
 
    “Think they'll come back?” 
 
    Lisa looked down at her hands and the dried blood on her arms and legs, “I don't know what to think...” she stood up, gritting her teeth and groaning “but we've got to go out and take a look, I need Phil's phone... and I need to wash, I feel disgusting.”  
 
    “Oh, Lisa, look at your ribs...” 
 
    “I don't have to look, I can feel them, I think that fucker cracked a couple... I get sharp pains every time I inhale.” She moved over to the back counter and picked up her empty Glock, dropping the magazine into her hand and reloading it from a box of ammunition off a shelf above the counter. Popping the loaded magazine back in, she cycled a round into the chamber. “OK, let's go,” she palmed the button on the wall and the safe room door clanked, quietly making its way slowly back. “But no talking, OK? We need to be super quiet, they may have bugged the whole house...” she took two small tactical flashlights off the counter and handed one to Nina, whispering, “Don't turn anything on, and keep the flashlight beam away from the windows.” 
 
    Gus peeked out, going first, moving tentatively about, sniffing and inspecting, stopping at the desk in the office, looking underneath. He pointed, front paw curled up, tail straight, nose indicating. Gritting her teeth, Lisa got on her hands and knees to see what he had spotted. Her eyes widened as the beam of the flashlight hit it and she motioned to Nina who crouched next to her. Nina reached out to touch the black dime-sized object stuck to the bottom of the desk but Lisa stayed her hand, shaking her head no. 
 
    The hallway was scrubbed clean, smelling of bleach and pine cleaner. The blood, broken tiles and splintered fragments were all gone. The broken windows were professionally boarded up, the furniture righted and set back in place; the lights turned off, the doors and windows secure and locked. It was almost creepy. Gus had made his rounds of the house, pointing at several more bug devices, all of which they left undisturbed. But the deck is where he really wanted to go, dancing at the glass door, because well, he really had to go. Lisa unlatched and slid the door open as quietly as she could, letting him out into the darkness, motioning Nina to follow. Fearing any sounds being detected in the house, they showered, toweled dry and changed their clothes on the deck, in the darkness.  
 
    Nina was sitting on a lounger tying her tennis shoes, “I can't believe they took all of the cell phones...”  
 
    Lisa was toweling her hair, “I can't believe they took our IDs and credit cards...”  
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “Well I'm pretty sure for every bug we can see, there's probably another one we don't... so I don't think we can stay in the house. They're not interested in hearing us talk, they're trying to figure out where we went and they want to know when we come back.” 
 
    “The way you say that, it doesn't sound good... so where are we supposed to go?” 
 
    “It's not. And we can't go anywhere, they have us boxed. The sucky thing is that none of this is really about us...” 
 
    Nina stood up, her hands on her hips, “It's about your brother, isn't it?” 
 
    Lisa nodded, “Yeah... they want us to get to him.” 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch. Somehow I knew this was all his fault. He's always been a pain in the ass...”  
 
    Lisa chuckled, “You have no idea...” she said with a wave, “you didn't have to grow up with him.” 
 
    Expecting to have to hole-up for a while, they quietly gathered a few comfort items and sealed themselves back into the safe room. Lisa knew they didn't have any other options, so she logged onto the comm-tablet. A screen for InterGal News Network flashed momentarily, replaced by the UFW logo and an ID for the Freedom, a wire frame picture of the ship's silhouette next to it. “Please be there, please be there...” 
 
    “I thought you said we couldn't use the internet...” 
 
    “We're not.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing...?” 
 
    “Calling Jack.” 
 
    Nina cocked her head in curiosity, looking at the comm-table, “Is that a ship?” she asked pointing at the figure on the screen. 
 
    “Uh huh,” nodded Lisa. 
 
    Nina's eyes grew, “That doesn't look like a ship that floats on water...” 
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 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, LONGREACH: HOMESICK 
 
    There was nothing left to do but to try and track the survivors of the Pirate Cruiser. The destroyers had done a good job of diversion, and jumped out of the system with a couple minor dings before they could be overtaken by the Freedom's fighters. Whether the cruiser had simply succumbed to its damages, its engine cores compromised or whether it had been rigged before it was abandoned, the results were the same, its total destruction denied the task force of the inspection they'd wanted of the jump equipment.  
 
    The gate to the Longreach system had been the closest, but when they passed through to the other side and launched patrols, there was nothing in sensor range. The trail had gone cold. There was a very real possibility that the destroyers utilizing their jump capabilities, had doubled back to meet the fleeing survivors and effected a rescue.  
 
    The tunnel traverse from Klinghoffer to Longreach was almost twenty-four hours, giving plenty of time for maintenance, sleep and brainstorming meetings. The other possibility that had been discussed was that the cruiser jumping in was a poorly timed attempt at an ambush. Had the destroyers and cruiser all appeared at once and not in such an energy deficit condition as the cruiser was, the fight could have turned out much differently. It was hypothesized that the cruiser had over-extended its jump distance to meet with the destroyers and in doing so, completely depleted its energy reserves. The UFWs luck was that they'd hit the cruiser so quickly, it had literally zero chance of recouping any of its energy stores, it was virtually defenseless. And that, they had decided, was the Achilles heel of the jump systems. Only time would bear out that theory as a realistic deduction, or a misguided assumption. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Worn, showered and relaxed, Jack Steele lay across his bed face down, his chin hanging off one side, his feet hanging off the other. He wasn't asleep, but it wouldn't take much for that to happen. The gentle hum and soft mechanical life heartbeat of the ship in motion might do it. 
 
    He could smell her before he could hear her, the perfume she wore filling his nostrils. He drew it in deep and it warmed his senses. Alité had a collection of amazing scents; each seemed to be more heady than the next. But this one was new, it set his senses abuzz. He could feel the light stroke across the calves of his legs as the wisps of her sheer silken nightgown passed across his skin when she reached across him with her leg. She straddled him, pulling off his towel to sit on his bare buns. She was bare too, except for the open chemise which she flared out like a cape, lowering her naked body down against his. It was then that he noticed her body was oiled, smelling of sweet jasmine. His mind instantly flashed back to the vines of white flowers that ran along one side of his deck at home and for a moment he was there, the surf in the background the warm sun beating down on his body... But it was the heat of her body, and just that fast, he was back. She slid herself up and down his muscled back, her feet hooked around the backs of his knees for leverage, hands kneading his neck and shoulders, the rest of her body rubbing out the tension in his tall frame, riding him like he was a human surfboard. Her long auburn hair spread over him, covering his head and neck, locking in the smell of her perfume, her face next to his, her warm breath in his ear. She sighed, bringing him goose bumps through her heat. 
 
    “You are an evil woman, Princess Steele,” he breathed. 
 
    “You have no idea...” she hissed, her tongue reaching into his ear, “maybe you should punish me for my evil ways...” 
 
    He laughed, bouncing her up and down on his back, “I must look the accused in the eyes to pass sentence...” he replied, getting back in character. In response, she lifted herself enough to allow him to roll over and face her. “Hmm,” he began, tossing her hair back over her shoulders, “purple eyes... truly an evil harpie if I've ever seen one.” Sitting almost upright, her hands kneading his chest muscles, she slid her body slowly down until they connected, watching his eyes roll up in his head, shuddering herself. He grabbed her hair pulling her lower as she rocked her hips slowly, “you are an evil witch...” he growled. 
 
    She lowered her body down against his, sliding up and down slowly, their faces only inches apart, she whispered, “Bury your sword within my body, do with me what you will, I beg your Lordship's forgiveness for my transgressions...” their mouths locking together. Time, space and all other matters ceased to exist in their world, they were everything there is, or was. The past and the future were irrelevant, there was only now. 
 
    In the adjoining room of the Captain's suite, young Colton Steele stirred in his bassinet, on the verge of waking, fidgeting. Fritz lay at the foot of the baby's bed, unmoved. The Ancient sitting in the neighboring chair reading in the dark, closed the parchment book in his lap and reached over to stroke the boy's hair, “Sleep young Steele,” he whispered, “mommy and daddy need this time.” In a moment, calmed by the touch, Colton was again sound asleep. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The comm chimed for a second time and Jack fought through the fog of sleep to determine what the sound was, and if it was real or not. The third chime was the charm and he recognized it for what it was. He gently untangled himself from the extra limbs that weren't his and kicked free of the sheets so he could reach his earpiece on the nightstand. Clipping it on, he answered as quietly as he could, “Steele...” 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you Captain, but you have a secure message coming in...” 
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair, “Thank you Stacell, I'll take it in my ready room.” 
 
    “Yes sir, I'll send a stand-by message; that should give you a couple minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you Stacell,” he ended the comm connection. 
 
    “You have to get up already?” 
 
    Jack turned to see Alité looking at him from her pillow in the darkness, her voice soft and sleepy. “Sorry Princess, secure call, I'll be back in a little while... you go back to sleep, OK?” He reached over and stroked her hair. 
 
    “OK sweetheart...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Dressed in loose workout clothes and his favorite Cubs baseball cap, Jack Steele jogged up the corridor towards the bridge, water bottle in hand. Though for all intents and purposes it was about four in the morning by his standards, it meant nothing to a ship in space that saw no night and no day. The corridors were much as they'd be any other time of the day and he passed members of his crew going about their duties. The Marine standing at the door of the bridge did a literal double-take, then nodded casually as Steele jogged passed him. Good, thought Jack, they had taken his advice to heart, no more saluting. He rounded the corner in the bridge and passed quickly into his ready room, jinking around his desk and dropping into his chair. His fingers danced across the keyboard, the keys chirping as he called up the comm system and entered his password. He waited, taking a drink from his water bottle as the screen winked, shifting from the UFW logo to the incoming video signal. “What can I do for you Admira... Lisa? Hi, how are...” 
 
    She was waving her hands to get him to stop talking, the delay stuttering the video, “Jack we're in trouble...” 
 
    He leaned in, “What kind of trouble? And who is we?” 
 
    Nina leaned into the video camera's frame, “Hi, Jack.” 
 
    It wasn't so much that he suddenly realized Nina knew more than she should, but the fact that he realized he was looking at the back wall of the safe room in his house. “Hi Nina - OK, what happened Lisa? What's going on?” 
 
    “Phil Cooper sent us a cell phone, said we were being watched...” 
 
    “He sent you a cell phone?” 
 
    “Yeah, a pizza man delivered it with a note and he called me on it later. When he told me we were being watched and I asked him who it was, he said something about think men in black and told us to stay home for a few days. I'm not sure what he meant...” 
 
    “Well if he's referring to who I think he's referring to, he's talking about the NSA,” he slid his ball cap back and rubbed his forehead, “they may be tracking your signal - we need to get off the comm...” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” she countered, “it was the FBI and the CIA looking for you, how or why would the NSA get involved?”  
 
    “The NSA is an informational watchdog Lisa,” he took a sip of water, “who is directly connected to DARPA...” 
 
    Lisa waved her hand at the video camera, “Wait, what is DARPA?” 
 
    “The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. Pretty much every electronic communication on the planet is examined by them via the NSA. Probably even things like the SETI research signals. That's why we need to get off...”  
 
    “Wait! We're passed that already,” she interjected, “someone tried to grab us tonight, but they were Russian, there were five of them...” 
 
    “Holy shit...” he groaned, his mind jumping to Maria's family clusterfuck. “Are you sure about them being Russian?” 
 
    “I'm chipped, remember? she reminded him, pointing at her ear. I understood every word they said.” She paused for a second, “And I killed one...” 
 
    Jack sat bolt upright, “You're shitting me!” 
 
    “No. We were trying to get into the safe room,” her eyes were teary, but it looked more like anger to Jack than grief. “I shot him in the face Jack... it was disgusting... but we were able to get into the safe room. The Russian guys disappeared and these guys in black came in and cleaned everything up, we watched them on the security cameras...”  
 
    Nina cut in, “Should we be saying this, what if they hear us, they'll know we're talking about them...” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “They might be able to see the signal, but they won't be able to decrypt it. Are you OK?” 
 
    “I'm OK... We're fine for the moment. But we've got no place to go, Jack. They took the secure cell Phil sent us, our cell phones, our IDs and our credit cards. They bugged the house and probably the phones...” 
 
    “Probably...” Jack's mind was racing, his fingers steepled. 
 
    “I think they just want us to get to you,” she added. 
 
    Nina cut in again, “Who did you piss off Jack, like, everyone on the planet? And how fast can you get your ass here and get us out of this mess?” 
 
    “I can't, I'm eight weeks out...” 
 
    “Eight weeks? What are you, out in space or something...?” 
 
    Jack knew she was just fishing for more information but this was not the time. Thankfully, Lisa pushed her aside. “What do we do, Jack?” 
 
    “You have company...” he pointed. 
 
    “What? Like have people over?”  
 
    “No,” he pointed again, “the security monitor behind you, you have company...” The corner of the flat screen that Jack could see showed dark SUVs pulling up out front of the house in the dark. 
 
    Lisa looked panic-stricken, “Oh my God, they're coming back... what do we do?”  
 
    “Stay calm,” he urged, “turn off all the lights, cover yourselves with the thermal blankets. Turn off the comm-tablet, the security cameras and the laptop, then unplug them. Stay quiet. I'll call you back in exactly four hours. Do it now.” He punched the button on the keyboard to end the communication feed. He pushed away from his desk and keyed his mic, “Ms. Stacell, please see if the Admiral is available.” 
 
    Jack was standing and staring at the holo-chart in his ready room. Any way he looked at it, there was a minimum of seven weeks between the Freedom and Earth in the Terran system. The comm pinged and the Admiral appeared on the large screen behind him, he looked like he'd been woken up too. “What can I do for you Mr. Steele?” 
 
    “Ah geez, Admiral, I'm sorry to have gotten you out of bed...” 
 
    “Looks like I'm not the only one...” the Admiral sipped some tea, “so as long as we're both here, tell me what's on your mind.” 
 
    Jack took a deep breath, “My family's in trouble,” he lifted his ball cap and scratched his head, pulling it back on, “actually it's my sister. There are some people back home that seem to be going through some pretty great lengths to get to me... they don't know I'm not accessible.” 
 
    “I see...” he sipped his tea again. “We're eight weeks from Terra, you know that right?” 
 
    “Yes sir, I was hoping if there was another ship in the vicinity...” 
 
    “That would be highly irregular.” 
 
    “I'm sure it is sir. But I, like you, have made a habit of coloring outside the lines, if you get my meaning...” 
 
    The Admiral nodded, “I do,” he smiled, looking down at his tea for a moment. He turned away from the screen, “Ms. Claire, see if we have anything near the Terran System, please...” he turned back to the screen, “Jack, I'll have Ms. Claire let you know what we find, I'm going back to sleep.” 
 
    “Thank you sir, I appreciate it.”  
 
    “I'm not doing it solely for you, Mr. Steele,” replied the Admiral, “I need you committed to our mission - without distractions. This task force can ill afford to have a key member suffering a major morale issue...” He sipped his tea, “You may need to save your family, but we need to save a planet...” 
 
    “A planet...?” 
 
    “Later.” The screen winked out, returning to the outside view of passing stars. 
 
    Steele glanced over his shoulder at the holo-chart as he walked out of his ready room onto the bridge, adjusting his ball cap. “Ms. Stacell, I'm expecting some information from Ms. Claire on the Archer, please let me know as soon as she calls...” 
 
    “Will do Captain.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele knew better than to even try to go back to sleep, his mind would never let him. It would be best to just assume the day had begun. Shower, eat, read reports - anything while waiting for the information from the Archer.  
 
    Having finished serving dinner, the galley was just putting out breakfast for the shift that would be coming on duty. Showered, shaved and in a fresh uniform, Jack sat quietly with Fritz at a corner table in a mostly empty mess hall, eating something that resembled an omelet and paging through reports on his e-Pad. One of the servers brought Fritz a healthy sized plate of leftover meatloaf with a rice and vegetable mix which he happily consumed. 
 
    “Bridge to Captain Steele...” 
 
    Jack activated his earpiece, “Steele.” 
 
    “Incoming from the Archer.” 
 
    “To my earpiece, please...” Ensign Stacell acknowledged and he heard a short tweet in his ear. 
 
    “Captain Steele, this is Ensign Claire...” 
 
    “Good morning Ms. Claire.” 
 
    “Good morning, sir. We only have one vessel near the Terran System, about forty eight hours away. It is the UFW77, a Corvette class ship and Lieutenant Commander Ribundell is the skipper...” She read him a security code so he could contact the UFW77 directly. “The Lieutenant Commander has been informed that this is approved by the Admiral. We will leave it up to you to work out the details with Commander Ribundell... We trust you will be tactful, Captain, this is highly irregular.” 
 
    Jack smiled to himself; someone seemed to have mentioned that to him earlier. “Thank you Ms. Claire, I will.” 
 
    “Talking to your girlfriend...?” 
 
    Jack looked over his shoulder and Fritz thumped his tail happily on the floor. “Sshhh, don't tell my wife,” he kidded, “she's very jealous.” 
 
    “I am not,” smiled Alité, her eyes a smoldering golden brown. “Everything OK?”  
 
    Jack rose and slipped his hand around her waist. “Lisa's in trouble. Someone tried to scoop her up last night and she fought her way out of it, very bad people. But there's a government agency looking for her too - I think ultimately they want her, to get to me.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed, looking up at him, “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “There's a UFW ship in the area, I'm going to try to arrange a pickup.” He lifted the e-Pad up off the table and they walked toward the mess hall doorway as crew members started filtering in. “I have to comm with the ship's commander, then I need to get a hold of Lisa and fill her in on the details. She's hiding in the safe room. They have her trapped but they don't know where she is... yet.” He checked his watch, “I gotta run Princess...” 
 
    “Wait,” she kissed him unabashedly, full on the lips. “I love you...” 
 
    He smiled, “Love you too,” he leaned in close whispering, “even though you're such an evil woman...” She grinned, blushing, her eyes changing hue to deep reddish brown. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele stared at the UFW77 home screen on the comm waiting for an answer. A little box popped up that said comm acknowledged, please stand by. He checked his watch, he needed to call Lisa back in less than thirty minutes. Hurry up... He watched another minute tick away, then another.  
 
    The comm chimed as the screen flicked to a live video. The face of a UFW officer appeared, an attractive young woman of about thirty, with smooth, short, raven black hair framing her face. Her shining black eyes blinked at him. “This is the 77...” 
 
    “Hello, I need to speak with Lieutenant Commander Ribundell, I am...” 
 
    “Captain Jack Steele,” she said, finishing his sentence. “And I am Commander Renae Ribundell.” 
 
    “Oh...” he wasn't expecting that.  
 
    Even though he masked it well, she caught the brief flash of surprise cross his face. “They didn't tell you I was a woman,” she smirked. 
 
    Jack smiled crookedly. “No they didn't.” 
 
    “Does it matter to you...?” 
 
    He shook his head, “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Good. I understand you have family in need of extraction from your home planet...? That's highly irregular - for us to get involved, I mean.” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Somebody did mention that, yes...” 
 
    “So tell me what's going on Captain, I know we're going to Terra in the Terran system, but that's all I know... We are currently in route, best speed. We should hit orbit around Terra in forty-two hours.”  
 
    “That's better than I had expected...” 
 
    Commander Ribundell nodded, “The 77 is a fast ship. Our disadvantage is that we have a very small bay and our shuttles are not suited for this assignment. We will need to take the 77 down to the surface, so I hope there is something we can use as a landing zone...” 
 
    Jack started typing in the Longitude and Latitude of his house on the coast, “These are the global coordinates; the location is along a wide beach on the coast so landing should not be an issue. But the area is crowded with residences so the best time will be at night.” He continued typing, “And this is the security code for my sister's comm unit...” 
 
    “What's the situation there?”  
 
    Jack took a deep breath, “It's complicated, Commander. It's not really about my family; it's about me, about how I got out here and the circumstances surrounding the whole event.” He ran his fingers through his hair, “There are people there who want me and seem to be willing to use my family to get to me... they don't know I'm out here...” 
 
    “So there may be some hostiles...” 
 
    “It's possible, though they might actually be government agents.” 
 
    “Understood,” she replied, “we will of course do our best to avoid any conflict. But I will not hesitate to protect my people or my ship if we are challenged - that includes protecting members of your family.” 
 
    “Thank you Commander.” 
 
     “I will keep you apprised of our progress Captain,” Commander Renae Ribundell saluted, the screen winking out. 
 
    Jack checked his watch, he had three minutes left. He pulled up the security code for Lisa's comm and made it ready to broadcast. Pushing away from his desk he picked up his bottle of water and walked around to the holo-chart marking the present location of the UFW77. Fritz looked at him from the sofa, his head resting between his paws. “I really wish it was us going to pick them up,” he told the dog, whose tail wagged ever so slightly. Jack checked his watch, thirty seconds left.  
 
    Standing in front of the comm unit he hit the broadcast key, then paced, waiting for a signal connection. C'mon, c'mon... answer... He sipped his water nervously as he watched the connection timer hit two minutes. The floor rumbled as two Cyclone fighters were launched on patrol. That meant there would be patrol reports coming in from the returning flights. He picked his e-Pad off the holo-chart table and pulled up the notes paging through them, keeping an eye on the comm. On one of the reports he noticed a reference to an uncharted asteroid field that appeared so dense, it was unexplorable. The flight had requested a navigation buoy be placed for caution and Jack forwarded that one to the Admiral, he would know how to deal with it. At just over six minutes on the counter, the chime pinged on the comm, initiating a video. Steele swung around the desk and dropped into his chair just in time to see the video frame appear. The highly disrupted video was green and black, the comm-tablet's camera switching to night video settings. “Lisa, finally! You had me worried... what's with the darkness, the picture is horrible...” 
 
    “I don't know what's going on Jack,” she whispered, “I'm really scared, it's like all the power's been cut or something...” 
 
    “Is it really hot, or do you still have AC?” 
 
    “No we still have air. But the computers are dead, the security camera system is down and the lights are out...” her eyes glowed bright green in the comm-tablet's night vision video. “So I don't even know if they're still here or not...” 
 
    “You did remember to plug everything back in, right...?” 
 
    Her look of disdain was evident, “I'm not a fucking idiot...” 
 
    He smirked. “OK don't panic, do your flashlights work OK?” 
 
    She clicked one on, “Yes.” 
 
    “OK good. On your left, there is a metal breaker panel door, open it.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Flip the red ones marked BB, that'll put you on the battery backup system. Watch the gauges they'll tell you when it's charging, when it's pulling power and how much charge you have.” 
 
    “They're all at the top in the green.” 
 
    “Good that means they're full and you're charging too, what time is it?” 
 
    “Nine-fifteen in the morning.” 
 
    “OK, as long as it's a nice day outside you've got pretty much unlimited power for the room; just watch your consumption at night. With a little power conservation, the batteries can hold you for about forty-eight hours, without charging.” 
 
    Lisa turned on the security system computer, its monitor and a light, the comm-tablet's video camera adjusting to color, flicking on Jack's screen. “That's better,” he prompted. “Now, as you know, I can't get to you...” 
 
    “Yeah, and...” 
 
    “And I've made arrangements for someone to get you out of there.” 
 
    “Who'd you call?” 
 
    “Mom and dad.” 
 
    “Really?” her head snapped around to look at the comm screen. 
 
    “No dumbass,” he chided, “it's not like I have a phone and can call them from out here...” 
 
    Nina's face appeared on the screen, popping in from the side, “and just where is out here, Jack?” 
 
    Lisa pushed her out of the way, “Stop it. Who's coming Jack...?” She was pretty certain she knew the answer to the question. 
 
    “There's a ship coming to pick you up. I don't see that we have any other options.” 
 
    Lisa's stomach flip-flopped, “Oh God...” 
 
    “They'll be there within about forty eight hours, but they'll wait and come in at night. They have your comm number and will contact you when it's time.” 
 
    “Oh God...” Lisa felt flushed. 
 
    “But I thought you liked it out here, thought it was cool,” queried Jack. 
 
    “Well yeah... but I wanted to decide for myself.” 
 
    Nina's face appeared on the screen, popping in from the side again, “OK, please tell me where out here is...” There were tears in her eyes and she looked scared. 
 
    Jack sighed, there was no easy way to say it, “In space...” he wasn't sure if she'd believe him or not. 
 
    There was silence and Nina didn't move or speak, her eyes making that deer in the headlights look. She pointed at the ceiling. “Out there, out there...?”  
 
    Jack nodded, “Yes. Like in the movies.” 
 
    Nina blinked, then nothing. “On a ship?” 
 
    Jack nodded again, not being able to read her reaction. “On a ship. But only because it beats floating through space in your underwear.” 
 
    Nina blinked again, then turning to Lisa, punched her in the arm hard enough to topple her over. It was a good thing they were both sitting on the floor. “You bitch! Why didn't you fucking tell me?” Lisa, who righted herself, stared at Nina blankly rubbing her arm. Nina, visibly excited, bounced up and down, “This is fucking awesome!”  
 
    Lisa frowned, “You like this idea? You want to go?” 
 
    Nina's mouth went crooked, “You mean why would I want to leave this glamorous life of cleaning rich people's houses, scrubbing their toilets and picking up after their brats? That life?” She rubbed her hands together, “Fuck it, let's go, I'm ready!” 
 
    “Wasn't expecting that,” replied Jack, “so, good then...” 
 
    “No, not good then,” injected Lisa, “what about mom and dad?” 
 
    “Once the ship contacts you, you'll have at least an hour. Go online and write them an email. Then call them right before you leave. It won't matter by that time if the men in black know you're there, it'll be too late.” 
 
    “What about the house, our stuff?” 
 
    “Lock it up. No matter what, they'll get in if they want to. I'm guessing after you're gone they'll only come back one more time.” He leaned back, “Oh, and remember to bring the comm-tablet with you.” 
 
    “Will we be back?” 
 
    “Sure. Tell mom and dad we'll be back, but don't say when. I guarantee someone will be listening to the call and reading the email. Between you and me, I'm hoping we'll be back by Christmas.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Nina, “I want to tell my sister.” 
 
    “Don't tell her where you're going, just that you'll be traveling for a while. Be careful how much you tell her, it could put her in danger.” 
 
    Nina nodded, smiling, “OK.” 
 
    “They're back again”, announced Lisa, pointing at the security monitor. “Two SUVs pulled up out front.” 
 
    “OK,” reminded Jack, “same drill, turn off, unplug and stay quiet. Turn your comm on about every twelve hours and check for messages. Don't dial out.”  
 
    “Wait! Who will be the one calling?” 
 
    “ Me or Commander Renae Ribundell of the UFW77.” 
 
    “A woman?” 
 
    “Yep. Bye for now...” He punched the button and ended the comm. 
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 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    BALYENNE SYSTEM, RAEFER STATION: RECUPERATION AND REVENGE 
 
    FreeRanger Commander T. B. Yafuscko, Tibby to his friends, sat along the windows of the station's lounge overlooking the navigation channel in and out of the facility, his leg propped up on an adjoining chair and a drink in his hand. Raefer Station wasn't pretty like many others, it wasn't designed by a station architect for style or grace, it was a hodge-podge of pieces, forms and shapes fitted together like some odd puzzle of Tinker Toys, Erector Set pieces and Lego blocks that grew and expanded over time. No it wasn't pretty, you couldn't even call it handsome, but it was functional. And it wasn't without its creature comforts; booze, women, gambling, some interesting black market stuff to be had. For most people it was a way station, a place to recover, repair or refuel and resupply. The mechanics were good, the service was decent and the accommodations were acceptable. But for Tibby and what was left of his crew, it was just a place to be stranded. He watched out the window as the FreeRanger destroyer DD36 pulled away from the station, having deposited him and his shipmates there. He took a drink of the clear liquid that had such a bite he winced a little. 
 
    Ensign Grinah strolled over looking way more ladylike than the Commander was used to seeing her. She sipped her drink, “You still drinking that acid wash Tibby?” 
 
    He nodded, “It's an acquired taste I know...” 
 
    She shook her head, “You know they use that stuff to get the carbon deposits off of thruster and burner nozzles, right?” 
 
    He grinned, “It keeps my pipes clean...” 
 
    “I don't know how that stuff hasn't burned a hole through your stomach and down into your leg...” she quipped. “Speaking of which, how's the leg?” 
 
    He wiggled it on the chair, “It's all soft tissue damage, nothing broken.”  
 
    “Stimulators?” she asked, pointing at the wires and little modules strapped to his leg.  
 
    “That's what the doctor said, though I think it's all a bunch of crap.” 
 
    Grinah moved around behind him so she could watch out the window as the DD36 slid away. She sipped her drink and her free hand rested on Tibby's shoulder, something more than just a friendly touch. “How long will we be here?” she asked, facing the glass. 
 
    “About ten days,” he replied, “they're bringing up a destroyer from the rear.” 
 
    “Hmm, wondering who we'll be serving with...” 
 
    Tibby patted her hand, “It's our ship, they're giving me command.” 
 
    “We don't have enough crew left, do we?” 
 
    He looked up and back over his shoulder at her, “I gave them a head and duty station count, they're sending it with a partial crew.” 
 
    She hugged him from behind and playfully kissed the top of his head, “That's wonderful, Tibby...” 
 
    “What's this then...?”  
 
    Grinah stood up looking a little caught off guard as several crew mates entered the empty lounge, “We were just celebrating, we're getting a destroyer...” 
 
    “It's not a cruiser, but it'll do...” said one, getting a drink resembling a beer from the bartender. 
 
    “Does it have a GOD drive?” asked another. 
 
    “Oh right, because that worked out so well for us last time...” 
 
    Tibby motioned them all to sit down and get comfortable. “I don't think so, the jump drives only fit in newer ships, older ships just don't have the room. From the information I was given, it's an updated and refitted Miro Class destroyer...” 
 
    “Miro Class is a forty year old ship... we're screwed.” 
 
    “But the Miro was a fast and maneuverable design...” 
 
    “Yeah, read between the lines - fast and maneuverable is code for tin can with teeny guns...” 
 
    Tibby held up his hands, “Hold on, hold on! The DD217's never been hit, her main guns have been replaced with brand new boron laser cannons, her electronics and sensors are all up to date, her engines are only five years old and her shields are new...” he let that sink in for a second. “It's either that or walking.” It was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Who's the skipper Tibbs?” 
 
    Tibby took a sip of his drink and winced a little. “I am.” 
 
    “Oh shit yeah, I'm in.” 
 
    “Fuck it, me too.” 
 
    “Outstanding, count me in...” 
 
    As more surviving members of the crew filtered into the lounge the news disseminated through the group with few complaints. Tibby as a commander was well liked and respected - probably far more than their late captain. 
 
    A young pilot leaned against the glass near Tibby, sipping a drink. He was just a kid really, barely twenty, thin and lanky with a buzz cut. “I heard a rumor walking through the bazaar...” 
 
    “So that means it's at least twenty-five percent true,” joked the Commander, eliciting chuckles from the group. 
 
    The pilot shrugged, “Maybe, but I heard the Council is putting a bounty on the cruiser that got us... it comes out to about a million credits per crew member.” 
 
    Tibby straightened in his chair, “Really? That might be interesting... but it only looked like a cruiser, damn thing had a ton of fighters...” 
 
    The pilot shifted, standing with his back against the glass, his foot against the wall below, making him look like a bird standing on one leg. “I wouldn't know, I never got launched...” He was feeling a little guilty about being the only surviving pilot on the ship but if he hadn't been around to pilot the shuttle, none of them would have left the crippled ship. 
 
    “And thank the Gods for that, Ensign, or none of us would be here.” The Commander swallowed the last of his drink and winced, “It wasn't pretty. Our first flight lasted about sixty seconds, maybe a whole two minutes. They were outnumbered, outgunned and outclassed. There's nothing you could have added to that fight except another frozen corpse floating in space.” Tibby hailed the bartender signaling he needed another drink. “So did anyone else hear this rumor too?” 
 
    “I did,” said a stocky engineer with curly rust-colored hair. “I was talking to one of the mechanics, he said they put out the bounty because we weren't the first to fall to that ship, it's got quite a tally - he said about ten kills... And get this; it used to be one of ours!” 
 
    “The guy switched sides?” asked someone. 
 
    “No,” replied the engineer, “the ship belonged to one of our FreeRanger freelancers, and it was stolen!” 
 
    “The UFW stole a ship? I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “As I heard it,” said someone else, “he's a freelancer on their side.” 
 
    Tibby got his drink and sipped, wincing. He waved a hand, “OK people, remember these are rumors and only about twenty-five percent of what you're hearing is true. And from what I'm hearing from you, it might be closer to ten percent...” A roll of chuckles crossed the group. “A freelancer for the Federation? I just don't see that, they're far too rigid to allow that.” He adjusted his injured leg. “But I do want to find out more about this bounty and see if it's real... I wonder how the Council would plan to pay it out if there were more than one ship involved in the take-down...” He eased his leg to the floor and reached for the cane the doctor had given him. “Let's go get some dinner and discuss this a little bit more - this deserves some consideration and investigation...  
 
    “You think that's why the skipper was so anxious to get to Klinghoffer?” asked Grinah as she helped him up. “He wanted the bounty?” 
 
    Tibby looked down at her as she shouldered underneath him to help support him, “Y'know, I hadn't even considered that. I guess it would depend on when the bounty was issued... if it's even real.” He nodded, his mind working on that concept. “But that would explain some things, wouldn't it?”  
 
    “Like his odd behavior...” added Grinah. 
 
    Tibby smiled, “His behavior was always odd. But he did seem to be acting differently.” He motioned toward the elevator, “Let's go make a comm call, I have a friend I need to talk to.” He waved at the group, “We'll meet you in the restaurant in a few minutes, I need to make a comm call first...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Supply Command, Major Izadore, can I help you?” He wasn't even looking up at the screen. 
 
    “Commander T. B. Yafuscko of the DD217...” 
 
    “Tibby?” The Major looked up. “Buddy! The 217 is for you?” 
 
    “Yep! How's it going, Izz?” 
 
    “Always good here in Supply Command, Tibbs. Hellion, if I knew the 217 was going out for you I would've... wait, hold on a sec,” he turned to his right, working on a computer, the keys pipping under his fingers. “There.” He turned back, “I bumped it up on the schedule, it'll go out tomorrow, you should have her in four or five days. She was actually due in about two weeks... they'll load her up tonight.”  
 
    “Izz, I really appreciate it...” 
 
    He waved his hand, “Don't mention it my friend... say, what happened to that cruiser you were on?” 
 
    “Gone...” 
 
    “Gone gone?” 
 
    “Gone gone. UFW blew it right out from under us. The skipper over-extended our jump. We came out of portal with no system power to speak of, right in front of three UFW cruisers on patrol...” 
 
    “Oh, God! When did this happen?” 
 
    “Day before yesterday. The strange thing was, one of the cruisers had fighters... lots of them, like a small carrier or something. They were patrolling in front of the cruisers.” 
 
    Major Izadore sat back from the screen, his hand rubbing the top of his shiny head, “You poor bastards... I hadn't heard about any of this yet. How did you make it out?” 
 
    “Two of our destroyers GOD jumped in to their rear to pull the UFW off of us and jumped back out again. It gave us enough time to get out. The destroyers rendezvoused and picked us up later, dropped us off here.” 
 
    “Wow, amazing...” 
 
    “But that's not even why I called, Izz... we've heard a rumor that they issued a bounty... I need to know if it's true... and on who - if you know.” 
 
    “That's my boy, Tibby, always after the credits,” smiled the Major. “I've heard something about that, but tied to a desk, I don't really pay much attention to that stuff.” He turned again to the computer beside him. “Let me look it up, see if I can find anything.” The keys pipping under his fingers, he scrolled through reams of digital papers. “Any idea when this was supposed to have been issued?” 
 
    “Recent, say a week or two?” 
 
    “Hmm...” the Major kept looking. “Here's something, there's only one that recent... Oh shit! One hundred-million credits... Bounty order number FRC05/232/8411, issued on the ship; UFW JCC 54 / Freedom. For extreme aggression against the FreeRanger fleet and assets...” He looked back at the comm, “It looks like it was initiated a couple weeks earlier, but it was rushed through and issued right after they destroyed the Oceania in Haruna Tier. It must've been the final straw.” 
 
    “Wasn't the Oceania an ore miner...?” 
 
    “Yeah, ours.” 
 
    “Really? When did we get an ore miner?” 
 
    “You really don't know...? We have a whole fleet of them. VirTech Mining is a FreeRanger company... not that the UFW would know.” 
 
    Tibby shook his head, “Shit, I had no idea.” 
 
    The Major smiled, “It is an extremely valuable asset... allows us free access to almost any system... the UFW even purchases some of the materials VirTech offers.” 
 
    “So why did they destroy the Oceania then? Did they figure it out?” 
 
    The Major leaned back in, “No I don't think so, the official UFW report is that the ship was adrift without power or crew and it was dangerously close to a gate. When our destroyers jumped in, the UFW assumed it was to pirate the Oceania, so they destroyed it.” He shrugged, “Kind of ironic actually.” 
 
    “I'm betting VirTech didn't see it that way...” 
 
    Major Izadore leaned back, guffawing, “Yeah, probably not.” 
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 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW77, TERRAN SYSTEM: SOMEONE CALL FOR A TAXI? 
 
    Commander Renae Ribundell swiveled her seat to accept the hot coffee-like drink handed her, “Thank you...” she blew on it before sipping, turning back to the main screen. A giant blue and green marble covered with swirls of scattered white, enveloped in a soft blue halo and suspended in the starry blackness, filled most of the screen. Half of the globe was shrouded in darkness. “Never been to this one,” she commented, “It's rather pretty...” The screen's glow illuminated the dimly lit bridge of the corvette, UFW77. 
 
    “Terra is the only one in this system that will hold life,” commented the Ensign at astrometrics. 
 
    Commander Ribundell nodded, “Yes, Captain Steele called it Earth... odd name,” she mused. “So where do we stand, Mr. RyeCyn?”  
 
    Lieutenant RyeCyn zoomed in the view screen on the west coast of Florida from his tactical station, “The landing party is gearing up, all hands are at battle stations and our landing zone is half-way between dusk and dawn...” A target box blipped at the landing point to illustrate the location. 
 
    “It won't get any better than that. OK helm, take us in.” The Commander crossed her legs at the knee and sipped her coffee. “Shields up?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am...” The screen returned to a normal view, the target box retreating to a miniscule mark on the picture, overlaid with the approach path arc, declination mapping and the orbit paths of the network of satellites circling the planet. The helmsman followed the plot line, navigating the UFW77 toward its entry point into the atmosphere and down to the surface. “It's like a floating junkyard up here...” The globe moved to the center of the screen as the nose of the ship swung and the ship left its twelve-thousand mile orbit. 
 
    Commander Ribundell sipped her coffee, “Do try not to hit any of them...” she commented, pulling up the ship's tactical screen on her command chair's console, knowing full well she didn't have to worry about the helmsman's abilities. Reviewing the system stats, she glanced up, “What's our ETA to the landing zone?” 
 
    “Forty-seven minutes...”  
 
     The Commander checked the ship's chronometer on her console and compared it with the call log from her comm pad, “Good, that fits right on schedule.”   
 
    As the ship headed down toward the planet, relatively speaking, the navigation computer removed satellite orbit paths from the screen as they were passed, no longer relevant to the ship's course to the surface, the globe's image growing quickly.  
 
    Commander Ribundell pressed the comm button on her console, addressing her crew... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chief Petty Officer Layora Cress sat on the deck near the 77's boarding ramp in full deployment gear, leaning casually back against a crate, her boots crossed at the ankles as she filed her prep report on an e-Pad. A phase rifle lay alongside her legs, her helmet sitting on top of it. The Chief paused and checked her chronometer, if they were on schedule, they had ten minutes to the landing zone. She reviewed the members of the crew she picked for the landing party and the equipment they would be taking with them. Unlike larger ships that would carry a contingent of Marines for ship's security and boarding or landing duties, the UFW77 was a corvette, basically the same size as a frigate only lighter and faster - with little room for more than the allotted crew. But there were members of that crew like the Chief and her team of about fifteen who were specially trained and equipped for duties like tonight's excursion. For this landing, the team would number six members including herself, because she fully expected things to be short and sweet. But she had six more members that would be ready and equipped, standing by in the 77's hold just in case things got complicated. From the same planet as Commander Ribundell, CPO Layora Cress had the same characteristic raven black hair and shining all-black eyes.  
 
    Standing next to the Chief, the big man looked down at her as she pulled her silken black hair back into a low bun. He set the butt of his plasma light machine gun on the toe of his boot and cradled the muzzle in the crease of his left elbow, his hands casually clasped at his belt line. Layora finished her hair and looked up at his hulking six foot, eight inch frame, “What's up, Truck?” 
 
    “Chief, these people don't off-world, they don't have the technology...” he waved his hand, “except when the Grays take them for their little experiments. How are we going to communicate with them?” He had a voice befitting a big man, deep and mellow.  
 
    “The Skipper has been communicating with the package with no issues, so I don't expect there to be a problem...” 
 
    He laid down his weapon and crouched next to her, “I wonder how that could be?”  
 
    Chief Cress shook her head, “I don't know, and it wasn't my place to ask.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Approaching the west coast of Florida from three-hundred miles out in the Gulf of Mexico and about three-hundred feet off the water's surface, the 77 was traveling better than Mach 4, her 296 foot long bulk splitting the water below. At fifty miles out, Commander Ribundell had the helmsman decelerate hard, but the 77 was still doing over four-hundred when it passed a mile off the bow of a US Coast Guard cutter patrolling the coast, about ten miles out. 
 
    “Commander,” Lieutenant RyeCyn turned from his console, “that appeared to be a military vessel...” 
 
    The communications officer was monitoring as many possible signal bands as she could. “I think I've got them Skipper...” She cocked her head, “Yep, definitely military. They can't identify us but they did see us. They've requested for something called a helicopter to help search for us.”  
 
    Lieutenant RyeCyn was monitoring the cutters position, “They're turning toward our direction...” 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” called the navigator. Approaching the landing zone hot, the helmsman zeroed the throttle, applied breaking jets hard and swung the stern parallel to the beach, the entire ship coasting sideways the last hundred yards or so floating on the antigravity field. “Preparing to deploy landing legs...” 
 
    “Belay that helm,” ordered Ribundell , “keep us on the AG, no legs.” The ship coasted in over the beach and came to a stop with a couple quick puffs from the braking jets. Lights on her command console winked on, indicating the starboard waist cargo doors were opening and the ramp deploying. She stood up and paced the stations on the bridge. “Keep an open channel to the team...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Special Agent Doug Mooreland was getting bored with this assignment, every single time they came back to this damn house it was the same fucking thing. Nothing. Leaning against the SUV parked on the grass, he fired up a cigarette. 
 
    SETI had originally caught the incoming transmissions from space and DARPA had noticed a sharp incline in chatter around the SETI community - there seemed to be some real excitement there. Enough to pique DARPA's interest and get their attention. But trying to decrypt the signal was unsuccessful... in the process, the cryptologists were the first to realize the signal was going both ways, coming in from deep space and going back out... And that was a staggering bit of information. It fell squarely upon the NSA's shoulders to find whoever was responsible and bring them in - quietly, with any equipment they found, intact. It took them the better part of a month to track the signal here to Steele's beach house. But this Steele character never showed up, just his sister.  
 
    Some digital digging turned up a major FBI / CIA boondoggle connected with this family but it was well covered up and nobody was talking - somewhere, someone was pulling some pretty well-connected strings and Steele was off the grid. They originally had considered talking to the parents but they seemed so far removed from it all. The real action seemed to stem from here but none of it made any sense... the kind of power and equipment needed for sending and receiving these kinds of signals would be substantial - there was nothing like that here... but the signals kept happening. 
 
    Doug Mooreland shook his head, either the Steele chic was getting back out before they got there, or there was a hidden cubbyhole somewhere they were missing. They couldn't simply tear the house apart - the assignment didn't give them that kind of latitude. It was still supposed to be a secret operation, although their constant visits were pretty obvious.  
 
    They were stationed right across the street for God's sake, how could they possibly miss her? Still leaning against the SUV he took another drag on his cigarette listening to the radio chatter. Thirty minutes ago they caught a brief transmission to space, an email went out and a short cryptic phone call to the parents in Chicago. His team had gotten to the house in less than three minutes, but as usual there was nothing in the house. Doug had a sudden impulse to light it on fire as he fiddled with the lighter in his pocket. 
 
    He remembered the first night in, it had been a mess. Blood everywhere. One guy with his brains blown all over the hallway floor, another bled to death on the beach a hundred feet from the Steele house and the third they'd caught trying to bind his wounds at Dr. Brodermeyer's house a few doors away. Good God, another bloody nightmare there, Brodermeyer and the maid both shot to death. They'd thought of handing the Russian over to the FBI but decided to hold onto him for a while - no telling what he might know, or how he was connected to the Steele gig. He hadn't said anything yet - he was a hardass, but he would, with time. The NSA had their ways... subtle, mind bending ways. Oh yeah, he'd tell them everything. In any event, the Russian was not likely to ever see the light of day again.  
 
    Clearing his mind, Doug took another drag on the cigarette, exhaling, watching the cloud swirl away in the damp onshore breeze hitting his back, the streetlight turning it orange. When the light flickered, he hardly noticed, lost in his thoughts, until it went out completely. He looked at it curiously. 
 
    “Doug...” The voice was soft but insistent. After all, it was one o'clock in the morning. “Doug...!” 
 
    He flicked the remainder of his cigarette out into the street and keyed his radio to respond, before realizing it was dead. He whirled to search for the sound of the voice, his silenced H&K MP5 finding his hand. He adjusted the sling and moved around the SUV to meet the shadow of an agent standing at the corner of the house overlooking the beach. “What the hell is going on? My radio's dead...” 
 
    Ignoring his comment, the other agent urgently motioned him over, never taking his eyes off the beach, “You've got to see this...” 
 
    Doug Mooreland hurried over and took a knee next to the other agent, his submachine gun casually resting on his thigh, fully expecting to see skinny-dippers at the water's edge. All the lights on all the homes up and down the beach were out. He blinked hard to clear the streetlight impressions from his eyes, focusing on the large shadowy shape on the sand. “What the fuck?” As his eyes adjusted he realized there was red light coming from an opening in its side and a ramp extending down to the sand. He wasn't seeing it clearly enough yet and his mind was doing its best to fill in the blanks. “Oohh... It's a Marine Corps hovercraft...” 
 
    The other agent would have looked down at him disdainfully if he could have taken his eyes off it. “That thing is the length of a football field,” he hissed, “it's the size of a destroyer, are you blind?” 
 
    Doug Mooreland rubbed his eyes and began to see it more clearly as six armored figures descended the ramp, “holy shit...” Crouching, the other agent cleared the corner of the house and advanced on the landing party, his weapon at the ready. Doug grabbed for his leg and missed, “where the fuck are you going...?” A sizzling, concentrated blue-white flash came from the direction of the landing party and tossed the agent back towards Doug, laying him out, almost within his reach. Doug Mooreland lurched forward, grabbing the agent's tactical vest by the collar and pulled him back toward the protection of the corner of the house, a blue-white streak slashing past him, another hitting the wall in front of him, tendrils of electricity spreading out across the surface. Behind cover, Doug checked the man over but found no visible injury, the man's eyes looking up at him, his muscles twitching. “You OK?” he whispered. The agent's eyes rolled around, his mind searching for words, he spoke but it was all gibberish and Doug couldn't make heads or tails of it. “Just relax; I think you're going to be OK...” Rising to his feet, Doug released the safety on the H&K and peeked cautiously around the corner peering through the sights, but the figures were gone. He stared at the ship for a moment seeing it clearly now, realizing it was hovering quietly over the sand, the only discernible sounds being a low hum and the noise of the surf. He could clearly see the gun turrets and small windows, wondering if anyone inside could see him, when something else caught his eye out on the water maybe five or six miles out, the shape of a ship heading toward shore. He turned and moved toward the front door of the house and could see another team of five agents running down the street toward the house, their stalled SUV sitting in the street about a half a block behind them. Not knowing the situation inside the house, he decided to wait for the arrival of the other team. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chief Petty Officer Layora Cress was the first one off the 77's ramp onto the beach, followed closely by the rest of her team. “Phase weapons only... Truck, the big gun only if we have to.” 
 
    “Gotcha Chief.” The big man slung the light plasma machine gun behind him and drew his sidearm.  
 
    Looking left under direction of one of the 77's turret gunners, the Chief acknowledged the message. “I see them, thanks.” She continued to move toward the target house, “Spread out people, two targets left side...” A Petty Officer and Seaman paused, knocking down the advancing target, allowing the second to recover the first then driving him back to cover with a few choice shots, allowing the rest of the landing party to clear the beach. They hustled to catch up, running across the soft sand in their armor. The Seaman stayed at the foot of the deck on the sand to defend their egress, two sharpshooters lying prone in the doorway of the 77 at the top of the ramp, covering the beach in both directions. 
 
    The Chief Petty Officer peered cautiously in through the sliding glass doors, “Three more,” she whispered, testing the sliding glass door. The door didn't budge, “Dammit.” She knocked on the glass and stepped back, flattening herself against the outside wall.  
 
    “I have an angle...” came a whisper. 
 
    A face appeared in the glass, barely visible in the darkness. After a moment the door unlatched and slid slowly open, the muzzle of a submachine gun leading out of the opening, “Mooreland?” Hit by a blue-white phase shot, the agent's muscles momentarily seized and the full-auto silenced MP5 fired a burst of rounds that stitched a palm tree on the other side of the deck before he relaxed and fell backward into the house. 
 
    “Go, go, go,” the group poured into the house, the two remaining NSA agents firing a hail of 9mm at the intruders on full auto, their rounds sparking on the alien armor, shattering the sliding glass doors and shredding the wall around the doorway. The phase weapons silenced the agents and it was quiet again. “I need a medic; we have a man down...” 
 
    “Copy, Chief, medic's on the way.” 
 
    “Search the house, find the package,” she told the rest of the team as she knelt down next to the wounded Petty Officer. “Medic's coming, hang in there, just stay still.” Using her helmet's mini-light she searched his body armor looking for penetrations. Finding none she checked his broken and bloody arm.  
 
    “Bridge to Chief, have you recovered the package?” 
 
    “We're searching now Skipper...” 
 
    “Step it up Chief, we're attracting a whole bunch of attention out here...” the mic stayed open for a moment, “the forward observer is picking up additional threats moving to your location from the street and it looks like one individual outside the front of the residence...” 
 
    The team returned to the kitchen and the Chief had two members cover the front door while the medic attended to the wounded Petty Officer. “Chief to bridge, we cannot locate the package, can you make contact?” 
 
    “Stand by Chief...” came the answer through her helmet. 
 
    The medic took one look at the Petty Officer's left arm and stuck him with a mini-lancet in his bicep above the damage, “This'll dampen the pain...” She tossed the empty lancet aside, “you having a hard time breathing?” He nodded. “Hmm, yeah,” she slid her fingers underneath the armor above his left breast and could feel the deformity on the back from the hits he took. Popping open a pouch on her bag, she retrieved a small silver cylinder about the size of a Cuban cigar with a mouthpiece on it. “I want you to bite down on the mouthpiece, breathe in through your mouth and out through your nose. Don't take it out, understand?” He nodded and she popped it into his mouth, “good, breathe slow and easy.” The cool, dense, medicated expanding air, opened up his air passages and forced his partially collapsed lung to inflate, allowing him to breathe again. Splinting his arm with a simple inflatable sleeve she was ready to get him out. The medic tapped Layora Cress on the elbow “Chief, I'm gonna get him back to the ramp...” 
 
    “He can walk?” 
 
    The medic put one foot on the floor between his legs at his crotch, grabbed him by the straps of his armor and stepped back with her other foot, pulling the Petty Officer to his feet, “Yes ma'am, the armor held up - he'll be fine. His arm's in bad shape but I've got it stabilized.” She slung her bag over her shoulder and snatched his phase rifle off the floor before heading out onto the deck, “Medic to 77, two to egress.”  
 
    “Copy medic, you've got gawkers on the beach, but no threats...” 
 
    The front door of the house exploded open, slamming against the wall, a hail of 9mm submachine gun fire coming in through the doorway, shredding anything in their path, the kitchen furniture splintering and shattering, knocking both of the Chief's men stationed there, on their backs. Lying on the floor, the Chief pulled down her visor and attempted to roll clear of the mayhem. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Truck hustling down the corridor,”Nooooo...!” 
 
     Truck had unslung the light plasma machine gun as he ran and sliding to a stop at the corner of the wall, stuck the muzzle around the corner and squeezed the trigger, letting off a long burst of hot magenta streaks slashing through the doorway, cutting two NSA agents in half, the rest of the burst passing through the grill of the black SUV sitting on the front lawn, blowing out through the back of the vehicle as it erupted into a fireball. The explosion lifted the entire vehicle off the ground and slamming it back down, spread broken parts and debris out in a hundred foot circle. The mangled SUV continued to burn as a column of dense black smoke drifted upward, little smoldering pieces of ash and fabric drifting to the ground all around. 
 
    “Bridge to Chief, Chief can you hear me? What's going on down there...?” 
 
    The Chief lifted her visor and watched the members of her team give her an OK sign. “They tried a frontal breach, Skipper; we had no other options...” 
 
    “The forward observer reports there are four pulling back, looks like they've had enough. Our package is in a hidden area of the back room of the house, she's coming out...” 
 
    “Copy that Skipper.”  
 
    “Step it up Chief, we've got air and surface craft approaching... guaranteed that little fireworks display is going to garner us some additional attention...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Pulled off a drug interdiction patrol by an urgent call from one of their cutters, the pilot of the US Coast Guard MH60T Sea Hawk was eating up precious fuel by keeping her near her maximum flight speed of 168 mph, to get to the coordinates as fast as the helo could deliver them. A cousin to the military's UH-60A Black Hawk, this model of the Sea Hawk from the Clearwater Station was armed and armored.  
 
    Flying about a half a mile off the beach at about six-hundred feet, they followed the coastline down toward Ft. Myers Beach. Anyone walking on the beach below would have heard the familiar, steady, thump, thump, thump, of the rotors as the helicopter passed overhead. Cutting across Pine Island they were again over the water as they crossed the Cape Coral Inlet, searching the coastline ahead for what was reported to be a large unknown craft on the shore. 
 
    “There's Punta Rassa point...” 
 
    The pilot nodded, “Yep, and I can see the tip of the Ft. Myers beach...” 
 
    The street lights glittered in the darkness, mixed in with muted lights from the homes and cars traveling on the main roads looking like little toys. A stream of emergency vehicles coming over the San Carlos Boulevard bridge and heading south along Estero Boulevard, their blue and red lights flashing, reflecting off everything around them, drawing their eyes farther south on the beach where darkness prevailed. A large swatch of the area was without power, totally dark, except for a lone bonfire almost at its center. 
 
    “What the hell is going on down there...?” The pilot eased the throttle and pulled gently on the cyclic, pitching up the nose to slow the helo as they approached. Pushing the cyclic back, the helo felt like it was sliding forward as it returned to a normal attitude. They could see the form of the Coast Guard cutter about a mile offshore to the right, holding station, her lights flickering intermittently. Radio communications with the ship had been broken and spotty but were currently not available at all. The helo crew was glad to see she was not in distress. The black form on the beach appeared longer than the cutter in the water, and from their approach angle, considerably wider. “Is that a beached ship...?” 
 
    “Doesn't look like any ship I've ever seen, Lieutenant...” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither - I was afraid you'd say that,” he glanced over his shoulder, “harness up...” 
 
    “Machine gunner, harnessed...” 
 
    “Fifty gunner, harnessed...” 
 
    “Crew Chief, harnessed...” 
 
    “Crew harnessed,” confirmed the pilot, “copy. Gunners deploy.” The waist door slid open on the starboard side of the Sea Hawk, the machine gunner unpinning the M240 machine gun, swinging it out on its articulated pintle mount. The pilot glanced over at the copilot, “Anything on the FLIR?” 
 
    “Hang on, looking...” The co-pilot rotated the FLIR camera around searching the scene as they approached. “The fire looks like it was a vehicle. I've got bodies on the ground between it and the house to the south of it. I also have one... no, make that two figures at the side of the object... looks like a door or something. We also have what looks to be civilians up the beach and on the edges of the residences...” 
 
    “Idiots, go back in your houses...” 
 
    “Yes sir. And at the top of the street, we have a large group of folks that look to be emergency response personnel... ” He inspected the shape on the shore, “I still can't tell what the hell that thing is though...” He knew. They all knew. But nobody wanted to say it. As if not saying it could prevent it from being true. It would only delay the inevitable realization that they were in way over their heads... no training taught them how to deal with this. 
 
    “I want to keep a little distance, put some light on it.” The pilot had swung wide and they had passed around it on the water side. The pilot pivoted the helo around to make another pass, allowing the gunners to observe as well. 
 
    “Got it... spot is on.” He waved at the dash of fluctuating gauges, “Did you notice the gauges?” 
 
    “Yep, just light up the target.” The co-pilot manipulated the control and the spotlight lit up a large section of the alien ship's hull. 
 
    “Holy fuck...”  
 
    “Yeeeaaah... any chance they just stopped to ask directions...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    F-16s are commonly referred to as Flying Falcons but the pilots who fly them refer to them as Vipers. It had taken a couple minutes to scramble, but once off the ground it had only taken the four F-16Cs of the 93rd Fighter Squadron about a minute to climb to ten-thousand feet where they could surpass the speed of sound without severely rattling the windows of every house they passed over. Coming from Homestead Air Force Base at better than Mach 1, the Ft Myers area would be about a ten-minute flight. Looking down there was only darkness as they passed over the Everglades and Big Cypress National Preserve.  
 
    The Major checked his watch, “Makos are five minutes to target...” He was truly curious, he'd been out on a UFO hunt twice before and seen nothing, but when the NSA places the call, there was a whole different world of legitimacy to it. Armed with four air-to-air AIM 120 AMRAAMs missiles per bird, the Viper pilots were ready to do business. 
 
    “Homestead tower, copy Mako Lead, good hunting.” 
 
    With nothing on Radar and no direct communication with anyone in the Ft Myers area, the Viper drivers were going into an unknown situation. Nothing new really, but there were supposed to be other air and sea units in the area and a communications blackout was not a good sign. Speed is life. They would go in hot, access the situation as they exited the target zone, then swing back to engage if necessary. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    With Nina holding a flashlight, Lisa Spun the three-spoke locking wheel on the inside of the safe room door, unlocking it manually with a gentle clank. “I don't get it,” started Nina, “Batteries seem to be OK,” she emphasized by wiggling the light in her hand, “but all the systems are down.”  
 
    “Jack mentioned something about shielding” replied Lisa, heaving on the door without budging it. 
 
    “But the little comm unit you have worked...” 
 
    “I know,” replied Lisa going to the back wall and cranking on the manual wheel to move the door, “that comm unit was made by them, its electronics are shielded so it functions,” she panted, cranking away. The heavy door moved slowly, the manual wheel winding the roll-chain under the floor. The cranking got easier the door moving faster, approaching the point where Lisa couldn't keep up with wheel and let it go, stepping back and looking out through the opening, seeing a rather large arm pushing in on the outside of the door. Gus stuck his nose through the opening, snuffling and Lisa drew her Glock, “Who are you?” 
 
    “Name's Truck, I'm from the 77. Captain Steele sent us...” he grunted, pushing harder, “we need to hurry, it's getting really busy out here.” 
 
    Lisa holstered her Glock and cranked on the manual wheel as fast as she could, the light from Truck's helmet mini-light illuminating a portion of the room. At about twenty-four inches he stopped, standing back to let them out through the opening. Dressed in jeans, and tomboy clothes, Lisa and Nina dragged out two deployment type military-sized duffel bags they had found in the garage and packed with clothes and personal items. Both of them were wearing their sidearms and extra magazines, ready to fight. Gus followed them closely but seemed indifferent to the big man in armor with the machine gun slung across his chest. Truck bent down and grabbing both bags by the straps, hefted them easily one handed. “OK, let's go...” 
 
    “Holy shit he's big,” whispered Nina in awe. 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “You may not be able to understand him, but he can understand you... and you're not whispering all that quiet.” 
 
    Nina shrugged, “Sorry, I wasn't trying to be disrespectful...” her voice trailed off when they entered the kitchen from the hallway. Three NSA agents lay propped against the wall together, the furniture destroyed, the sliding glass doors gone, glass everywhere, the walls riddled with bullet holes. “Are they d-d-dead?” she stammered. 
 
    “Nah,” replied Truck, “just phased out.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He said they're phased out - I think it means knocked out...” answered Lisa.  
 
    “Exactly right,” confirmed Truck, tossing the Duffel bags out on the deck. “OK, it's time to go...” 
 
    Lisa eyed the mess and scowled at the agents. “Can they talk? Can they understand?” 
 
    “Speech and listening are two different brain functions” replied Chief Petty Officer Layora Cress. “They can hear and understand. Talking coherently won't happen for about another ten minutes...” 
 
    “Wish I knew which one was in charge...” the three agents looked up and their heads wobbled, their eyes swimming, but the one on the end was the only one who tried to speak. It sounded mostly like babble but they were more likely just disconnected words. 
 
    “My guess would be that one,” offered Truck. 
 
    “We don't really have time for this Ms. Steele,” advised the Chief. 
 
    “This will only take a minute.” Lisa crouched in front of the agents looking the end agent in the eyes, grabbing him by the vest, “And you government folks wonder why people hate the government, well look around you, you fucking asshole... this is why. You were more interested in finding this little gizmo,” she held up her comm-pad, “than you were in protecting us. Guess what, after all this you're still not getting it. And I'm leaving the planet to get away from you pricks. That's right,” she added, poking him in the forehead with her index finger, “you heard me. And I've got one final piece of advice for you; put this house back in the condition you found it in. Or Heaven help you... if you think this is bad, wait till my brother comes back, this will look like a walk in the park. By the time he gets finished with you fucks, your dead ancestors will come back just to bitch-slap your mothers for having you...” 
 
    “Bridge to Chief, you have ground threats inbound, on the street and spreading out between the houses... we also have fast air units inbound, ETA ninety seconds... get them out now! ” 
 
    The Chief grabbed Lisa by the arm, pulling her to her feet, “Gotta go Missy...” She pushed Lisa toward the glassless sliding doors, “wait on the deck, you too,” she pointed to Nina. “Truck, see if you can slow them down... and try not to kill any of them.” 
 
    He was headed for the open front door, which hung crookedly on his damaged hinges, when he stopped to look over his shoulder, “Try not to kill... oh for the love of the Gods, how am I supposed to slow them down then? Harsh language and bad words? I'm sorry; I left my rainbow gun in my other suit...” 
 
    “You'll think of something...” she turned and motioned her people out, “Let's go, let's go! Six to egress!” she announced on her mic. “Don't take too long Truck!” she called back.  
 
    Truck peeked out of the doorway, looking up the street, “Yeah, yeah, I know...” There was movement in the darkness on both sides of the street headed toward the house but he couldn't see any of them clearly. “Hmm, let's provide some light...” switching to a left hand grip to stay protected in the doorway, he shouldered the light plasma machine gun and took aim at the stalled black SUV in the street, a block up. A three round burst of hot magenta plasma through the front of the vehicle and it exploded much like the first - in spectacular fashion, showering the surrounding houses with fragments and debris, flaming bits and pieces floating through the air. A lone burning tire rolled lazily down the street, losing momentum and dropping over on its side, a thick column of choking black smoke rising above it, carried up the street by the on-shore breeze. Return fire was not immediate, but it did come and it was a mixture of sounds; loud, quiet, popping, cracking... and the splatter of the rounds hitting the outside of the house, chipping away at the masonry. He took his phase pistol out and reaching out the doorway, fired blindly up the street, the blue-white streaks reaching out in a flat trajectory until they met something to stop them, cars, trees, houses, people...  
 
    The Chief's voice came through his headset, “C'mon Truck...! Quit fooling around!” 
 
    “Yeah, just having a ton of fun up here,” he backed away from the doorway, closing the battered door, wedging the shattered hallway table under the doorknob. Trotting though the kitchen he waved at the agents sitting propped against the wall, “Bye fellas.” He hustled out onto the deck and turned toward the 77, seeing the orange and white Coast Guard helicopter for the first time as it circled above his ship, the rotors producing a steady thump, thump, thump. The helo's spotlight was focused on the Chief's group on the beach as they neared the ramp, clouds of sand swirling from the rotor wash. “Isn't that nice,” he muttered, running, “he's lighting their way...” Looking at the helicopter's left side, Truck saw the flickers of light through the cockpit glass and the fountains of sand dancing between the group and the ramp before he could hear the staccato of machine gun fire, the sound distorted by the helo's rotor wash. He realized the gunner wasn't trying to kill them, the shots were far too controlled and perfectly spaced between the landing party and the ramp, but he couldn't allow that to happen again. He slid to a stop in the sand, slung the Plasma machine gun and drew the phase pistol, showering the side of the helicopter with shots that, while not debilitating, were colorfully illuminating as the static charge danced across the aluminum skin. Blue tendrils spread outwards like a spider web, disrupting gauges, communications and low amperage systems. All of its lights went out, pitching hard to the right, passing over the 77 and out over the water, disappearing in the darkness. Truck was already running full stride, cradling the plasma machine gun under his right arm. 
 
    A series of sonic booms and the roar of jet engines passing overhead masked a flurry of gunfire coming from between the houses as NSA agents, Sheriff's Deputies and local police opened fire on the crew scrambling across the sand. Civilians watching up and down the beach were horrified, screaming and running for their homes as the beach turned into a crisscross of fire and return fire, the sharpshooters at the top of the 77's ramp protecting the landing party as best they could.  
 
    Reaching the bottom of the ramp, the Chief turned back to cover Truck as her team hustled Lisa, Nina and Gus up and into the ship. Getting to the top of the ramp and safely inside, Lisa turned back to see Truck pitch forward twenty feet short of the ramp, fountains of sand dancing around him.  
 
     “Help him!” she screamed, pushing the team member closest her back toward the ramp. Additional team members came running from the dark red shadows of the hold behind them, carrying phase rifles. Going prone along the top of the ramp the volume of small arms firepower coming from the ship tripled within a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Bridge to Chief, we need to lift off now!” 
 
    Truck rolled over on his back and pulled his plasma machine gun out of the sand, spread his legs and began firing between his feet. The Chief had made her way to him and was trying to drag him back, but he was far too heavy. The Coast Guard helicopter appeared back over the hull of the 77 and swung into place over the beach, halfway between the houses and the ship, the machine gunner opening fire on the ramp...  
 
    Lisa jumped and ducked all at the same time as two of the 77's defensive gun turrets roared to life and opened fire on the helicopter, their flashes illuminating the beach like daylight, instantly turning the helicopter into a twisted, flaming field of debris, raining down on the sand below, scattering pieces for hundreds of feet. Its destruction created a momentary respite from the gunfire and Truck got to his feet assisted by the Chief and two other members of the team, half walking, half dragging him to the ramp. Once on the ramp, it began to pitch upward, easing them inside. “Chief to Bridge, shields up, we're in!”  
 
    They eased Truck to the floor and he lay on his side... “Shot in the fucking ass...” he complained, “this is embarrassing...” 
 
    The Chief knelt down alongside him as the medic stuck him with a lancet. “To be honest Truck,” she examined the many dents in the back of his armor, “that's not the only place they hit you...” 
 
    The doors had not completely closed when the static hiss of the ship's shields made Lisa and Nina's hair stand out from their heads and they giggled with the strange tingling sensation. As the doors fitted together the feeling subsided, stopping altogether when they locking rams sealed them tight. Lisa moved over to where Truck lay and knelt next to him, “I'm sorry Truck...”  
 
    He patted her hand with a gloved hand three times the size of hers, “Why, you didn't shoot me... did you?” He raised an eyebrow, “Did you...?” 
 
    “No,” she chuckled. “I'm sorry you got hurt. I never expected it to get like this, this was insane!” She looked around at the others standing around. “Thank you... all of you. I can't believe what a mess this was... I can't believe what they did to my brother's house...” She took a deep breath, “He's gonna kill me...” 
 
    “Chief Petty Officer Layora Cress,” she pulled off her glove and stuck out her hand, shaking Lisa's hand. “Since you're a civilian, you can call me Layora...” 
 
    “Lisa Steele, and this is my friend Nina,” she pointed at the dog who sat sedately nearby watching the conversation, “and that's Gus.” 
 
     “So, that was Captain Steele's house?” Lisa nodded and the Chief shook her head, “I am sorry, please tell him...”  
 
    “Not your fault Layora,” she ran her fingers through her hair, “Jack will know that, it's why he needed to get me out. He knew they wouldn't stop.”  
 
    “What was this all about...?” 
 
    Lisa smirked, “It's a long story...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander Renae Ribundell went from pacing the stations to her seat as soon as the shields went up, eyeing the lights for the waist doors and ramp. “Helm, take us up, three hundred feet. Set a course for our entry point...” The view on the big screen swung from shore and dropped away, the antigravity system propelling the ship flatly upward. The lights on her console winked out, letting her know the hull was sealed. As the 77 rose, the Coast Guard cutter below, completely lost power, the blackout area on the coast widening. Only the F-16s, now flying at five-thousand feet above, were unaffected. “Helm, ease us out...” she didn't want to damage the ship below. The 77 left the shore at about two-hundred miles per hour, passing the motionless cutter in an instant. 
 
    Lieutenant RyeCyn was watching the F-16s on the tactical scanner, “The air units were waiting for us to clear the shore. They're off our stern, ten miles and closing...” he adjusted his scan resolution, “they're firing! I'm tracking four missiles inbound... thirty-one-hundred miles per hour...” 
 
    “Helm, get us clear!” 
 
    “Yes ma'am...” The helmsman nudged the throttle forward taking the UFW Corvette to over five-thousand miles per hour in about 10 seconds. The Aim 120 AMRAAMs chased their target to the extent of their designed range and having lost any type of target lock, dropped into the Gulf of Mexico after running out of fuel. 
 
    The Commander exhaled, twisting her head to pop her neck, “Helm, take us up and out.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa and Nina sat on twin-sized beds facing each other, about four feet separating them. The room had everything; beds, a desk, bathroom, shower... but it was, well... compact. Though thankfully much more comfortable than Jack's zombie room. Nina leaned back against her duffel bag, rubbing her neck, “That thing hurt when she put it in.” 
 
    “I think you're just being a baby, it didn't hurt when I had mine... she numbed it didn't she?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don't think she waited till it was actually numb.” 
 
    Lisa stroked Gus' ear, “Well put the cream on it, she said that would help...” A light musical chiming sound got their attention and they looked at each other curiously. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Nina nodded, “Yeah, what is that...?” 
 
    Lisa stood up and looked around, “I don't know, sounds like my cell phone when I get a message...” 
 
    Nina stood up as did Gus, “Well that's not possible...” she waved her hands, “there it is again!” 
 
    Lisa stood in the middle of their quarters, her hands on her hips, “What the fu...” the door to their quarters swished open, Chief Petty Officer Layora Cress standing in the corridor, her hands clasped behind her. 
 
    “So you're just going to leave me standing out here...?” She folded her arms across her chest, “It's actually considered polite to answer the door when someone rings,” she chided. 
 
    Lisa and Nina looked at each other “The doorbell...” they said together, feeling a little stupid. It was definitely a forehead slapping moment. There was a flurry of apologies before inviting the Chief in. 
 
    “Well actually,” said the Chief still standing in the corridor, “I thought you might like to get a bite to eat, maybe look around a bit.” They both agreed since they'd had little more to eat than power-bars and water. The Chief pointed at their sidearms, “You can absolutely keep those, but leave them here in your quarters, OK...?”  
 
    The Chief gave them a little tour on their way down to the mess hall, describing the areas they could visit and the ones that would be prohibited or dangerous. She looked so much different without her helmet and armor, they almost didn't recognize her. She was stunning. Nina was blatantly staring when Lisa elbowed her as discreetly as she could. “Layora,” began Lisa, “I couldn't help but notice that when I spoke with Commander Ribundell on the comm, you seem to bear a striking resemblance to each other...” 
 
    “We're from the same place - although she's taller than I am... and a couple years older,” she paused and looked at them, “don't ever tell her I said that,” she laughed, “the older part I mean.”  
 
    The mess hall was open - it always was, but they were in the middle of shifts and between meals so the selection was limited, the next serving over four hours away. Still, what was available smelled good and they eyed the glass cases. The only crew in the hall eating, were the members of the landing party and security team, sitting together eating and chatting, waving them over to join. “Anything good left?” asked the Chief. 
 
    “They're making some killer sandwiches, Chief.” He waved, “Go get something and come sit with us...” Gus was divided, follow Lisa and Nina or stay where there was the chance of some food falling on the floor. His stomach won and he sat with the crew members who already had their food. 
 
    Walking over to the food line, Lisa elbowed Nina again, “You gotta stop staring at people,” she whispered, “they will notice...” 
 
    “But he's blue...” whispered Nina, excitedly, “this is amazing...” 
 
    The Chief put her hand on Nina's shoulder from behind, surprising her, “Missy, you're going to see all sorts of things that are different from what you're used to at home, everyone who travels off planet for the first time, experiences it...” She gave Nina a friendly little squeeze, “Pace yourself, honey.” 
 
    The sandwiches were delicious and it was the first real food Lisa and Nina had eaten in almost twenty-four hours. Gus' amicable personality allowed him to make quick friends with almost everyone he met, including one man in particular behind the mess hall counter. He let Lisa know he would always put some leftovers aside for the dog, that she could come to him whenever she needed some. He seemed to take great pleasure in feeding Gus. 
 
    Lisa, Nina, Layora and Gus were the only diners left in the hall and nobody was talking much, but Lisa was aware that Nina couldn't stop looking at Layora's shining all-black eyes. And it seemed that Layora was aware but unconcerned, smiling... maybe she was used to it. Layora politely excused herself so she could go write her reports, and drop off a sandwich to Truck in the infirmary, leaving Lisa, Nina and Gus alone. 
 
    Lisa sipped her juice looking over at Nina who stared off at the wall. “What is with you...?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don't give me that innocent crap, what the hell was that? You stared at her like you wanted to eat her or something...” 
 
    Nina blinked hard looking down at her empty plate, “Something about her eyes... my God, she's beautiful...” 
 
    Lisa raised an eyebrow, “Yeah, OK... she's attractive I'll give you that...” 
 
    Nina sighed, “It's more than that...” 
 
    Lisa's eyes opened wide, “Holy shit,” she whispered, “You have a crush on her, don't you...”  
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “What the hell...? I'm not good enough?”  
 
    Nina smirked at the implication, “Don't be silly, you're not wired like that...” 
 
    “And she is?” whispered Lisa.  
 
    Nina nodded. “Uh huh.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    Nina shrugged, “I just can.” 
 
    “And since when have you been wired like that?” 
 
    Nina shrugged, “I don't know that there was ever that eureka moment... I think it was a slow realization that this was my normal. I've dated guys, they're fine, but I never really felt that was my place, my comfort zone... it never felt right. I always felt like there was something missing.” 
 
    “What about living with me, what was that?” asked Lisa sipping her juice. 
 
    “Well once we had met and I knew your family, it was convenient and comfortable... I felt like a member of the family and I quickly grew to love you dearly, but as the best friend I've ever had... like a sister. And I would never ever want to jeopardize that.” She looked Lisa in the eyes, “I haven't, have I?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “Pssshh,” she waved, “no, we're OK.” She shifted in her seat, her voice quiet, “But I think you need to be really careful here... we don't know what the ramifications of this could be. We don't know how long we'll be here. For now, this is home, and we don't know these people yet, we don't know anything about them, we don't even have any friends here. I don't want to sound like a mother hen, but we need to be careful.”  
 
    Nina nodded, “You're right, of course.”  
 
    Nearing exhaustion, they decided it best to return to their quarters and get some much needed sleep. Standing at the open door to their room, Lisa decided to go visit the infirmary and check on Truck and the other man she had heard was injured, before going to sleep. She knew she would not sleep well without doing so. Nina showered and put on silk pajamas, looking forward to sleeping in a real bed, albeit a rather small one. Gus curled up on the floor between the beds, sound asleep.  
 
    When the door chimed, she rose right away, recognizing it this time, “Did I lock you out, or did you forget the code...?” She padded over to the door and palmed the button, the door disappearing quietly into the wall.  
 
    Standing in the corridor but very near the door, Layora looked left and right, up and down the corridor, then back at Nina. Her black eyes blinked as if she was considering something, studying Nina's face. She leaned in and gently taking hold of Nina's face, pulled her close, kissing her softly at first, then with heat. It lasted what seemed like minutes, but was over too soon. “Is that what you were wondering...?” Layora asked.  
 
    Nina's heart hammering, panting, her mind racing, fingertips buzzing, nodded silently.  
 
    Layora smiled, “Good...” her hands still holding Nina's face, she ran her thumb across Nina's lips. She stepped slowly back, smiling seductively. “Sleep well...” she said, walking away. 
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 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW FREEDOM, LONGREACH SYSTEM: PROBLEM CHILD 
 
    The mess hall was almost full as the galley worked diligently to feed a hungry crew. Commander Paul Smiley sipped his coffee, having already finished his breakfast as Jack sat himself at the table, an extra slice of bacon hanging from his mouth like someone smoking a cigarette, “Mmmmm, bacon...” he mumbled.  
 
    It was one of the few wonderful comfort foods that translated well from one culture to the next without deviating in some odd or horrific way. You had to be careful what you asked for or what you ate... some things might look the same, the name might sound the same, but might translate in a universal dictionary to something you'd rather not know ever existed as a meal or as a dish.  
 
    Take the rather simple but familiar and loved, mac and cheese... When Jack had mentioned it in passing to the head chef, Marna, she immediately agreed mag and cheese would be a fine addition to the menu as long as she could get all the ingredients. Jack never caught the distinction between the names and simply assumed they didn't currently have the macaroni needed for the noodles - because they certainly had enough cheeses. So a week or two later, a few days after a food resupply, there it was... nice warm bowls of friendly mag and cheese in the serving line. He almost couldn't wait till he got to the table, but he managed. A little salt, a little pepper, and Jack, Paul, Brian and Mike all tried it together... the smooth, squishy, cheesy... Their faces wrenched in severe distaste, they all spit the concoction back into their bowls - and none too discreetly. To be honest, it was monstrously disgusting. The outer creamy cheese fooled you into thinking it was the same comforting, happy food of your childhood, only to reveal upon chewing, the dirty, sodden, underbelly of nasty, smelly feet. Dry heaves were a natural reaction for all four of them and it took them each, an entire glass of juice to neutralize and wash away the taste. For a moment, there was a tipping point where it could have gone either way. It turns out, the mac they had hoped for, being macaroni, translated to mag, being maggots. And not just any maggot mind you, but the special white ridgeless maggots. It seems they are prepared by pouring a container of the maggots, into a container of cheese. The maggots, over a period of a day or two, eat their way through the cheese and now fully stuffed, are ready to boil. Once cooked, add your cheese sauce, stir, then serve. The partially digested cheese inside the maggots fermented to what was supposed to be a delicacy. Just the thought of it could still make any one of them wretch as a reflex. 
 
    Paul was offhandedly reading flight reports on his e-Pad, “How's the omelet?”  
 
    Jack nodded, “Real good, we must've gotten fresh eggs...” he looked up to see a silly expression on Paul's face, “shut up, I don't want to know what kind of eggs they are.” 
 
    Paul went back to the e-Pad, smiling, “OK, your funeral.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Paul looked back up, “Have you noticed any problems with Zulu One?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “No, why?” 
 
    “Says here on the last flight out it seemed to be running hot and using a lot of fuel, they cut their patrol short to bring it in to refuel...” 
 
    Jack sipped his tea, “That's not good. Wait, was that the one I used the day we took out that cruiser?” 
 
    “Hold on...” Paul paged through the reports back a few days. “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Hmm, I did push it pretty hard that day...” 
 
    “Think maybe you burned the forcing cones?” 
 
    Jack nodded wiping his mouth with his napkin, “Good possibility.” 
 
    Paul shook his head, “Dude, it's not a fighter you know...” 
 
    Jack smirked, “Yeah, I think I remember a little bird telling me something like that.” 
 
    Paul typed on the e-Pad, pulling Zulu One off the flight line, requesting engine forcing cone and burner inspection. “So I heard your sister got picked up...?” 
 
    “Yeah,” replied Jack, “how did you hear...?” 
 
    “Girls talk...” 
 
    “Dammit Alité,” Jack wasn't really angry... well maybe a little. He could admonish her in her absence; it wasn't as likely in her presence. She was a hard woman to be angry at, or stay angry with. Besides, he knew she probably did it with all due innocence. 
 
    “And they talk to other girls, who talk to other girls, who talk to their guys, who...” 
 
    “OK, OK,” waved Jack, “I get the picture. So how much did you hear?” 
 
    “Widespread destruction, a giant crater, piles of sticks, scattered bricks, pulverized glass dust, everything gone, vaporized, nothing left but scorched sand and a smoking hole in the ground...” 
 
    Jack stared at him, emotionless, one eyebrow raised, “You done...?” 
 
    “Barely made it out alive...” continued Paul, fighting a grin. “I guess the important thing is that your sister is safe...” 
 
    “Seriously, stop...”  
 
    Brian sat down across from Jack next to Paul with his tray, a stack of steaming pancakes on his plate. “What are we talking about?” he asked, popping a piece of breakfast sausage into his mouth. 
 
    “Jack's house,” volunteered Paul. 
 
    “Ew yeah,” said Brian before sipping his coffee, “I heard, lost it all, huh? Sorry to hear it Skipper, that was a nice place...” 
 
    “Wait...” 
 
    Walt was walking by, headed back to the bridge with a breakfast pastry and a rather large coffee, “Jack, I'm sorry to hear about your place, so sad. It's a good thing your sister got out before an explosion like that though... Keep your chin up, eh?” he strolled off with a respectful nod. 
 
    Derrik Brighton and Duncan Taylor sat down at the table with their breakfast trays, “Sorry to hear about your house Captain,” offered Derrik, “stiff upper lip, mate.” 
 
    Duncan reached for the salt and pepper, “Why what happened to his house...?” He looked at Jack, “What happened to your house sir?” 
 
    “You didn't hear...?” asked Jack. 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    Jack looked at Derrik, “Who'd you hear it from?” 
 
    “Maria...” 
 
    He looked at Brian, “And you?” 
 
    “Seeta told me...” 
 
    “Who told her?” 
 
    Brian shrugged, “Don't know, I didn't think to ask. One of the other girls, I guess.” 
 
    Jack looked at Paul, “How'd you hear?” 
 
    “Myomerr told me - by way of Maria.” Paul smiled, “So I assumed there was a little exaggeration involved...” 
 
    Jack smirked, “You assumed right. Anyone else seeing a pattern here?” 
 
    Paul sipped his coffee trying not to smirk, “Is she still trying to get even with you for the whole brig incident...?”  
 
    Jack leaned back in his chair, “Arroyo...” he sighed, “the girl just doesn't know how to let things go.” He leaned back forward again, “Maybe we need to arrange a return visit to the brig...” 
 
    Derrik almost snorted coffee through his nose, “You wouldn't...” 
 
    “Yeah he would...” countered Paul. 
 
    “He absolutely would, “ confirmed Brian. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” said Derrik, his British accent getting heavier, “I had to listen to her bitch about that for weeks... I'd really rather not do that again”  
 
     “We haven't had any drama lately,” said Paul, “this might be fun. What would you charge her with?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “Would I have to charge her with something?” 
 
    “It would look more official if there was a charge,” volunteered Duncan.  
 
    Derrik stood up from the table, preparing to leave. “Where are you going?” asked Paul. 
 
    Derrik held up his hands, “I want to honestly be able to say I didn't know anything about this...” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “Fair enough.” Waiting until Derrik cleared earshot, the others moved closer. “So what kind of charge?” 
 
    “How about sedition?” suggested Duncan, gesturing with his fork, “If you didn't define it, it's pretty generic, it covers a pretty broad spectrum of things that fall under the category. And it could be written off as a misunderstanding when you are prepared to let her off, so there's nothing on a permanent record.” 
 
    Paul grinned, “I like the way he thinks...” 
 
    “Me too,” Jack nodded. “Good job Duncan; you have a bright future as an advanced tactical bullshitter.” 
 
    Brian grinned, rubbing his hands together, “I want a ringside seat for this... how're you gonna do this?” 
 
    Jack rose from the table, “I have to go talk to a friend...” 
 
    “The Marines?” 
 
    “Something tells me Sergeant Alaroot might enjoy this,” he finished off his juice. “So where's Ms. Arroyo now...?” 
 
    Paul tapped his finger on the edge of his e-Pad, “I put her out on a patrol, she needed some flight time... should be back in an hour or so.” 
 
    Steele smiled wickedly, “Perfect. Anyone who wants to see this might want to pull up a chair on the flight deck when she comes in.”
  
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant...” 
 
    “Captain,” Sergeant Alaroot extended his hand and the men shook, “what brings you down here? C'mon in... just catching up on a little news...” he closed the InterGal News Network program he was watching on his comm-pad.  
 
    “A couple things Dayle,” he handed the Sergeant an envelope, “your new markers came in, you've been promoted to Warrant Officer... congratulations.” 
 
    “From Gunny to Warrant Officer?” he tore open the envelope and poured the contents into his hand, the collar markers dropping into his palm. “They skipped a few didn't they?”  
 
    “Yeah, they want an officer in charge, shipboard. So you're it. I couldn't get them to go as far as a Second Lieutenant though, sorry about that.” 
 
    Dayle Alaroot frowned, staring at the markers lying in his hand, “This is legit?” 
 
    “One hundred percent,” replied Jack. “And you should take your old stripes and pass them on to one of your people, your choice. Let me know who, so I can update UFW Command and get the changes recorded.” 
 
    Dayle rolled the markers around in his hand, “Never thought I'd make officer, nice pay grade...” he glanced up, “it does come with the pay grade, right?” 
 
    Jack smirked, “Of course.”  
 
    “So, you said there was a couple of things...” 
 
    “Yeah, a little favor...” 
 
    Dayle shook his head, “Here it comes... you've been promoted, now we're sending you to the pits of hellion...” 
 
    Jack laughed out loud, “Holy shit, that's funny.” 
 
    “Glad you think so.” 
 
    “Dayle, do you like practical jokes?” 
 
    Dayle's face went stone cold, “As long as they're not on me...” 
 
    “No it's not,” Jack waved him to sit down. “You know Lieutenant JG Arroyo, right...?” 
 
    “Sure...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    To stay clear of any possible collateral damage, or actually becoming collateral damage, Derrik lead a patrol of four Lancias out towards the gate to Irujen. His flight launched about ten minutes before the previous flight was due to recover, a standard overlap for the Freedom's fighter umbrella. 
 
    Standing in the Freedom's flight tower overlooking the perpetual motion machine called the flight bay, Jack and Paul stood with their backs to the glass, reviewed the big map of the system they were in. Like many systems, Longreach didn't have any habitable planets. There may have been one sometime in the past, but in this system's life cycle, not any longer. As with the life cycle of deep space, it could develop a suitable planet in the future, but time out here was not measured in centuries, millennia or ages... it was measured in eons.  
 
    “White Three and Four on final approach...” 
 
    Jack and Paul turned back toward the glass overlooking the bay as the two controllers running the tower directed flight traffic, “Copy, White Three and Four, runway is clear. Taxi left after touchdown.” The other controller pointed out their approach speed by tapping on the screen as he directed craft in the bay to the launch tubes. The first controller nodded, “White Three and Four, your approach is above velocity threshold, bring it down a bit.” 
 
    “Copy tower, too hot, reducing speed.” 
 
    The second controller directing the floor traffic was able to contact individual crewmen, calling them by the large numbers on the backs of their colored vests. “Thirty-Two, you need to clear equipment from that revetment, I'm going to need that space.” He got the affirmative wave he was expecting and moved on to surveying other movements. 
 
     The controller watching the landing approaches had a video screen showing the approaching craft and its relationship to the ship's fantail with an info graph overlay to prove proper alignment, speed and attitude. “Three, you are square and level...” 
 
    “Copy tower.” 
 
    Looking over the controller's shoulder, Jack looked up from the approach screen to watch the Cyclone of White Three slide through the blue electric haze of the stasis field which rippled like water as the craft passed through it. The antigravity auto-adjusting, the skid plates on the landing gear sent a momentary shower of sparks skittering across the deck as the fighter slowed and turned off the runway, taxiing to a stop near the revetment nearest the elevator to the deck below. The canopy slowly opened upward and a ground crewman hooked a ladder to the side of the craft under the cockpit.  
 
    White Four slid through the stasis field much like White Three and after touching down, taxied over to the next revetment, coasting on anti-grav, settling to the deck as the pilot shut down the systems and opened his canopy. 
 
    “Tower, White One and Two on final approach...” 
 
    “Copy, White One, runway is clear. Taxi right after touchdown. White Two, your approach is well above velocity threshold, back it down.” 
 
    “Copy tower, I have plenty of room...”  
 
    The two controllers looked at each other, baffled at Maria's response. “Screw it,” commented Paul, “make her go around.” 
 
    “Sure thing Commander.” He readdressed the stubborn pilot, “Negative, White Two, go around. Repeat, go around and re-approach.” White Two stubbornly continued her approach, with reduced speed but still above standards. “White Two, abort your approach, you are hot and off the square...” As a precaution he palmed the emergency button on the console, dropping emergency nets from the ceiling that stretched across the end of the runway to protect the tower and launch tubes. 
 
    The Cyclone of White Two passed through the stasis field nose high and off center slamming hard on the deck, then bouncing, a huge spray of sparks spreading out across the deck from the craft's skid plates on the landing gear, metal squealing. Sliding down the runway, White Two managed to stop with the very tip of her nose nudging the net. Rising off the floor on antigravity, the Cyclone's nose swung to the right, taxiing toward the first revetment, ribbons of smoke trailing off the landing gear skid plates.  
 
    Jack and Paul looked at each other in disbelief. “What the fuck is wrong with her?” asked Jack. 
 
    Paul Smiley shrugged, “She's your ex-girlfriend...” 
 
    “But she's one of your pilots,” countered Steele, “and possession is nine-tenths of the law.” 
 
    “Who's in your crew,” added Paul. 
 
    “Dammit...” sighed Jack. 
 
    “Sir...” The controller called their attention to the deck below, where three Marines stood next to White Two as White One coasted gently abreast of it, canopy open.  
 
    Steele snatched the e-Pad from Paul Smiley, “Sorry, gotta send a quick note...” He quickly typed a cryptic note and hit update, handing it back to Paul. He looked down at the deck below, the Marine in the middle raising his e-Pad to check the incoming message. He looked up at the tower and nodded briefly. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Marine Warrant Officer Dayle Alaroot stood flanked by two of his men, alongside of White Two, waiting for Lieutenant JG Maria Arroyo to climb down out of the cockpit of her Cyclone. At the top of the ladder a ground crewman helped her unbuckle and unplug from her bird.  
 
    “Could you believe that landing Sarge - er, sir?” 
 
    Dayle shook his head, “Pretty sketchy... she's not going to impress anybody like that...” He looked down at the vibrating e-Pad in his hand, flipping it over and pulling up the message. “Uh oh...” He turned back, looking up at the tower and nodded. 
 
    “What?” whispered the Marine Corporal at his side. 
 
    “She definitely didn't impress someone...” He noticed her descending the ladder and halted the conversation.  
 
    Once at the bottom, the ground crewman unlocked her helmet from her suit and helped her remove it, saluting and walking away once she was free of it. She held the helmet tucked under her arm, looking at the armed Marines standing three abreast. “Uh, hello...” it didn't sound like a greeting, more like a question. 
 
    The Marines saluted, “Ma'am,” Dayle Alaroot extended his hand, I love the artwork on your helmet... may I?” Without thinking, she handed it to him to examine and he passed it to the Corporal to his right without looking at it, the Marine setting it gently on the deck behind him.  
 
    Maria frowned, focused on the helmet behind the Marine Corporal like a child who'd lost a woobie to the washing machine for an hour. “What's going on here?” 
 
    The Warrant Officer was going to play this by the book - or as close as he possibly could. “Lieutenant JG Maria Arroyo?” 
 
    “Yes...” her reply was suspicious at best. 
 
    Dayle Alaroot flipped the e-Pad over in his hand and pulled up the charges, “Lieutenant, you are under arrest for; sedition - negatively affecting crew morale and attitude, failure to obey a direct order - endangering your craft and...”  
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about you ass...”  
 
    She lunged at the e-Pad but was immediately restrained by the two Marines accompanying the Warrant Officer who continued to complete the charges, “...and endangering the ship and lives of her crew.”  
 
    “You're out of your mind Jarhead,” she snapped, “I know what I'm doing, let me go or so help me God...” her foot came up off the floor aimed at his crotch but missed by almost a foot, the Marines at her elbows holding her fast. She was seething mad, and struggled like a cat, spitting and snarling.  
 
    The Marines kept their composure but Dayle Alaroot was losing his patience, “Ma'am, I'm going to tell you this once, so listen up, we can do this nice and easy or handcuffed and hogtied. Your choice. Personally, I'd rather escort you calmly off the deck...” 
 
    “Fuck you, I'm not going anywhere with you...”  
 
    Dayle sighed, shaking his head, “OK, we'll do it your way... cuff her.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack and Paul paused at the Marine sentry standing at the entrance of the short corridor, ”Number four, at the end on the right,” offered the Marine. Jack nodded and they stepped past, “Watch your nuts, sir,” came the quiet advice behind them. Jack waved without looking back, indicating he'd heard the sentry. The corridor was much narrower than the others throughout the ship, and the one-window doors for each of the eight rooms, four on each side, were on a forty-five-degree angle facing the hallway entrance to offer better prisoner control and observation.  
 
    Another Marine at the end of the hall nodded as they approached, stepping forward to greet them, “Captain, Commander...” 
 
    “Is she behaving?” 
 
    “She got a lot more cooperative when we hogtied her...” 
 
    Steele's eyes widened, “Hoo boy, was that necessary?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    “Is she still...” 
 
    “No sir,” interrupted the Marine, “but she is a fighter... you want one of us in there with you?” 
 
    “Steele smirked, “No we'll be OK. I hope she knows better than to swing on me... cuz I'll deck her.” 
 
    The Marine smiled without responding, reaching past them to key the security code into the door pad. “Just knock when you're ready, sir...” The door swished open with a hiss and the two officers stepped into the small, sparsely furnished room, the door closing quickly behind them.  
 
    Maria lay on the sole cot against the wall, her back to the room and the door, “What...” she said flatly. 
 
    Jack and Paul exchanged glances before Jack spoke, “I would expect you to rise in the presence of a superior officer,” his tone was calm and even. 
 
    “Fuck off Jack...” 
 
    “Excuse me?!” 
 
    She didn't move from her position, “Oh, sorry... Fuck off, sir...” 
 
    Steele's jaw clenched and he took a deep breath, but it was Paul who hit the proverbial wall, roaring, “PILOT, get your ASS off that cot and come to attention NOW!” She bounced up to her feet like she'd been physically ejected off the cot. She wobbled for a second, the instant change of position leaving her a little lightheaded. “Pilot,” he continued calmly but firmly, “I have no idea what your problem is... and truthfully, I don't give a rat's ass. After that absolutely disgraceful performance, your total lack of regard for your fellow crew members and your complete disregard of a direct order, I don't see that I have any other choice,” he extended his hand palm up, “give me your wings.”  
 
    “B-b-but I was...”  
 
    “YOU DON'T GET TO TALK, LADY!” Paul roared. “Give me your wings,” he said calmly. Tears welled up in her eyes and her bottom lip quivered as she unpinned her wings with trembling hands. She fumbled with the clasp, finally freeing it, taking one last look at them before dropping them into the palm of his waiting hand. The tears broke free and rolled down her cheeks and she clenched her teeth to keep from sobbing out loud. Paul looked down at the wings in his hand, closing the clasp gently. “Our squadron is a team; our ship's crew is a team. As much as the members of our squadron need to be able to count on its other members, those two teams depend on each other for their very survival... and your actions tonight jeopardized not only the members of your squadron but the crew and well-being of this ship as a whole. That is totally unacceptable and will not be tolerated. You are formally suspended from flying for one month, minimum. You will need to prove to me that you are worthy of getting these back before I ever let you near another bird.” He clasped his hands behind him, “Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” It was barely a squeak. 
 
    “I'm sorry, I didn't HEAR YOU!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied with a little more force. 
 
    “You have an attitude problem, lady. You're broken... and I don't have time to fix you, I have a squadron to run. You're on your own.” He turned to Jack, “Captain, I'll wait for you outside.”  
 
    “Thank you, Commander... actually, let's meet in my ready room.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele walked through the door of his ready room on the bridge, the door sliding closed behind him with a hiss. Paul rose from the couch against the wall, a bottle of water in his hand, “How'd it go after I left?” 
 
    Jack dropped a set of Lieutenant's collar pips on his desk, “I need a drink.” 
 
    “Holy shit, you took her rank?” 
 
    Standing at the minibar against the wall, Jack poured himself a short snifter of Diterian brandy, “Want one?” 
 
    “No, I'm good...” 
 
    Steele sipped and let the thick warmth run down his throat, clearing his sinuses and his head. “She is restricted to her quarters and common areas of the ship... I think because we have some personal history, she thinks she gets certain privileges. I think she was taking too much for granted... well, until now.” He sipped again, “Maybe a month with absolutely nothing to do will get her attention.” He pinched his lower lip in thought, “She doesn't have a CIA handler here, maybe she needs that kind of guidance...” 
 
    Paul stared down at the water bottle in his hand, “We don't have time to babysit, this is a military unit...” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. She needs to learn how to play on a team without needing to have someone constantly show her how...” Jack watched the swirling dark liquid clinging to the sides of the snifter. “Yknow, it occurs to me that she got used a lot... the uncle, the husband, the CIA, maybe even the family.”  
 
    “But we don't know the family part of her history,” added Paul. 
 
    “You're right, we don't. But there's a definite pattern here and it had to start somewhere...” 
 
    “Including the family is quite a leap,” Paul sipped his water. 
 
     “Maybe, maybe not. What if the history started with the family. That might be why the CIA chose her, because she was pliable...” 
 
    “And,” interrupted Paul, “that would mean she never recognized it for what it really was, she saw it as guidance.”  
 
    “Right. Makes me wonder if all this crap she's been doing is some kind of cry for the abuse and deceit she's so used to, she sees it as guidance and doesn't know anything else...” 
 
    “That would explain why she's so hung up on your dusty old ass; she's got a daddy thing going...” 
 
    Steele grinned, “That's cold, dude.” 
 
    “C'mon, you're closing in on forty...” 
 
    “Hey, I'm a few years off yet... You should talk, Pappy...” 
 
    Paul smiled, “Getting back to our problem child, I think I know who might be able to help us on this...” 
 
    “Our very own Professor Edgars?” 
 
    “That's who I'm thinking...” 
 
    “Good idea, I'm not ready to give up on her yet...” 
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 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW FREEDOM, IRUJEN SYSTEM: SHIT & THE PROVERBIAL FAN 
 
    The gate transit between Longreach and Irujen was almost twenty-four hours; Jack wondered if that was how Longreach got its name.  
 
    It was twelve hours into the transit to Irujen and most of the Freedom's senior staff were in Steele's ready room on a split-screen video conference with the other members of the task force. The Admiral had received a communique from UFW Directorate on Tanzia. It seems that there had been no communications of any kind from Veloria in several months, and in light of the recent and ongoing unrest there, the Directorate was concerned about what events might precede a total disconnect from the Federation's allied network. The task force was being temporarily detoured from their pirate hunting mission to investigate the status of the Velorian home world.  
 
    Jack was concerned how Alité might react to the fact that her home world had literally fallen off the grid and how he might broach the subject with her. Though her parents, the King and Queen, had been initially informed of her rescue from the pirates and then again when Jack and Alité's son, Colton was born, they had made no effort to reply to the communiques. And in Alité's case, she had made no additional efforts to contact them... Walrick had explained to Jack that it was a fall from grace issue, that the royals would no longer view her as a member of the family.  
 
    None of it made sense to Jack... it was holding the abducted responsible for the abduction - that didn't register properly with the family values he grew up with. Mentally he shrugged it off because she had a new family now, one that wouldn't abandon her if things got tough. Maybe she was better off for it, at least he hoped so. In light of the stresses happening on Veloria, she was probably much safer here. 
 
    “Mr. Steele... Mr. Steele...” 
 
    Jack suddenly realized his mind had wandered off on a tangent, “Yes, Admiral...” 
 
    “You were saying you had an idea for improving our success in tracking down the pirates and their bases...” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We need someone on the inside...” 
 
    “Meaning a spy?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. But in police work, we called it a deep undercover operative.” 
 
    Admiral Kelarez's expression was dubious, “How would you expect to accomplish something like that?” 
 
    “I'm simplifying this, but there's two basic ways,” began Jack, “you recruit someone from within their organization and send them back in, using them as an information pipeline, or, you send someone in from the outside in an attempt to burrow in as deeply as possible. Sending someone in from the outsides generally gives you more predictable control because you know the qualities of the operative going in. Someone who's an insider and has been turned has a higher likelihood of failure for a wide number of reasons. The latter is generally a little more difficult, but I think it will be more expedient in our case.” He waved his hand expressively, “There are certain risks and dangers either way you go.”  
 
    “In a perfect universe, how would you get someone inside?” 
 
    Jack looked around at the others in his ready room then back to the screen, “We have to provide them something they want. The easiest thing that comes to mind is a service - smuggling should do it. So we'd need a ship and a hand-picked crew.” Steele could see the questions on the Admiral's face. “It would need to be a smaller ship, fast, armed, decent shields, good amount of cargo space... something a crew of about eight to ten could handle...” 
 
    The Admiral turned to his left to consult with one of his officers, “Sounds like a Maultier, doesn't it?” The officer confirmed his assumption and he turned back to the screen. I suppose we could ask UFW Directorate if they have...” 
 
    “No, no don't do that, sir,” interrupted Jack, “the less people that know about this, the better. I would prefer to liberate one from its previous owner.” 
 
    “You want to steal one?” 
 
    “It will give the crew street cred...” Steele saw the blank look on the Admiral's face, “credibility in the criminal community...” he explained. “It's important that your criminal reputation can be confirmed.” 
 
     Kelarez nodded his understanding, “But please tell me you're not thinking of doing this yourself...” 
 
    Jack smirked, “No of course not. I'd have a handpicked crew with me...” 
 
    The Admiral shook his head, “Oh, I don't even want to think about how many ways this can go totally wrong...” he rubbed his forehead. “In light of our redirection to Veloria, I'll have some time to think about this idea. I'll admit it's intriguing, but I'm not fond of my task force's carrier Captain being absent when I might need him.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    The Admiral drained his coffee, “OK folks, let's call it. I don't know about you, but I need some rack time.” He checked his chronometer, “Good, time enough for some solid sleep before we hit Irujen. Archer, out.” The screen winked and the Admiral's side of the screen went dark, leaving Gantarro still in conference. 
 
    “I know you want to say something Gant,” commented Jack, “you've been silent through this whole meeting.” 
 
    Gantarro smiled, “He's being cautious. He knows there's risks to everything, but I don't think he's convinced that this would work. He's got to weigh the risk versus gain of this venture. He's concerned about losing an important member of this task force - as he should be. I don't think you realize how much of a key figure you've become, to this task force and to the UFW. They are learning from you folks, watching your tactics and your successes. I think if they lost you, it would be a hyper-critical blow. And as resourceful as I know you are, Jack, I have to think there's got to be a way involving less risk.” 
 
    Jack looked at the others standing around the room, listening silently. He looked back at the screen, “I get that. But can you imagine what kind of victory we'd score if we found just one of their bases or stations? It would be epic. Hell, I think we should go back to the salvage yard in the Tulochah system at Geo Zee. I'm betting we could score a few kills there... maybe even get a surrender - that would be big, to take one of their ships. Then before we leave, wipe out the yard.” 
 
    “Take away their resource...” volunteered Gant. 
 
    “Exactly. I'm sure it's not the only one, but still, it'd be a nice takeaway. We need to be more aggressive. I know we're hunting and that idea is new to the UFW who's used to playing defense, but playing nice isn't working out so well for them.” 
 
    “Gant nodded, “Preaching to the choir, my friend...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes to Irujen, Captain.”  
 
    Jack was standing over the holo-chart in his ready room, alone, except for Fritz who was curled up on the sofa. “Copy that Stacell. Who's in the lead?” 
 
    “The Bowman, sir. We're abreast of the Archer about a minute back.” 
 
    “All stations manned and ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He examined the route to Veloria for the umpteenth time, as if he would suddenly see something there that he had missed all the times he'd looked at it before. He keyed his mic,”Bridge to tower,” 
 
    “Tower, go...” 
 
    “Ready to launch?” 
 
    “Yes, sir standing by...” 
 
    “Good... As soon as you have clear sky...” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Steele stared at the holo-chart for the umpteenth and one time. It wasn't like Veloria was off the beaten path or anything. It was a space faring world with stellar trade, military and off world travelers. Steele was worried about what they might find there... or might not find. What kind of planet wide cataclysm could have occurred...? Surely a civilization as advanced as one that had grown to achieve deep space travel would be equipped to divert any kind of heavenly body falling from the sky and creating an extinction level event... But what about something on the planet? Could something like a super volcano or massive planetary quakes have been the cause? Veloria was a Class 014 type planet, like Earth but much smaller. At a circumference of 17,025 miles, it was a little larger than Mars in the Terran system, with a reported population of about two billion people. 
 
    The lights in his office flickered red an instant before the battle stations klaxon sounded. “Red Alert! All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations! This is not a drill!” 
 
    Jack turned from the table and was out on the bridge in a second, the doors barely opening fast enough to allow his passage, the Shepherd on his heels. He slid and dropped into his command chair, the mini screens winking on as his fingers danced across the controls. “Report...” the nose of the Freedom was just entering the swirling halo of color of the gate into Irujen.  
 
    “The Bowman is under attack, sir...” reported Stacell. 
 
    “Open a line...” ordered Steele. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Bowman shuddered, “Shields fifty-two percent, Captain...”  
 
    “Incoming signal from the Freedom, sir...” 
 
    “On screen,” urged Gantarro. The floor vibrated as the main guns on all four turrets fired, the zwump - zwump, reverberating through the hull, over and over. The constant chatter of the Bowman's smaller defensive guns clacked and whined incessantly, a hail of destruction spreading outward through space.  
 
    Steele's face and the bridge of the Freedom appeared in an inset on the forward vid-screen, “Talk to me Gant...” 
 
    “Hurry up Jack, or you're going to miss the party...!” 
 
    “Shields forty percent, Captain...” The bridge shook and for a moment the communications blurred. 
 
    “Hold on, we're right behind you! Thirty seconds...” 
 
    “They're all over us Jack, there's got to be a hundred of them...” the screen distorted as the ship shook, the bridge crew holding onto their stations to stay in their seats.  
 
    “What are we up against?”  
 
    “Damn things are like a swarm of bugs, Jack. We're damaged, they hit us before we were clear of the gate, we've got a little more than half power. Some kind of fighter drones... They can't take a hit though, no shields... but there's so damn many of them...”  
 
    “Shields at thirty percent, sir.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack watched the video distort and shake as the Bowman took hits all across her hull, the vid-link suddenly disconnecting. “Helm, get us out there!” 
 
    “Clearing the gate now, sir...” The cloud of color and electric tendrils slid back off the hull and the view screen was instantly sharp and clear, the beleaguered Bowman ahead of them, a gray giant surrounded by a cloud of swirling silver lightning bugs. She was damaged, trailing atmosphere, debris following in her wake. It was impossible to tell how much of the destruction behind her, was hers, or destroyed drones, it all drifted together like dust and glitter. Streaks of red laser fire reached out in all directions, crisscrossing the sky, searching for the drones that swirled about her, stabbing at her with their own boron lasers with bright green slashes. An occasional flash marked the demise of one of the fragile drones, their debris mixing into the trail of destruction left in the Bowman's wake.  
 
    The shields came up and the Freedom's guns cut loose, the floor vibrating from the main turrets, the staccato of her defensive Gatling lasers singing through her hull, a shower of fire reaching out, the flashes almost blinding in their combined intensity. The floor shuddered as two Lancias launched, their trails arcing low and away. It was at that moment when the drones left the Bowman en-mass... and headed straight for the Freedom, head-on, their guns blazing.  
 
    “Forty-seven targets, sir...” 
 
    “Bridge to tower, hold launches, repeat hold launches...” It would be like a plane taking off through a flock of birds... large metal birds. 
 
    “Copy that, Captain, holding all launches... two Lancias ready, standing by.” 
 
    “Red Leader to Freedom, let's see if we can mop some of those up for you...” 
 
    “Negative, Red Leader, stay clear... we're OK.” Steele could see the problem the Bowman was having right away; the drones were small, about a third the size of a manned fighter, and extremely fast. On occasion too fast, as they would crash into the Freedom's shields, their little bodies blowing apart like a fragile glass hitting a concrete floor. 
 
    “Red Leader to Freedom... uh, I have a cloud of bad news coming...” 
 
    “A cloud, Red Leader?” 
 
    “The group is so dense I can't pull up an individual ID... I'm guessing about a hundred more of those little fighters...” 
 
    “Crap,” groaned Steele running his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “Vampire drones, Captain...” commented Ragnaar, “there's got to be a drone carrier somewhere controlling them...” 
 
    “What's their range, Mr. Ragnaar?” 
 
    “Could be anywhere in the system if they're using signal relay buoys...” 
 
    Steele pinched the bridge of his nose, “Great...” 
 
    “They usually carry about three-hundred drones,” continued Ragnaar. “With a good crew they can launch a hundred units an hour...” 
 
    “Do you have any good news Mr. Ragnaar?”  
 
    “Yes sir. It's a symbiotic relationship. The drones cannot function without the carrier and the carrier cannot survive without the drones. If you destroy a relay buoy you cut them off from each other, the carrier can't call them back for defense, or control them for an attack. The carrier isn't totally defenseless, but our fighters would make short work of it. If the Freedom or one of our cruisers catches it, it wouldn't stand a chance without drones...” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Ragnaar, that was quite helpful.” Steele keyed his mic, “Freedom to Red Leader, avoid contact with those drones. See if you can get a vector on their approach origin... there's a drone carrier out there somewhere and we need to find it, fast. They may be using signal relay buoys, if you find one, take it out...” 
 
    “Copy Freedom.” 
 
    The surviving drones of the initial flight, continued to swirl around the Freedom, their numbers dwindling. Their effect on the Freedom was minimal at best in their current level of force, more a nuisance than a threat. The Archer had taken the lead, firing a system probe halfway through Irujen, hoping to catch a glimpse of the hiding drone carrier. The Freedom advanced to parallel the Bowman as the task force left the gate behind. 
 
    “Captain,” began Raulya, “approximately one-hundred targets inbound... they're so close together, it is hard to tell exactly... two minutes.” 
 
     “Helm, bring us forward of the Bowman to give her cover...” 
 
    “They're not headed for the Bowman sir,” corrected Raulya, “they're vectored on us...”  
 
    “Bridge to tower...” 
 
    “Tower go,” 
 
    Jack's mind was racing ahead, “Can you launch two over the fantail in the next two minutes?” 
 
    “Yes sir, I have two Cyclones ready to go, sixty seconds...” 
 
    “Good, do it and button us back up... we have company coming.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The tower controller punched the buttons for the stasis field and the main doors at the fan tail, the warning klaxon sounding on the flight deck, the lights around the doors flashing yellow as the doors began opening. He looked down over the flight deck and keyed the address system that would reach everyone's earpiece on the flight line. “Prepare to launch over the fantail... repeat, fantail launch.” Faces turned and looked up at the tower waiting for details. “Cyclone - revetment three, Cyclone - revetment four, launch in thirty seconds!” 
 
    Their helmets and gloves already on and sealed, Lieutenant Brian Carter and Ensign Santine sprinted across the deck from the base of the tower towards the waiting Cyclones, the ground crews swarming over the fighters to disconnect the umbilicals and clear equipment out of the way. Brian hit his Cyclone's boarding ladder at the third rung, racing up and dropping into the cockpit. Assisted with his connections and strapping in, Brian was quickly going through his pre-flight checklist, flipping on his pre-start systems.  
 
    Knocking on his helmet, the flight line assistant indicated that the Lieutenant was ready to go. Brian nodded, and switched on the anti-grav, the Cyclone becoming weightless and lifting off the deck. “Santine, you hooked in yet?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he waved. 
 
    Brian saw the boarding ladder disappear and pulled the lever to lower his canopy, nudging the flight stick and moving the Cyclone slowly out of the revetment, guided by hand signals from the lineman on the deck. “Remember, Santine, anti-grav and maneuvering thrusters only, until we're at least a couple clicks out.” He checked his canopy seal and satisfied, headed his Cyclone down the runway. 
 
    “Copy, Lieutenant, shields, burner and guns are outside toys only...” 
 
    Brian smirked as his Cyclone slipped through the stasis field and out into the starry blackness, the gate back to Longreach visible in the distance. Clear of the ship, he toggled off the anti-grav and toggled in the landing gear, which bumped gently as it locked up into the fuselage of the fighter. Spinning up his engines, the startup rumble vibrating through the frame of the fighter, a deep thump signaled the ignition of the burners. Nudging the throttle forward and swinging right, he looked over his shoulder and could see Santine's Cyclone coming up behind him. The Freedom's stern bay doors were already closing and in another few seconds the Freedom began to shrink as they arced around to join the two Lancias of Red flight in search of the drone carrier. “Blue Leader to tower, we're clear and in-route to our search grid...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Studying the sensor scan, Jack watched the approaching cloud of fighter drones on a collision course with the Freedom, when a thought suddenly struck him. Tapping on the flat glass keyboard, he pulled up the tactical weapons and armament information and paged to the torpedo specifications data on a separate screen... Torpedo triggering event settings: Contact, Delayed Penetration, Proximity or Manual Detonation. “Nice.” He pulled up the two launch tubes and selecting the graphic of the left torpedo, adjusted the setting of the MK*73 to proximity. Because the fighter drones were too small of a target for a sensor lock, he set the trajectory of the torpedo to pass through the center of the drone cloud. “Torpedo One, firing,” he tapped launch, and the outer door slid open automatically, the MK*73 torpedo streaking away, a brilliant fireball propelling it across the darkness. The auto-load system sealed the outer door and began the process of reloading the tube with the next available torpedo from the feed rack. 
 
    “Sir, the MK*73 is not really designed for targets that small... I don't think you're going to be able to hit one of those things.” 
 
    “Don't need to hit one, Mr. Ragnaar, just get close... I hope,” he added quietly, mostly to himself. 
 
    The drones were so close to the Freedom the swarm could be seen on the view screen as a glittering, shimmering, shifting mass. They appeared to spread out as the MK*73 neared, opening up to allow the torpedo clear passage through their midst, easily avoiding the giant ship-killer. As it passed through, a brilliant flash and a lightning-fast shock wave swelled in a sphere, devouring the fragile fighter drones, tossing them aside like leaves in a gale, shattering them with its brutal storm. Only a small handful escaped the massacre by being on the outer fringes of the swarm. They advanced towards the Freedom, streaking mindlessly through the darkness, unthinking, unfeeling, oblivious of the destruction of the others, leaving a glittering, drifting cloud of dust and debris behind. 
 
    A gentle wave of applause swept across the bridge, but they all knew it wasn't quite over yet... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Mike Warren adjusted the scan range and sensitivity of his Lancia's Radar system, eyeing the planet off in the distance about thirty degrees to his right. Mike looked left over his wingtip at Duncan Taylor's Lancia, keying his mic, using his wing man's call sign, “Nineteen, you picking up anything on LIDAR?” 
 
    “I've got nothing, Mad Dog,” came the reply over local channel, “you picking anything up on Radar?” 
 
    “Negative...” Mike switched over to a broad encoded channel. “Red Leader to Blue Leader, are you picking anything up?” 
 
    There was a momentary silence. “This is Blue Leader... we've got a ping, it's really small - probably just debris, but we're headed to check it out...” he forwarded the coordinates for reference, “sending you the coordinates now.”  
 
    “Good call, Blue Leader, it could be a relay buoy. Keep us apprised.” Mike switched back to the local channel he was previously on. “OK, Nineteen, let's go see what's behind that planet.” Mike swung the nose of his Lancia thirty degrees to take them to the planet in question, Duncan Taylor's fighter pacing alongside. 
 
     Beyond the marbled grayish, dusty looking planet, the system's sun glared in their eyes and Mike Warren squinted, lowering his tinted visor to cut the effect. It helped... a little. “Damn that's bright,” he muttered. 
 
    “Nineteen to Mad Dog, my LIDAR sensors just went blind... I don't think switching to LADAR will be any better...” 
 
    “It won't,” replied Mike, “Switch to SPD,” Scanned Phase Doppler Radar, “I'm running MPB,” Magnetic Pulse Beam Radar. 
 
    “Nineteen copies, switching to SPD Radar.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele was pacing the bridge stations, “Are we clear?” 
 
    “Clear, sir,” replied Raulya from the tactical station, “all drones destroyed.” 
 
    Jack keyed his mic, “Bridge to tower, we're clear for launch. Four to CAP task force, ready both Zulus.” 
 
    “Tower copies, two launching now...” the floor rumbled as the two Lancias waiting in the launch tubes that were originally to be the second half or Red Flight, thundered out into the darkness, suddenly visible on the forward screens as they lit their engines and streaked upward and away. “Tower to bridge, two clear, two loading. Zulus prepped and ready in less than five...” 
 
    “Understood.” Steele stood, arms folded in the center of the bridge, “Ms. Stacell, open a line to the Bowman.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain, on screen...” 
 
    Gantarro's face appeared as an inset video on the big screen, “How're you folks holding up, sir?” asked Jack. 
 
    “We got hit hard before we could clear the gate and get our shields up, Captain. We lost our communications array and won't be able to reach anything beyond the task force. Our sensor array was heavily damaged... we're pretty much blind except for magnetic Radar.” He reviewed the reports on his e-Pad, glancing down, then back up, “Seventy-five percent of our shields are at one-hundred percent...” The litany of damage continued to include the loss of a main generator, severe damage to her main starboard engine and enough damage to one of her main gun batteries to make it inoperable. It was interesting to note, that while there were a few injuries, there were no crew casualties. 
 
    “Anything we can do for you?” 
 
    “Not at this point, we need a repair station.” 
 
    “Understood,” replied Jack, “stick with us, we'll do our best to keep you covered. In the meantime, we will link up and feed you our sensor information, the more eyes, the better...” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Steele. Bowman out.”  
 
    The floor rumbled as a brace of Cyclone fighters stormed out of the launch tubes into the darkness, their engine plumes streaking off to the left to join the two Lancias on CAP. “White Leader to Freedom, we now have four on fleet CAP.”  
 
    Jack recognized Lieutenant JG Walrick's voice. “Understood, Lieutenant. Carry on.” He paced back to his command chair. “Ms. Raulya, please set up a continuous sensor feed to the Bowman,” he dropped himself heavily into his chair.  
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Ms. Stacell, is there any way we can boost their communications strength?” 
 
    “Negative, sir. The best we can do is to keep an open relay so they can piggyback on our comms.” 
 
    “That'll have to do then, I want them aware of all communications.” He studied the Freedom's status on the three semi-transparent mini-screens mounted to his command console. “Let's stand down the gun crews and give them a break, keep us at yellow alert.” 
 
    Aye, sir. Yellow alert.”  
 
    Warning lights all over the ship winked from red to yellow as Jack rose from his chair, the Shepherd jumping up to stand with him. “Walt, you've got the bridge, I need to go down to the flight deck for a bit.” 
 
    Walt nodded, “Quite. I'll hold down the proverbial fort, my boy.” Jack wasn't sure if he was just used to hearing it or if Walt's British accent was fading somewhat. He shrugged mentally and headed for the bridge door. “What're you working on Jack...?” 
 
    “I'm going to see a man about a Rhino,” he replied passing through the bridge doors. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele's discussion with his Chief Engineer, Hecken Noer didn't go quite like he'd hoped. It wasn't horrible mind you, it wasn't a total loss, but it confirmed some of his doubts and reinforced some of his expectations. The Rhino had been reprogrammed and was completely functional now - ready, willing and able to render all types of repairs. The problem lay in its location. The Freedom had it but the Bowman needed it. While the Rhino did have a ballistic leap ability that could safely allow it to cover a couple miles of open space, tethered or untethered, the ships needed to be at a dead stop to accomplish that maneuver. Attempting a leap-transfer at speed, would end with the same result as flicking a cigarette butt out the window of a car moving at highway speeds. The Rhino being the butt, of course. 
 
    Hecken Noer patted the nose of the Rhino, “Sorry for the bad news Captain, but we don't want to risk valuable equipment...” He turned back toward Jack, “If we get to a point where we can make the transfer safely, I'm sure the Rhino can do some real good on the Bowman.” 
 
    “Don't apologize, Chief,” replied Jack, “I wanted the truth.” He gestured toward the Rhino, “I know it can weld and probably seal the Bowman's hull... any chance it can make repairs to the forward turret or the starboard engine?” 
 
    The Chief shrugged, “No way to tell till I get it over there and see the videos. It's possible. No guarantees though. I would recommend we shoot for the hull repairs first.” 
 
    “Thanks Chief. I don't feel safe doing it now, but if we get a chance at an all stop, I'll try to give you some lead time to set up the transfer.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. It's all charged up and ready, all we need to do is get it to the fantail. I'll only need about five minutes.” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Good deal.” He headed out of the revetment toward the base of the tower, crossing the flight deck, Fritz trotting along-side. Jack's earpiece tweeted in his ear and he keyed it, “Steele, go ahead.” Fritz looked up at him as they walked, his ultrasonic hearing picking up the signal. 
 
    “We've got an incoming signal from Red Leader...” 
 
    “Thanks, Ms Stacell, hook me in.” 
 
    “Aye, sir, your mic is live.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    On their approach to the gray planet, Lieutenant Mike Warren and his wingman, Lieutenant JG Duncan Taylor, took an approach to, in effect, put the planet between them and the system's sun. They also intended to get as close to the planet as possible before moving around it, in the hopes of disguising their approach and surprising whatever or whoever was hiding behind it. 
 
    Chatting on a low gain, short range channel, the two pilots discarded formalities. “Nice, the LIDAR can see again...” 
 
    Mike slid his visor up as they lined the planet up with the sun, blocking its glare. He blinked hard, “Ahh, that's better.” The planet looked like at some point in its life it was a fertile world with oceans, rivers, continents and mountains. But the only things left were vast stretches of gray-brown wastelands, raging dust storms and angry rainless clouds.  
 
    “Remember, we have to stay out of the atmosphere, or we might as well erect a giant billboard telling 'em we're coming...” 
 
    “Got it... Wait, what's a billboard?” 
 
    “A giant sign.” 
 
    Duncan Taylor nodded inside his helmet, “Ahh, gotcha.” 
 
    Miles eyes narrowed as he looked at his Radar screen, “Speaking of giant signs, are you picking this up on LIDAR?” He looked up over the nose of his fighter at the left hemisphere of the planet near its equator. 
 
    “Left side of the planet near the equator?” 
 
    “Yeah, I count about fifty...” 
 
    The LIDAR was a little more precise and Duncan was busy adjusting the sensitivity. “I'm picking up more than that... a lot more than that.” 
 
    “I'm switching to LADAR...” Mike adjusted the sensors and pulled up the resolution to reveal more detail than the Radar would allow. “Holy crap, are there two flights there?” 
 
    “One behind the other, that's why it looks so clouded. And they're moving fast...” 
 
    “What's your best guess, Dunc?” 
 
    “Two-hundredish. They're vectored past us.” 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that, that's what I get too.” He laid his hand on the throttle, “we're going to break right and throttle down till they pass. Then we're going around the right side of the planet, try to come up on them from behind.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “Break right and twenty-five percent throttle on my mark, three, two, one, mark...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack was headed across the flight deck at a dead run, the Shepherd keeping pace. “How many, Red Leader?” 
 
    “Three-hundred total, plus or minus, Skipper. Two flights, one behind the other, with a third trailing about a minute behind the other two.”  
 
    Dammit, thought Jack. “There's got to be more than one carrier out there... do you have eyes on them yet?” 
 
    “Negative. We've reached the planet; we're attempting to approach from behind.” 
 
    “Stay clear of the drones, concentrate on the carriers.” Jack passed through the doors at the base of the tower and headed for the locker room. 
 
    “Not a problem, they went by us like we weren't even there. They're vectored straight for the task force.” 
 
    Jack pulled his flight suit from his locker. “OK, keep us up to date Red Leader...” He began pulling on the legs, zipping them up and sealing them to his boots. “Bridge, take us back to red alert. Tower, launch the Zulus for task force CAP. As soon as they're on station, release White Flight to join Red Flight...” The alarm klaxons temporarily cut Steele off, the flashing red lights bathing every wall and corner of the ship in their eerie light. “Tower, I'll be taking one of the Vulcans, see if Commander Smiley would be interested in accompanying me...” 
 
    “Meet you on the deck, Skipper,” came Paul Smiley's response. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Red Flight was closing on the carriers, the task force was closing on the planet, the drones, three-hundred of them, were closing on the task force and all contact had been lost with Blue Flight. Things were about to get very hairy... and despite the cool air washing over him, Jack was sweating a little as he went through his pre-flight in the cockpit of the Vulcan. His bird locked onto the launch sled, the ground crewman snapped him a salute which he returned. The curved aircraft-sized door of the tube slid upward from the floor and sealed his craft into the tube. The blue glow of the stasis field halfway down the tube and his instruments were the only light in an otherwise pitch-dark world. He pulled his gloves tighter and checked his restraints. 
 
    The comm in his helmet buzzed lightly for a second. “Launch systems ready. Birds ready. Tubes ready. Personnel clear... Launch in three... two... one... launching.” 
 
    The stasis field flashed past in a nanosecond, the long tube giving way to the blackness of space as he rocketed into the void, experiencing a sudden feeling of uninhibited exhilaration. No walls, no ground, no sky... no limits. Jack lifted the safety covers on the two engine switches and toggled them on, the covers locking the switches in place. The engines fired, spinning up smoothly and he felt a kick as he slid the throttle forward, moving in alongside Paul Smiley. “You have the lead Pappy.” Jack punched the buttons activating the Vulcan's shields and flipped the toggles powering up its gun systems. “Shields on, weapons systems live...” 
 
    “We need to stick with guns Skipper; our missiles won't be able to turn with them.”  
 
    “Understood.” Steele followed Paul's Vulcan through a sweeping right bank that would take them to the flank of the approaching drone swarms. There was no way of telling if the drones would turn to fight if attacked, but they had to attempt to thin the drone numbers, or the sheer volume could overrun the task force. The Zulus were in position on the leading edge of the group for support gunnery and two more Cyclones were launching to join them. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander Walt Edgars didn't need the sensor scan any longer. The enormity and density of the drone swarm could only be described as an onrushing silver cloud. The entirety of the drone fleet was vectored right to the Freedom's bow. As Jack had done previously, Walt pulled up both launch tubes and set the MK*73 torpedoes in them to the proximity setting and set their trajectories to pass through the center of the drone cloud. 
 
    “Engagement in ninety seconds, Commander, “reported Raulya from her tactical station. 
 
    It was the sliver of information he was waiting for. “Torpedo One, firing,” he tapped launch, and the outer door slid open automatically, the MK*73 torpedo streaking away, a brilliant fireball propelling it toward the swarm. He stared at the timer on his right mini-screen counting down from ten seconds to allow spacing between the detonations. His hand hovered over the glass keyboard, his finger poised above the launch marker. “Torpedo Two, firing,” he tapped launch, and the second MK*73 followed the track of the first. 
 
    “Both torpedoes tracking straight and true... Torpedo One contacting in five, four, three, swarm separating...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack and Paul were wide on the right flank of the approaching swarm, watching the two torpedoes streak toward the forward edge of the drone fleet, ready to sweep in on the survivors after the torpedoes had done their work. “Here it comes...” Jack flipped his helmet's tinted visor down. From their perspective, the first MK*73 went straight through the center of the swarm, passing almost half way through before detonating. A brilliant white flash and blue-white shock sphere swelled outward but it seemed the drones had learned and adapted from their earlier encounter and given the torpedo an extended buffer zone. “Son of a bitch...!” It had taken out ten drones at best. Not sensing anything inside its proximity parameters, the second MK*73 passed straight through the split drone formation without detonating and continued on its course without deviation.  
 
    One hand on the flight stick the other on the throttle, Jack shoved the throttle to the far stop and squeezed the boost button in with his thumb. “Green Flight engaging...” he grunted, as the Vulcan's acceleration pressed him into his seat, the scream of the twin engines mixed with the roar of the boosters. A quick check to his right confirmed Paul Smiley was right there on his wingtip.  
 
    Commander Smiley had recognized that they had suddenly switched roles and he was now the wingman, but this was neither the time nor place to discuss it. Adrenalin does amazing things and he realized Jack was probably swimming in it. 
 
    They closed on the flank of the passing fleet of drones in a blink and Jack had to release the boost button and snatch the throttle back to zero to keep from colliding with the passing herd of stampeding drones flashing past. “Guns, guns, guns...” he squeezed his trigger and held it, kicking his left rudder pedal which jetted his fighter's nose smoothly to the left with thrusters. The twin six-barreled Gatling lasers mounted on each side of the fuselage below his cockpit, whined, as alternating blue and red streaks reached out, creating a set of blurred purple lines hammering anything in their path. There was an additional set underneath him that seemed to pass from his right to his left. His Vulcan's momentum continued to carry him, and the flat turn slid him sideways like a car on ice, except he still had complete control. A trail of broken and shattered fighter drones trailed behind the group. He let go of the trigger when the power pods ran dry and his guns stopped firing, the weapon generators racing to re-power the pods. 
 
    As well as sliding forward and back to control the main engines, the horizontal grip of the throttle rotated like a motorcycle throttle to control directional thrust. Paul had anticipated Jack's maneuver and brought his fighter to pass underneath Jack's. A forward twist on the throttle handle fired jets along the top of the fuselage, allowing him to dive flatly without having to move the nose, which allowed him to maintain his shooting attitude and not lose sight of the drone field. Their first pass destroyed about ten of the automated fighters.  
 
    Great, thought Jack, only about a hundred and eighty to go... He shoved the throttle to the far stop again, chasing the back end of the silver cloud. 
 
    “Still got another hundred coming up behind us Skipper...” 
 
    Fuck thought Jack, readjusting his math, two-hundred-eighty... 
 
    It appeared the drones had no other target in mind except for the Freedom, leaving the wounded Bowman and Archer totally unmolested. The Admiral had ordered the two cruisers to flank the Freedom and give support fire.  
 
    “Yellow Flight, engaging...” The two Zulus and two Lancias at the front of the task force, ploughed through the charging drones, guns blazing. 
 
    Streaks of fire from the main guns of all three ships, reached out to hit the swarm before they spread out, joined by the crisscrossed lines drawn in the blackness by the defensive guns looking like some bizarre, apocalyptic fireworks display. The Freedom almost disappeared completely in the cloud of silver drones, swarming around her like bloodthirsty mosquitoes. 
 
    Jack and Paul swept it on the outer edges of the fight, dodging defensive fire coming from the Freedom and the cruisers, weaving around and picking off the drones as they circled, one here, one there, chipping away at their numbers. 
 
    “Yellow Two, they're all over me...! Help!” 
 
    Jack pulled up and away from the melee, snapping a look over his left shoulder, spiraling the Vulcan to get a better view. The Zulu wasn't so much besieged by the drones as it was immersed in their overwhelming tide. “Yellow Two, you're too close! Get out of there! Climb, Two. Climb!”  
 
    Both of the Zulu's turrets were tracking and firing on targets, the gunners doing their best to give the pilot room to move. The boosters lit, their flares reflecting off of the silver drones swirling around, ejecting the Zulu from the mayhem, leaving a brilliant comet-like tail behind it. “Yellow Two, my shields are...” the comm cut short when the Zulu collided with one of the drones diving in on the Freedom from the third wave, tumbling it end over end through the confetti that was previously the unmanned fighter. Its boosters still lit, the damaged Zulu cartwheeled into the path of a second drone that slammed into its left wing and collected a third then a fourth as it came apart, taking drones with it as it dismembered itself. 
 
    Shit... Jack winced and turned back into the melee, guns blazing. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Third wave coming in, Commander...” 
 
    Walt Edgars bit down on the stem of his unlit pipe. “I see it. Keep them moving and firing...” The main guns vibrated the floor and the sound of the point defense guns was almost constant. Walt flipped his command screens from system to system looking for unnecessary power drains that he could route to shields and weapons.  
 
    “Shields fifty percent...” 
 
    “ Communications are breaking up but we have an incoming message from Red Leader...”  
 
    “Let's hear it.” 
 
    “ ed Lead r to bridge, two h  dred  rones vectored to y u.” 
 
    Walt looked around the bridge, “Did he say what I thought he said?” 
 
    “Two hundred drones?” asked Stacell. 
 
    Walt keyed his mic, “Red Leader, did you say two hundred drones? Please confirm...” 
 
    “Affirm  ive. T o hund  d.” 
 
    Two hundred more drones... Walt took a deep breath, “Have we heard from Blue Flight?” 
 
    “Negative, sir. They're still out of contact.”  
 
    “Keep trying.” 
 
    “Aye sir...” 
 
    “Shields, forty percent...” 
 
    Walt pulled up navigation on one of his command screens to check time to the Longreach gate behind them. Maybe retreat was the better option in this case.  
 
    “Commander, gate event off our stern port quarter!” 
 
    Walt's heart skipped a beat, “Oh bloody hell!” He wiped the perspiration from his forehead, “Stern turrets swing to rear targets. Request the Bowman to do the same. Any ID yet?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. An Obsidian Class light cruiser and a Drifter Class frigate... Both not ours.” 
 
    “Hit the frigate, take that bloody bastard out!” Walt's hope was to take the frigate out quickly, leaving the lone cruiser against three larger ships. The Freedom rocked hard as she took hits from both the cruiser and the frigate. 
 
    “Shields, twenty-five percent...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack and Paul saw the gate event from their vantage point on the outside of their turn as they came back in on the melee surrounding the Freedom. “Skipper...” 
 
    “I see 'em, let's go.” Jack pulled up, abandoning his attack run, rolled over and looked at the fight upside down. Side by side, the two Vulcans arced over the task force to come down on top of the pirate newcomers. “Yellow Flight, engage that cruiser!” 
 
    “Yellow Leader, copy that. Engaging the cruiser...” The two Lancias and Remaining Zulu broke free of their strafing attacks on the drone fighters and headed for the cruiser. 
 
    “Skipper, the big boys are targeting the frigate...” 
 
     “Copy, and her shields are almost down, Pappy. Let's finish her off.” Jack rolled his Vulcan and brought her nose to bear, Pappy dropping back and swinging wide to his right, both fighters jinking and weaving to avoid point defense fire.  
 
    “Bridge to Green Flight... Captain, we have two-hundred more drones inbound, shields at five percent, we're taking hits...” 
 
    Fuck me... “Copy, Freedom,” replied Jack through clenched teeth, “just keep firing. I'm about to erase one of those problems, now.” He came straight down on the frigate from the top, targeting the spine of the hull between the engines, calling up two of his four missiles, arming them as he dove in. The Vulcan's weapons lock hummed in his helmet. “Guns, guns, guns...” he growled as he squeezed the trigger and held it, purple streaks dancing across the frigate's shields. And suddenly, just before the guns' power pods ran dry, he was hitting unprotected hull plating. He flipped up the button cover on his flight stick and thumbed loose a missile, “Fox three. Fox three is away...” he switched to another, and thumbed again, “Fox three, fox three number two running hot...” he pulled up hard, corkscrewing, his Vulcan bucking from the shock wave following him up. Without looking back, he could see the glow around him reflecting off his canopy and his instruments. 
 
    “Frigate down!” called Pappy, “frigate down! You blew her entire stern off, Skipper!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Freedom rocked hard, the impact sounded different, metallic, harder. “Shields down! Shields down! Port Engine damaged.” 
 
    “Commander, another flight of two-hundred drones, contact in sixty seconds...” 
 
    “Bloody lovely,” commented Walt, “keep the lads firing.” 
 
    The pirate cruiser was momentarily silhouetted against the blackness by the intense flash from the frigate behind her, a glowing shock halo swelling outward, slowly fading back to black. “The frigate is down, Commander!... The cruiser is altering course, taking hits from Yellow Flight and the Archer, her shields down to twenty-five percent.” 
 
    “Let it go,” ordered Walt, “all guns and all flights to bear on these bloody flying bugs...” Their numbers shrinking, they continued to relentlessly circle the Freedom, their lasers scorching her naked, unshielded outer plating.  
 
    “Redirecting assets, aye.” 
 
    The ship shuddered like a boxer taking a heavy hit. “Port engine is down, repeat port engine offline.” 
 
    “Drone contact in thirty seconds...” 
 
    Ringing alarm bells sounded throughout the ship signaling a fire on board. “Fire! Fire in the port engine room!” 
 
    “Get the fire crews down there!” Walt grit his teeth, there were still more than fifty drones pounding on them now. In their present condition, the Freedom was not going survive a fresh fleet of two hundred more.  
 
    “The cruiser is initiating a jump.”  
 
    “Fine,” replied Walt, “let it go.” 
 
    “Fire team reporting in... fire is out of control. They're initiating an emergency vent to space.” The members of the fire team blew a specially designed emergency hatch rigged with explosive bolts off the side of the ship, a hundred-foot flame jetting out through the opening. And then it was gone. The port engine room would be off limits for at least an hour while the heat dissipated. Any entry might cause a flash re-ignition with fresh air entering a fuel-laden superheated area.  
 
    “We have shields back up, ten percent.” The drone reinforcements descended on the Freedom with a vengeance, and the shields lasted but a few short minutes. The Vulcans, Lancias and Zulu swept in and out of the swarm, gunning automated fighters to pieces on each pass, risking fire from their own ships, jinking and zig-zagging to avoid collisions.  
 
    And then it all just... stopped. The unmanned fighters drifted lifelessly through space in the direction of their last heading, crashing into the Freedom's hull and disintegrating, crashing or bumping into each other, floating away. The Freedom ploughed through their waves of silver like a ship through water, pushing them away, leaving an open wake behind it of broken and shattered bodies.  
 
    Walt called up the weapons screen on his command chair, “As long as these blasted things are asleep, let's reroute all power from guns to shields. Get them back up.” 
 
    “Aye, Commander, rerouting power.” 
 
    “Commander, we have an incoming signal from Red Leader,” Stacell shifted in her seat, “and we have an incoming signal from Blue Leader.”  
 
    “It's bloody well time...” 
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 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    RESURRECTION STATION, IRUJEN SYSTEM: FINDERS KEEPERS 
 
    It had never happened before. Ever. The UFW capturing a pirate station. It was one of those minor details the Directorate had never considered, much less anticipated. So with a little bit of trepidation, they embraced the success. And with a little bit of encouragement carefully mixed with some finely crafted direction, the Directorate saw the value in keeping it, dispatching two of their newest Comet Class, fast missile frigates. The ships were expected to arrive in about four days, which as far as Jack was concerned couldn't come soon enough. Two-thirds of the task force was rather battered, and he was feeling a little vulnerable babysitting an unarmed station. 
 
    Resurrection Station, so named by the members of the task force, had, in its previous life, been enormous luxury liner. In fact, it was much like the nearly two mile long, Princess Hedonist, that spirited Jack and his group away from Earth. Of course, it had changed more than a little, converted by the pirates that had hijacked her, into a semi-mobile space station. Taking advantage of that mobility, it was agreed upon it would be best to relocate the station to another planet's orbit to reduce the likelihood of any pirate surprise visits.  
 
    The entire station had been evacuated by the time Red and White Flights converged on it, leaving the station and the drone fleet on automated control. The shuttles and small ships disappearing in the distance were no immediate threat. The Freedom's flight leaders' main priorities being to secure the station and stop the drone onslaught, so no pursuits were made, the fleeing ships disappearing unmolested. Upon finding the relay beacon carefully hidden in a slowly drifting asteroid debris field, Blue Flight was able to sever the communications between the automated fighters and the station. The relay signal had been so powerful, it had interfered with their own communications to their task force and they had no knowledge of the severity of the situation until after they'd destroyed the damn thing. 
 
    Under its own power, it took almost forty-eight hours to move the station to its new location, accompanied by the task force. While en-route to its new placement, the station came in range of the abandoned drones. A temporary skeleton crew had been assembled from the ships in the task force to run the station and they were able to call the surviving units back, recovering them. The pirates had not yet had time to equip the station with any other defenses than the unmanned fighters, but had stocked it well, with almost a thousand units. Including what had been recovered, there were somewhere in the neighborhood of five-hundred left. They wouldn't know for sure until they took an inventory, which Jack decided would be left to the new crew that would take over the station to staff it.  
 
    It was an obvious choice for Gantarro to move the station with his experience on similar ships. Once it was moved, positioned and set to orbit the new planet, his expertise was no longer needed on the bridge of the station and he was able to return to the Bowman to oversee the repairs. The station was freshly equipped with a brand new exterior repair bay and gantry setup suitable for anything under the size of a full carrier.  
 
    Examining the plans found in the control tower, it appeared they fully intended to install another repair bay on the opposite side of the station's hull. The blueprints also contained renovations to the flight and storage bays to house fighters and assault ships as well as a new automatic racking system for stowing the drone fleet. There were indications for an improved defensive shield system and gun turrets as well. All-in-all, the plans were pretty good, the UFW would do well to follow through with them. Stripping the pirate frigate they'd killed would be a good start for parts. Generators, power cell systems, gun turrets, many of those things could be reused. Of course, Jack's big curiosity lay in recovering the GOD drive system if it was still intact. The engines were a total loss, blown completely off the ship. But hopefully it was located farther forward within the ship's hull. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Gantarro poked his head through the control tower's open door. “OK, Jack, she's all set up. Three of my people will do shifts on the bridge until the staff arrives. There's not much to do but they will monitor the systems and make sure she stays in her orbit.” 
 
    “Thanks my friend.” Jack rose from the control desk he'd adopted to oversee the work until the new crews arrived. “You heading back to the Bowman?” 
 
    Gant nodded,”I want to see how bad she is...” 
 
    “Well the station only has four Rhinos, but we've got them working on her already,” he checked his watch. “They'll be out there for about another four hours before we have to pull them in for a recharge.” 
 
    “I appreciate you handling the Bowman first.” 
 
    Jack waved it off, “We have our own Rhino...” 
 
    “Really? How did you manage that?” 
 
    “Blackmount forgot one. The guys noticed it on our hull when they were coming back from that dustup in Klinghoffer. We were able to pull it into the bay and my Chief was able to recharge and reprogram it.” 
 
    Gant smiled, shaking his head, the familiar sparkle in his sapphire eyes, “A capti vita...” 
 
    Jack nodded, a charmed life. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The pirates had altered the interior flight tower of the ship to extend through the hull with a second level, standing fifty feet above the outer hull. This station-level alteration enabled the traffic controller on duty to view the approach and docking of ships entering the interior bay, as well as the external repair dock. It presented a pretty spectacular view and Jack had used it earlier to guide the Bowman into the repair dock. Lining her up with the stasis transmitters to capture her hull, he could easily remotely control and connect the extendable gangway tube, preparing her for the repair work she needed.  
 
    Moving back to the inner tower and securing the hatches to the upper tower, Jack settled in to study the plans and coordinate operations until the station had a proper staff. His earpiece chimed, “Freedom tower to Captain Steele.” 
 
    “Go ahead.”  
 
    “Skipper, can I swap you a loaded Cyclone for your Vulcan? I'd really like to get it out with the other one for long patrols. Y'know, because they're faster...” 
 
    Jack looked out of the station's tower window down at his Vulcan sitting on the deck below. “Sure, Pappy, no problem.” 
 
    “I'll be sending out two pairs at a time to do patrols.” 
 
    “Sounds good. If we have anyone we can spare who can do a little programming and setup, send them over. Maybe we can get a flight of drones out there too. I'd like to improve their tactics a bit though.”  
 
    “You're not gonna like it...” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Well, Hecken Noer is swamped. But you already knew that. And most of the engineers are busy...” 
 
    “Yeah, what's your point?” 
 
    “I'm pretty sure Maria can do it.” 
 
    Jack palmed his face and groaned before activating his mic. “Uuuhhh...” he pondered, pulling on his lower lip. He really didn't want to have to deal with her. “Oh, man... Is she around? Can she hear me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Jack sighed, “OK. But if she gives me one bit of lip, so help me God...”  
 
    He could hear Paul laughing. “No problem. I'll make it understood.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Steele rubbed the bridge of his nose; he was hoping he wasn't going to regret this decision. He yawned, damn why am I so tired? He checked his watch, Ahh, no sleep in twenty hours... that would do it... “Pappy, you still there...?” 
 
    “Roger,” came the reply. 
 
    “Can you send some food over too? For about twenty-five people. And some fresh clothes for me?” 
 
    “Gotcha covered, big guy, it's already on the shuttle. And it's headed over now.” 
 
    “You da bomb, Pappy.” 
 
    Marine Warrant Officer Dayle Alaroot knocked on the doorway of the control tower's open door. “Skipper?” 
 
    “Hey Dayle,” Jack waved wearily, “c'mon in, have a seat.” 
 
    Dayle dropped into one of the control officers' chairs at a console and swiveled it around. “We got all the survivors off the frigate and tucked them in for the night.” He leaned forward, his carbine lying across his lap. 
 
    “How many do we have?” 
 
    “Thirty-seven. The brig they built here will actually hold about a hundred comfortably. Two-hundred if you want to pack 'em in.” 
 
    “Geez, that's huge. Any wounded?” 
 
    “Nah, either dead or alive, no in-betweens.”  
 
    Jack frowned, “That's kinda odd...” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so too. But we checked the whole damn boat...” 
 
    “Did you have any problems? Any resistance?” 
 
    Dayle shook his head, “None at all. They knew their ship was a goner, Hell, you blew the whole stern off. I think they were glad to get off her. By the way, why are we holding onto her? I saw the Archer out there patrolling around her.”  
 
    “Blackmount Station is lending us a tug and crew so we can move the ship here. We're going to salvage her for parts. The Resurrection can use the turrets and extra shield generators, the power systems... And I want to have a look at that GOD drive.” 
 
     Lights on the control board blinked. “Freedom Shuttle One, to Resurrection Tower. We're two, on final approach, single file.” 
 
    Steele stood up to view the bay below, flipping on the approach and runway lights, dimming the bay's overhead floods. “You're both clear, Shuttle One. Bear right after entrance, the left is full.” He looked at the rows of silver drone fighters clogging the left half of the bay. It was going to be a while before he didn't hate those things.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    He didn't think it was possible, but after refueling and relaunching a hundred of the silver unmanned fighters, he hated them even more. He lay back on the bed in the quarters of the Air Boss just down the corridor from the control tower and stared at the ceiling with drowsy eyes. He contemplated getting undressed, taking a shower, and... he was asleep before finishing the thought. 
 
    Maria and Jack hadn't spoken more than a handful of words and she felt like she was literally walking on eggshells. In bare feet. Of course, she was thankful to have her room confinement lifted and actually be able to contribute something, but it wasn't actually what she had in mind. She learned mechanical coding while attending Harvard in their Biorobotics Lab and she was relatively sure after looking at it she could understand and manipulate the code for the drone fighters, but she'd rather be doing almost anything else. Coding wasn't particularly enjoyable, but she knew how important this was to defending the unarmed station. The coding for friend and foe recognition was easy and she made the programming adjustments before they sent the flight of a hundred units out on patrol. They would follow their patrol programming for the next twelve hours before returning to the station to refuel. Having placed a new signal relay beacon in the same debris field where they had found the first gave them range of about seventy percent of the system.  
 
    Now came the hard part. Improving their tactics, both offensively and defensively. She was also supposed to attempt to improve their situational awareness and collision avoidance subroutines. A tall order. Tactically, it was a matter of assigning prioritization to different types of targets, types and level of threats, as well as values to their targeting subroutines. She named her test programming, What to shoot at, when, why and how. Then another test routine, How not to crash. Maria sat at the programming console down on the flight deck near the drone storage racks, two drones hovering in the center of the bay, facing each other.  
 
    Followed by four repair Rhinos plodding across the deck, Marine Draza Mac was happy to be sporting his new Sergeant stripes. He walked the four units across the deck and directed them all into a large revetment stall designed for their maintenance. Two more Marines came down to the deck from the control tower to assist the Sergeant in swapping out the Rhinos' spent power cells from the ones sitting in the charging trays. Being their first time at the task, it took almost an hour to make the swap, get the Rhinos back online and headed back off toward the Bowman to resume the repairs. “No sweat, guys,” volunteered Draza Mac, “we'll be faster the next time,” he locked a spent power cell into the charger and plugged it in.  
 
    “How long do they run?” asked the Marine Private watching the parade of four Rhinos heading back across the deck towards the gantry walkway. 
 
    “Six to Eight hours,” replied Draza Mac, “depending on how much welding or heavy lifting they're doing.” 
 
    “How are the repairs going?” called Maria from her position at the programming station. 
 
    “The readouts showed that they'd sealed and repaired the hull breach. Now they're going to repair the armor and work on a few other damaged sections on the hull,” called Draza Mac walking towards her. “Looks like they're going to work on the starboard engine housing after that.” He waved to the drones maneuvering around the bay, “Watcha working on?” 
 
    “On the programming for these things, “she replied. “It was pretty basic code and I'm trying to get them a little more responsive and a little smarter...” They watched the unmanned fighters circle each other for a moment. “There seems to be a lot of you Marines over here...” 
 
    The Sergeant shrugged, “We're mechanically inclined and they needed manpower to run this place... I guess we fit the bill. I heard we've got some coming from the Archer too when she comes back from patrol. The Bowman needs all her manpower for repairs, so I don't guess we'll be seeing any of their guys.”  
 
    “Probably not. But I heard there are several ships coming, so we should have a lot more people here in a few days. What's going to happen with the prisoners?”  
 
    Draza Mac leaned on the console. “There's a Marine transport coming, it's bringing a whole company for the station and it'll pick up the prisoners.” He was staring at the drones now. “Y'know, these would make great scouts. You could send out single ones to designated spots and let them just sit there like forward observers...” 
 
    “And since they're not actively patrolling,” interjected Maria, “their fuel would probably last a week.” The Sergeant nodded in agreement. “That's a terrific idea.”she added. “They're small enough that they might even go unnoticed...”  
 
    “Yeah. And you could have a hundred or two sitting in a central location, waiting to be called by the sentry, or sent manually by the controller. The response time should be much shorter.” 
 
    Maria was busy writing notes on her e-Pad. “Thanks, these are some really great ideas.” Suddenly, she had an enthusiasm for the task she previously didn't think was possible. Or exciting. This was something creative, a new tactic to invent... certainly more enjoyable than just improving the original programming.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The tug from Blackmount Station actually arrived a full day before the two new missile frigates the UFW sent to patrol the area and protect the station. So by the time they did arrive, escorting the Marine troop transport, the tug had already maneuvered the wrecked pirate frigate to the station, managing to gently maneuver her into the Resurrection's interior bay. Using power jumpers and a little elbow grease, the tug crew was able to extend the remaining landing legs of the shattered frigate so they could set her on the deck upright, without fear of her shifting or rolling over. Because Blackmount Station was so well established, they had an abundance of equipment and the tug was on loan to Resurrection without a return deadline. The squat little ship which was basically all engines, docked on the same side of the station as the Bowman, about two-thousand feet forward of her position, the stasis transmitters capturing her hull. 
 
     Temporarily acting as the station's Traffic Control Manager, Steele was in the upper deck of the tower, directing the various ships coming and going around the station. After securing the hull of the Marine troop transport, he remotely extended the gangway tube, watching the cameras mounted inside the tube as he guided it toward the hatchway on the side of the transport's hull. The graphic lined up on the video screen, the tube contacting the outer rim of the hatchway. “Lined up with positive contact, Marine 756...” 
 
    “Marine 756, contact, aye. Locking boarding structure, stand by. Marine 756, has positive lock. Ready to pressurize.” 
 
     Jack slid the lever on the console and watched the readouts on the screen imposed over the video of the hatchway. “Pressurizing... seals positive.” The console lights went green. “Atmosphere reached and sustained, ready to accept personnel.” 
 
    “Aye, thank you Resurrection tower. Preparing to disembark.” Jack watched the hatchway pop open, swinging partly outward then rotating in out of the way. A Marine officer appeared in the opening and looked square at the camera, saluting. “Permission to board, sir.”  
 
    Jack couldn't clearly see his rank, but it really didn't matter, he was just curious. “Aye, permission granted. Welcome aboard Resurrection Station.” 
 
    He watched the figure turn and look over his shoulder, “Let's go boys and girls, grab your gear! This is home for the next twelve months...” Marines started filing out past him, “Mind your heads,” he reminded them, “no gravity in the gangway.” 
 
    Steele turned away from the video, keying an open page on the flight deck. “Who do we have down on the deck to receive...?” 
 
    Dayle Alaroot keyed his mic, “Warrant Officer Alaroot, I can handle it Skipper...” 
 
    Jack keyed his mic, “Thanks, Dayle. We've got a Marine company coming in on the starboard side. Do you have someone who can get them situated?”  
 
    Dayle picked up his e-Pad off the wingtip of the cargo shuttle being unloaded, “I've got the layout sir, I'll take care of it. Sergeant Mac and a few of the boys will handle the prisoner transfer.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It didn't seem like an entire week. Probably because the days ran into one another, time blurring, the work progressing nonstop around the clock, ships coming and going continuously, people filtering in from all over the galaxy. It was exhausting. But, things were shaping up and progressing nicely. A new Station Administrator arrived with a bridge and station crew, and the Air Boss and his support staff had arrived earlier today. The only personnel they were still short on for general operations, were deck hands for staffing the bays and engineering. For the time being, the arrival of the Marine company earlier in the week was a blessing for the staff shortcomings. Of course, it would probably be a while before the restaurants, stores or clubs were open, but at the speed things were happening, Jack didn't expect that to take more than a few weeks. All-in-all, it seemed the UFW had really stepped up to the plate to take advantage of the situation. He had expected their response with resources to be more lukewarm considering their initial hesitation; it was refreshing to see they had collectively pulled their heads out of their asses and moved with conviction. But then again, it was a free station, how could they not? 
 
    Sitting on the grass, his legs extended, Jack leaned against a tree staring up at the stars shining through the alumiglass dome of the EcoSphere. Birds chirped, flitting through the trees and there was an actual breeze like in a real meadow. The grass, more like a lawn, was trimmed and soft, the sweet smell of it being freshly cut. He inhaled deeply, almost tasting it. The lights were slowly dimming, simulating a day turning to dusk. Fritz dropped his ball in Jack's lap and backed up, his tail swaying ever so slightly. “Throw,” he said slowly, annunciating, his artificial eye whirring quietly as the iris adjusted. “Throw.”  
 
    Jack grinned, tossing the ball across the meadow, the Shepherd rocketing off in pursuit, tiny bits of grass flying as he ran. He watched the dog scoop up the ball on a bounce without breaking stride, streaking into a sweeping turn, cutting to the left and heading back, the fading light glinting off his polished metal skull plate and artificial ear. He skidded to a stop and dropped the ball, his tongue hanging to one side, panting. “Throw,” he said once again. Jack threw it again, watching the Shepherd repeat his glorious sprint. He paused at the brook that wound through the meadow and into the trees, for a quick drink before returning. He dropped the ball and lay down next to his friend and rolled on his back, feet in the air, wiggling in the soft turf. Finished, he rolled on his side and looked up a Jack for an approving hand. It wasn't often that he got a chance to run that hard, except on quieter days he could manage a lap or two on the Freedom's flight deck. The Officer's garden wasn't much bigger than an urban front yard and it was nice for a stretch and a roll, but fetch and a run were out of the question. No, nothing beat a good run on soft turf. 
 
    Jack looked down at him, “Is your CABL system making you faster, or am I imagining it?”  
 
    The dog opened his eyes, “Don't know...” he annunciated slowly. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Because I think mine is...” Steele snatched a flying insect out of flight with his thumb and index finger, wiping it on the grass. Soft footfalls on the grass behind them seemed to have a normal pattern, no urgency, no attempt at stealth, so neither one of the two paid them any heed. Until the footfalls stopped very close to them. Jack turned to see bare feet with painted toenails and a dangling picnic basket. He followed them up to the owner, his beautiful wife Alité, sandals dangling loosely from her other hand, dressed in a clingy, dark red sundress. “Hiya,” he smiled. 
 
    “Hello... you boys look terribly busy,” she teased. “I hope I'm not interrupting anything important...”  
 
    Fritz's head lay on Jack's thigh, his tail thumping on the grass. “Food...” His nose had told him everything he wanted to know. 
 
    “Yes, you silly eating machine,” she chided, “I have food.” Fritz jumped to his feet and she looked around the meadow, her eyes searching the trees and the brook. “We're the only ones here,” she whispered, “it's sooo quiet...” 
 
     “Then why are you whispering?” Jack whispered, joking. He rose to his feet, taking the basket from her hand, “Pretty isn't it?” She nodded. “The ship I came out on was just like this one, makes me wonder if it was the same cruise company.” 
 
    “I still can't believe it's so quiet.” 
 
    “As soon as there's more people on this station, it'll never be this quiet again.” They looked up as birds flitted among the trees. “Want to see the waterfall?” 
 
    Her eyes lit up, “Oooh, there's a waterfall?” 
 
    He took her hand and led her across the grass toward a path that passed into the trees and followed along the brook, the Shepherd trotting along. After a few minutes they came upon a rushing waterfall cascading down from above, over thirty feet, splashing down into a small pond and feeding the brook. Alité beamed, her eyes sparkling in the fading light as they spread a little blanket on a broad, flat rock next to the water. Bare feet dangling in the water, they sat side by side, drinking the sweet, fruity wine and noshing on the sandwiches she'd brought. Fritz waded in the brook and entertained them for tidbits, sloshing and fetching his tennis ball. 
 
    Her eyes twinkling, she looked at him mischievously,“Want to go in the water?  
 
    He smiled wryly, “We don't have any towels, we'll get cold...” 
 
    “Then we'll have to warm each other up,” she replied, standing up. She lifted the hem of her sundress over her head, shedding it easily, unabashedly revealing her nudity underneath.  
 
    “You were going commando,” he noted, “you wicked wench.” 
 
    She smiled crookedly as she crossed her arms over her breasts and jumped off the rock, tucking her legs and cannonballing into the pond. Laughing, Jack was busy stripping off his clothes, covering his belt and sidearm with his shirt. Alité surfaced under the splash of the waterfall with a whoop. 
 
    “Cold?” 
 
    She swam toward him, “Not really, a little brisk,” she grinned.  
 
    He jumped over her, dropping into the water and surfacing about the same place she did, the waterfall pounding down on him. “Whooo!” He stretched out, swimming toward the rock where she had climbed out, preparing to jump again. After several jumps apiece, they were ready to quit. Pushing their clothes aside they rolled themselves together in the little blanket, giggling like children in the near darkness. The light in the Ecosphere imitated a full moon, but they were under the canopy of the trees and the shadows were deep. There was a gentle breeze rustling the trees and the constant sound of the waterfall drowned out the rest of the universe. It made drifting off easy but the hard rock wasn't ideal for real sleep. 
 
    Jack rubbed his face, yawning. “Do you hear music?” 
 
    Alité listened carefully, the distinct sound of a beat like dance music could be heard filtering through the constant of the waterfall. “I think I do. Sounds like club music.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Following the beat of the music to its source, Jack, Alité and Fritz, found themselves outside the doors of the Starlight Lounge, which was supposed to be closed - like almost everything on the Promenade. The restaurants, nightclubs and shops all had what could only be described as a normal entrance, with swinging or rotating doors. There were no self-sealing or bulkhead type doors. Cautious, Jack entered slowly through the heavy hardwood double doors, giving his senses a moment to adjust to the rush of input. The music had a thumping dance beat, the club dark except for the accent lighting and the dance floor light show.  
 
    Having been closed and unused for some time, the air was a little stale, a musty smell of cigarettes and cigars circulating through the air system. The club was void of patrons but Jack hadn't expected there to be any. His eyes searched the darkness, feeling the intentional nudge on his left thigh as Fritz brushed past him. He motioned for Alité to wait near the door and followed the Shepherd's lead, winding through the tables and past the booths on the left side of the club, circumventing the center liquor bar, heading for the bar at the back of the club. Jack stopped when Fritz stopped, the Shepherd indicating on the back bar. Side by side they advanced, Jack's hand gently resting on the grip of his sidearm. When the figure behind the bar stood up, the only thing that kept them from reacting was the fact that he had his back to them. Focused on an e-Pad, the bald man with the thin build seemed to be reviewing the bar stock and inventory. 
 
    “Excuse me!” called Jack. Startled, the man whirled around, his eyes wide. “What are you doing in here?” asked Jack, rather loudly. The man's response was unintelligible over the music. “Would you mind turning that down?” Jack motioned to the music.  
 
    The man nodded and keyed the mic on his earpiece. “Hughard, turn the music down!” He paused for a moment, listening. “We have someone here I need to talk to, turn it down!” With a hand gesture he indicated it would take a moment, returning to his notes on the e-Pad.  
 
    Jack was divided between watching the thin man and continuing to scan the darkness around him. The music hadn't changed and he was beginning to lose patience, his little voice warning him of some kind of deception. He watched the man's boney, angular face but saw no expression there as he continued to review the information on his e-Pad. 
 
    “Here boss!” Jack could feel the press of cold steel against the right side of his neck, it felt like the barrel of a firearm. “You just stand real still there, mister,” said the voice in his ear, “don't turn your head or move your hands.”  
 
    The thin man cracked a crooked smile, lifted his hand above his head and turned down the music with the small remote control he retrieved from his pocket. “Ahh, that's better.” He tossed the remote on the bar. “Now, suppose you tell me who you are, and why you're bothering me.” He indicated the man at Jack's side, “Before Hughard does something you might regret...” The thin man suddenly turned to his right, his head whipping around. The look of fear crossing his face quickly turned to abject horror. 
 
    “I see you have met my companion,” said Jack with an evil grin. The man stared at the shadow that appeared out of the darkness, one eye glowing green in the dark, pearly white fangs bared widely, snarling, a guttural growl that chilled him. “I know what you're thinking,” began Jack, “he can't stop Hughard here from killing me... Let me assure you, Hughard could not stop him from killing you. You are only alive because I'm alive.” The thin man backed up slowly, the dog advancing an equal distance of his retreat. “What we have here,” continued Jack, “is a good old fashioned Mexican standoff...” 
 
    “Or not,” said the distinctly feminine voice. Hughard had no idea she was there until the vicious little karambit blade was pressed into the soft part of his neck near the carotid artery, her arms wrapped around his neck from behind. “The blade is curved like a talon and razor sharp,” Alité whispered in his ear. “it cuts real easy. Move, fat boy, and I'll open you up from ear to ear... you'll be dead before you hit the floor.” 
 
    “Yes ma'am,” he croaked nervously. 
 
    “Real nice and easy now, drop the gun,” she urged, pressing the point of the knife against his neck. He dropped his arm slowly, releasing his grip, the firearm clattering on the floor. “Kick it away... carefully.” He reached out with the toe of his boot and kicked it away. “Now, I'm going to let go. Do anything stupid and your boss still dies a horrible death. Understand?”  
 
    “Yes ma'am.” 
 
    Alité released him and backed away into the darkness, searching for and finding the discarded pistol. “Got it.” 
 
    “Back up.” Steele stiff-armed Hughard back. “Move and I'll let her shoot you in the back.” He turned to the thin man, locking eyes with him. “Fritz, come.” The Shepherd jumped up onto the bar, alighting gently without so much as disturbing a glass or stack of napkins. He walked slowly along the top of bar, past the thin man, staring him in the eyes, baring his teeth, snarling, his tongue lashing in and out, ears pinned back. He turned for a moment, staring at Hughard, offering him the same werewolf grin before jumping to the floor. He shook his coat smooth, snorted and sat calmly next to his partner. “Now,” said Steele, stepping forward. “Who are you, what are you doing here? And why did he,” he waved at Hughard, “have a firearm on this station?” The thin man stared blankly, muttering. “I'm not going to ask twice,” added Steele, “and it better be the truth or I'm going to come over the bar and do something you'll regret.” 
 
    Hughard shifted and Alité reminded him she was still there by kicking him in the ass, “Behave yourself, fat boy.”  
 
    “Odello...” 
 
    “What?” Jack raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “My name. Odello. I b-b-b-bought the club.” He waved his hand nervously, “Or rather, I've leased it from the station.” He laid the e-Pad on the bar and slid it over toward Jack to show him the digital version of the lease agreement. “We got here a few hours ago and signed the lease. I t-t-t-thought we'd get an early start on inventory.” 
 
    “And his gun?” 
 
    “I had no idea he had one. I swear.”  
 
    Steele was unconvinced. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Honest, I swear it.” He looked at Jack. “Who are you anyway?” 
 
    “Did you see those UFW cruisers out there?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “One is mine. I'm Captain Steele. And until the Station Administrator arrived, I was running this station.” He stepped back, “I'm wondering if you're a wise choice for this station.” 
 
    “I am terribly sorry, Captain. You're uniform, I didn't recognize it... I had no idea who you might be...” 
 
    “Uh, huh. So you're in entertainment and hospitality but this is how you greet guests? Nice. Are you sure you're in the right business?” He began backing out, waving Alité and Fritz back. “Expect a visit from the Administrator tomorrow. I'll let him decide whether your lease is still good or not.” 
 
    “Wait, wait. Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” 
 
    “Nope. Not up to me. If it was, you'd be laying in a pool of blood with a few extra holes you weren't born with.” They backed themselves out through the heavy hardwood doors.  
 
    “M-M-Mr. Odello...” Hughard looked down at himself, “I think I pissed myself.” Odello looked down at his slacks and realized Hughard wasn't the only one. He was pretty sure he was going to have nightmares about that animal. My God, that thing was frightening.  
 
    Jack and Alité strolled quietly down the corridor, hand in hand, Fritz strolling along behind them. Occasionally they glanced at each other, exchanging smiles, not speaking.  
 
    “I thought I told you to stay by the door...” 
 
    She glanced at him, cocking her head sideways. “Really? I don't remember that.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth curled in a crooked smile. “Say, where did you get that little knife?” She pulled on the bottom of the jeweled pendant hanging around her neck, the blade popping free from inside it. She clicked it back in without saying a word. “Damn, I would've never guessed.” He shook his head laughing. “Shit, I didn't know I married a badass...” He looked at her. “Is it wrong that it turns me on? Seriously,” he added, “that's hot... real hot.”  
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 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA: CAN'T LEAVE WELL ENOUGH ALONE 
 
    Kyle and Lynette Steele were stunned to see the amount of damage on the beach house. It was obvious some repairs had been made, but it was the most basic of work, the replacement of windows and missing glass, replacement of doors and door frames and general cleanup of debris. But there was no attempt to repair the bullet holes in the walls, kitchen cabinets, counter tops or hardwood floors. Then there were the scorch marks... 
 
    When Agent Phil Cooper had relayed the events of the night Lisa departed, as he knew them through official circles, there were still a lot of details left out. Details that were not shared between agencies. In fact, quite a bit of the information he had was unofficial, released to him by connections in other agencies that provided it as a personal favor. And then again, whether considered state secrets, national security or just plain old censorship, some of the details were fairly sizable omissions... Like the destroyer-sized UFO that landed on the beach. That while exiting the area, it made a flight of F-16 Vipers look like a gaggle of geese in comparison.  
 
    Everyone that Phil talked to was fairly vague about the level of confrontation during the event. An event that as far as the general public was concerned, never occurred at all... Except for those people who lived along the beach and saw it first hand. And certain government figures dressed in black convinced most of them that they didn't really see what they thought they saw. And if they knew what was good for them, they would forget the entire event and never discuss it. With anyone. Ever. 
 
    Phil had no idea how to prepare Kyle and Lynette, or even what to prepare them for when they told him they were going to visit the beach house. The total of the event as he related it, was an amalgam of all the bits and pieces he'd received with a little of his own speculation and theory to fill in the sizable blanks. But he was fairly sure the resulting assembly was a pretty close representation of what actually happened.  
 
    Being the kind of man Kyle Steele was however, meant that he would be searching for answers to his own questions. And chances were, for better or worse, he would find them. And that worried Phil a little. Government intelligence agencies had a tendency to hold a grudge, protecting their version of the truth like a dog with a bone. These agencies, as many people through the years have discovered, will go to great lengths to discredit anyone challenging them, often ruining the lives of innocent people who cannot combat the sheer magnitude of the government's power. In many cases, this included their own people who had stepped forward to bring the truth to light, only to be buried by the government they had so loyally served.  
 
    As far as Phil was concerned, the Steele family had seen a great deal of that wrath already, more than they deserved. And the agencies involved were soundly locked in their self truths, unwilling to allow anything or anyone to jeopardize their carefully fabricated reality. That's where the danger lay. Kyle wanted answers and they didn't want him to find any. Except maybe, the ones they would allow him to find. Because they were still fascinated by the family and what was really happening, they simply couldn't leave it alone.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The late doctor Brodermeyer's house never made it onto the real estate market as the surviving family had wanted, the government seizing it under provisions in the RICO Act regarding drug trafficking, links to organized crime and possible terrorism. Because it was shoehorned into the category of ill-gotten gains, the government not only kept the house, but all its contents and Brodermeyer's two cars. Because it was an active investigation, they were under no obligation to release any information to the family.  
 
    The two men sitting on Brodermeyer's patio were there because the Steeles had made the drive from Chicago to Ft. Myers Beach and the agency wanted to see what would happen next. Could it be that they were going to leave the same way the girl had? If that were the case, they might get another chance at Jack Steele, though Agent Mooreland had no desire to repeat the events the night the girls were whisked away right out from under their noses. He lost a few friends that night. And the NSA was not used to being on the short end of the stick. 
 
    Kyle and Lynette were walking their Black Lab along the water's edge, the waves rolling in from a thunderstorm fifty miles out in the Gulf of Mexico. “Doug, what's with this family? Everybody's got a friggin dog...” 
 
    “Why? You got a problem with dogs, Pete?” Mooreland took a quick peek through the binoculars. 
 
    “No, it just seems a little strange to me.” Agent Whitman sipped a soda, watching the Steeles stroll lazily along the water. They stopped momentarily as Kyle reached into his pocket for his cell phone, answering a call. “Are we recording?” 
 
    Doug Moorland nodded, watching through the binoculars, “Yeah, but we're over a hundred yards. Between the distance and the surf, I don't know how much we'll pick up. If it's rough, maybe the guys will be able to pull the audio out with a little enhancement.” 
 
    “Hmm, he hung up already, short call. Do we have his number?” 
 
    “I don't think so. There was no push to monitor them... until now.” Doug put the binoculars down and turned back to Whitman, “The house still wired up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “Hey, who's this guy?” Whitman added, motioning toward the beach. 
 
    Doug Mooreland swiveled back around and looked through the binoculars. “ He looks familiar, let me think...” 
 
    “He's a big boy.” 
 
    “Yeah he is. Now I remember, Chase... something or other. He's a firearms instructor. He was the guy the girls went to. Supposed to be a friend of the Steele kid.” 
 
    “What the hell is he doing here?” 
 
    “I don't know.” Doug Mooreland pulled his collar forward, “Guys, you got any additional info on this guy?” 
 
    There were a few moments of silence before his earpiece chirped. “Chase Holt, single, never been married, twenty-eight years old. Corporal, US Army. Did one tour in Iraq, two tours in Afghanistan. Awarded the Purple Heart on his first deploy in Crapistan... Damn, he got a Bronze Star at the same time. Recouped and went back to the sandbox for his third tour. He was a SAW gunner. You need to see this action report, Doug... he is a serious dude.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
     “Uh, yeah. Currently a firearms instructor and security consultant, lives local. Friend of Jack Steele for about six years. That's all of it.” 
 
    “OK...” 
 
    “Did you see the notes on the old man?” 
 
    Mooreland shook his head as if the voice in his ear was sitting with him, “No, why?” 
 
    “Uh, Doug, this guy is a minor celebrity in the law enforcement community... you sure you want to fuck with him?” 
 
    “Little late for than now, isn't it?” replied Mooreland. “Watcha got?' 
 
    “Over thirty-five years on the Chicago Police Department. A competitive combat shooter on the police pistol team, with near perfect scores. Thirty years in police canine training, ranked as one of the top Master Trainers in the United States and known internationally. He pioneered police drug dogs and training procedures. He's worked with and trained the first dogs for the DEA and he's worked on cases with the FBI...” 
 
    “Fuckin' terrific...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Kyle Steele extended his hand, “Chase, good to see you, how've you been?”  
 
    Chase took his hand for a hearty shake. “Good Mr. S, Mrs. S.” He nodded in Lynette's direction. “Did you folks just get in?” 
 
    Kyle nodded, “Couple hours ago.” 
 
    “Sorry it took me so long to get back to you, I was in a meeting with a client.” 
 
    Kyle waved it off, “No, don't worry about it, we appreciate your time. Thanks for coming out.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” replied Chase. “I realize you have questions, but we probably shouldn't talk out here... we have an audience.” he was facing Kyle, looking past him. 
 
    “The two guys behind us on the patio?” asked Kyle, remaining motionless. 
 
    “That would be the ones.” 
 
    “They seem very interested in us,” added Lynette, facing the water, watching the Black Lab slosh about. 
 
    Chase nodded, “My guess is they're MIB...” 
 
    “MIB?” 
 
    “Men in black. NSA - National Security Agency.” He got them walking toward the house. “Let's get inside. The noise of the surf helps, but we can't counter a parabolic mic if we're in range.” 
 
    “I have a feeling,” started Kyle, “the house might not be safe either. Lisa's message before she left, hinted at bugs.”  
 
    “Count on it,” replied Chase. “But that's OK, I'm a certified exterminator.” He laughed at his own joke as he trotted to his pickup truck parked next to their SUV in the driveway. Retrieving a small black duffel bag, he headed back to them at the front door. Signaling silently for them not to speak, they went inside. The kitchen table and chairs missing, he set the duffel on the kitchen counter and unzipped it, unpacking the contents. He paused, looking at the bullet holes and scorch marks around the room and simply shook his head. Taking out his cell phone, he turned it off and indicated Kyle and Lynette should do the same, before walking through the house and searching for other wireless devices to shut off.  
 
    Once he felt that he'd covered all the possibilities of false positives, Chase began sweeping with the electronic bug detector for RF, EM and GPS signals, starting in the garage, watched closely by Kyle and Lynette. Five minutes later, he pulled a GPS tracker off Lisa's little SUV, hidden up between the frame and gas tank.  
 
    “OK, this is our safe room for the moment. We can talk quietly out here, there are no bugs, just the tracker on her car, and we have no windows for them to laser.”  
 
    “What are you going to do with it?” asked Lynette.  
 
    “Same as I do with all of them.” He popped the cover off the pager-sized unit and pulled the battery out.. “I add it to my collection.” 
 
    “Do you reuse them?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” he chuckled, “I'll stick it on another vehicle just to mess with whoever is on the other end of one of these things.” 
 
    Kyle smirked, “Good one.” 
 
    “My favorite is to stick it on a taxi. Let 'em track that,” he laughed. 
 
    The rest of the house took several hours and he found at least one bug in each room, and more in larger rooms. The largest one was about the size of a cigarette lighter with a nine-volt battery in it, the smallest the size of a pea with a couple wires protruding out of it to connect to a power source. Chase had the assortment lying on a paper towel on the kitchen counter. “Well, that's all of them.” 
 
    “Are you sure that's all of them?” asked Lynette. 
 
    Chase nodded, leaning against the counter. “Yep. I'm actually surprised there were no video cameras. But I guess they didn't need video, they were satisfied with audio.” He waved them to follow, turning his phone back on as they walked down the hallway past the bedrooms, over the missing tiles and into the office. “Did Jack tell you about the zombie room?” 
 
    Kyle raised one eyebrow, “Zombie room?” 
 
    Chase stepped over to the thermostat on the wall near the door. “I helped Jack build and install this, it's very cool. He thumbed to a screen on his cell phone with a series of words on it, handing it to Kyle. “Read that exactly as it's written when I tell you.” 
 
    “OK,” nodded Kyle. 
 
    Chase pushed the climate control buttons in together and held them, nodding to Kyle. 
 
    “Six, Six, Charlie, Oscar, Bravo, Romeo, Alpha, Four, Two, Seven, Sierra, Oscar...” 
 
    Chase released the buttons and female voice came from the thermostat control, “Programming command code accepted, voice pattern not recognized... please state your name...” Chase nodded to Kyle again.  
 
    “Kyle Steele.” 
 
    “Hello, Kyle Steele, do you wish to add your voice pattern to the command system?” 
 
    Kyle looked at Chase and he nodded again. “Yes, I do...” The voice walked Kyle through a set of steps before logging off.  
 
    Kyle shrugged, “OK, what now?” 
 
    Chase grinned, “Just say your command code out loud...”  
 
    Kyle sighed, not sure what it was all about. “OK. Jaws and paws enforcing the laws...” Something inside the red brick wall at the back of the office whirred, followed by a metallic clank. As it did for Lisa and Nina, the bricks in the back wall showed an uneven toothy edge as the wall moved evenly inward, carrying the framed painting hung on it, along with it. The darkened opening grew deeper as the section of the wall disappeared inside, the lights winking on. Kyle and Lynette moved forward to get a better look. The six foot by fifteen foot room was still loaded with all the amenities it held before Lisa's departure... minus a few boxes of ammo, a handful of power bars and a few less water bottles.  
 
    “Holy crap...”  
 
    “Oh my...” 
 
    Kyle and Lynette stepped inside, looking around the small room packed with supplies, amazed at, well, everything. Kyle scratched his head, “Why...? I mean, what for?” 
 
    Chase was standing outside the zombie room door, leaning in. “Well, I think it started out as an idea to create a place to keep his firearm collection and ammunition safe while he was away. It grew from there, to, what about other things like important papers and computers. Then he decided to add food and supplies for a storm. Or whatever,” he shrugged. “So we started talking about converting a closet into a safe and he decided it would be good to have enough room to retreat to. So it eventually it grew into this.” 
 
    Kyle toed the blanket lying on the floor. “Probably a good thing... Looks like the girls stayed in here, this is Gus' blanket.” 
 
    Lynette picked up a folded sheet of paper left on the small counter to her right, 'What's this?” she said, unfolding it. “It's a note from Lisa.” They stood side by side and read it together.  
 
    Hi Mom, hi Dad, The ship must be here, the power went out – Jack told me that would happen. I gotta open the door manually, so I gotta make this short. I hope when the ship pulls out and the power comes back on the door will close automatically; I don't want those assholes to find this room. Jack is over a month away so he sent a Federation destroyer to pick us up. Please don't worry, Nina, Gus and I will be fine. We will be back, but I don't know when. Just so you know, Phil did try to help us but things happened too fast. Love you and miss you already, gotta go, Lisa. 
 
    Kyle put his arm around Lynette's shoulder and gave her a squeeze, “They'll be OK, sweetie.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, Mrs. S,” added Chase, “they're fine...” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It made the news. There weren't any TV crews that made it onto the beach, but there were a ton of videos and photos from residents up and down the beach, and a lot of those made the news...”  
 
    “When was that?” asked Kyle. 
 
    “Same night. Breaking news bulletins were aired on almost every channel. People were uploading and sending them to the TV stations almost as it happened...” 
 
    “Can we see them?” Lynette looked strained, her eyes watery. 
 
    “We might be able to find some on the internet yet... the MIBs were pretty much going door to door after the fact and confiscating any electronic devices they thought might contain files.” He shook his head, “Assholes. Within about an hour, they blacked out the news channels and kept them dark until they were able to issue a hoax release for them to broadcast.” He leaned against the doorway casually and folded his arms across his chest. “Some of the videos were pretty good. You could see the extraction team escorting the girls to the ship, under fire. There was a Coast Guard helicopter that was foolish enough to fire on the team and the ship blew it out of the sky.” 
 
    “Oh my Lord.” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm guessing that's what the MIBs were thinking too, they lost a few guys, got their asses handed to them. They're not used to that. So I'm guessing after the fact, they copped quite an attitude.” He shook his head again, “Didn't do them any good, it was already all over the place. They tried to clean up the mess but it was already out of control.”  
 
    “How do you know all of this?” asked Kyle. 
 
    “Jack and Lisa aren't the only people I know on the beach. I have clients down here, people who saw it first hand...” 
 
    “Can we talk to them?” 
 
    Chase inhaled deeply, “I honestly don't know. I can ask. But these people are scared, they know the MIB is still down here watching and listening.” He uncrossed his arms and stepped forward, adjusting his shirt, “Let's go get a bite to eat and see how much attention we'll get.” He let them pass and entered the zombie room, activating the camera and security systems.  
 
    “I hope we're not taking you away from anything, Chase.” Lynette climbed into the back seat of his extended crew cab, Kyle sitting up front in the passenger seat. 
 
    “No ma'am.” He started the truck and backed out of the driveway. “And if you were, I'd still be here...” He put the truck in gear and began rolling down the street toward Estero Boulevard, the main thoroughfare running along the beach. 
 
    “Well you'll at least let us compensate you for your time,” volunteered Kyle. 
 
    “No, Mr. S, I couldn't let you do that.” 
 
    “Really? Why is that?” asked Lynette from the back seat. 
 
    “Because, Jack is a Brother,” responded Chase. 
 
    Lynette leaned forward, “I don't understand...” Chase checked for cars in the rear view mirror before holding up his right hand, displaying his ring. She focused on it and Kyle saw it too. She recognized the design because Kyle's father had worn one very similar to it, a seal showing two Knights riding tandem on one horse. “You're a...” 
 
    “Yes ma'am,” he interrupted. Stopping at Estero, he checked for traffic and turned right heading down the beach toward the restaurants. Halfway through the turn he caught a glimpse in the mirror of a black sedan racing to catch up from behind.  
 
    “What does that mean to us?” 
 
    “It means you're on the friends and family plan...” he smiled, glancing at her image in the rear view mirror. “You have friends you didn't know you had. People that you can trust.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was clear the NSA had a considerable interest in the Steeles, as well as anyone they came in contact with. Chase figured at some point they would initiate contact to either interview them, or maybe something more aggressive. What he wanted to do, was to confirm for them via videos or photos, the girls' safe departure while allowing some privacy from the perpetual eavesdroppers. Secondary but equally as important, was to provide a little protection to the Steeles from harassment, if possible. Spending several days sightseeing and doing other touristy things, the Steeles towed their shadows around and punished them in the baking Florida sun, stopping frequently for little beach-side shops. Frequently checking the home's security and video systems showed the residence had been unmolested so far.  
 
    Chase had arranged a meeting with the wife of a Brother who worked as a reporter at one of the local news stations. The station was holding quite a grudge over their manipulation by the NSA and reporter Caroline Murphy happily agreed to meet with the parents of the girl involved in one of the most newsworthy events ever to occur in the area... or possibly anywhere. Chase hoped an interview with the Steeles and an investigative report on the events of that night, distributed nationally to all their syndicated stations might offer some protection via publicity. Publicity to a secret agency was like light to a vampire, it usually forced a retreat into the shadows for survival. Caroline was in possession of copies of that night's broadcast and would bring it along to share with the Steeles, hopefully allying all their fears of the well being for the two girls. 
 
    Several days before meeting with the Steeles, using their own parabolic mics and hi-powered lenses on HD video equipment, the investigatory team became the shadows of the shadowers, dangerously tracking the movements of the people who plagued the family. With an HD minicam passed on to them by Chase, Kyle and Lynette took video themselves, from their own vantage points, adding to the volumes of video footage.  
 
    The evening of the interview proceeded rather smoothly, Kyle and Lynette riveted by the live footage of the night, Lisa, Nina and Gus disappeared. It was a little bit surreal, almost like watching a Hollywood movie. But startlingly, it wasn't. Knowing it was real made it frightening, horrifying and amazing all at the same time. Lynette didn't realize it but she kept holding her breath for much of it, finally exhaling when the ship left the sand disappearing in the darkness, a spot of light streaking away. It was definite now; the girls were safe and unhurt. The fact that she was actually relieved by her daughter being whisked away on a space ship, never struck her as odd.  
 
    The image of them standing at the top of the ramp in the opening in the side of the ship, Gus circling them, was what she had waited to see. The interview went well, the reporter being careful to not get too personal, but including some of the background on Jack, leading up to the present events.  
 
    Caroline understood what happened here, and what happened with Jack. The term UFO no longer applied here, this was a close encounter of the third kind, documented and recorded on video. And there's a family history of involvement. 
 
    As a reporter, she knew what this story meant and why the NSA wanted it quiet. She envisioned this as at the very least, a thirty minute news special report and her editor agreed, lining up their entire collection of syndicated stations. There are three main awards for news, an Emmy, a Gracie and an AP Award. Caroline could taste all three. She wasn't taking any chances; they uploaded all their video footage to the station and to her own secret server, just in case. She called and confirmed it was at the station before she relaxed, knowing they would create multiple backups as well.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Lynette sat on the deck sipping coffee, discussing the videos and the interview. They watched a light early morning fog drift low over the beach, the sky above them a bright blue. Kyle relaxed on the deck recliner, his coffee cup on the table between them, the day's newspaper folded across his lap.  
 
    The two men in loose casual pants and tropical shirts carrying their own cups of coffee. “Good morning...” 
 
    Kyle looked up, recognizing them both. “Morning,” he replied curtly. 
 
    Doug Mooreland walked up the three short steps onto the deck, “Mind if we join you?” 
 
    “Actually I do mind,” replied Kyle dryly, his hand coming to rest on the grip of the stainless steel, seven-shot .357 magnum, sitting on the little table next to his coffee. 
 
    “Easy big guy, we're just a couple neighbors stopping by for a chat over a cup of coffee.” 
 
    Kyle raised one eyebrow, “You must be joking.” He never took his eyes off them, studying them cautiously. “I really don't think we have anything to talk about.” 
 
    “I wouldn't be so hasty Mr. Steele.” He stepped forward and offered his hand,”Doug Moorland, my friend there is Pete Whitman.” 
 
    Kyle remained unmoved, his hand still resting on the grip of the stainless revolver. He stared at him, through him, with narrowed eyes. He'd already decided he didn't like the man. Maybe it wasn't the man so much as it was what the man represented, an overbearing, nanny government run amok. Sure, the various secret security agencies of the United States had very valid jobs to do, to protect the interests and security of the country. And its citizens. Somehow that last part had gotten lost, trampled, forgotten. It had become more about the government than those citizens it had collectively taken an oath to protect. “I'm sorry, Agent Mooreland, excuse me if I don't jump up to shake your hand, salute the flag and congratulate you for putting my daughter's life in danger.”  
 
    Doug Moorland dropped his hand to his side, deciding to change his approach. “And I'm sorry about that Mr. Steele,” he nodded at Lynette, “Mrs. Steele. That was not our intention; we were trying to protect her...” 
 
    “Against what?” Kyle snapped, “She was hiding from you!” 
 
    “No sir, she was hiding from the Russian,” countered Mooreland. “Restonovich is in custody and his men are dead.”  
 
    Kyle knew that wasn't the whole truth, he could feel it, but the agent didn't have any tells that Kyle could spot. Yet. “Go on...” he prompted. 
 
    “Well after the fight we looked for her but she and her friend had disappeared. We're not sure how, or where they went, so we kept an eye on the house in case she came back so we could tell her she was safe...” 
 
     And there it was. His eyes went up and to the left, briefly, then they were centered again. He was a good liar, or more correctly, a trained liar. He decided to test the agent again. “And since you couldn't find her, you thoroughly bugged the house and let yourselves in on a regular basis to search the house for the girls and the equipment.” And there it was again. This time his eyes flicked down to the right before going up and left, telling Kyle he had an internal dialogue with himself before speaking his lie. 
 
    “We didn't bug the house; it must've been the Russians...” 
 
    “Sure... ” Kyle interrupted, standing up. He unfolded his six foot two inch frame, tucking the stainless revolver in the back of his jeans. “And I'm the Easter Bunny.” He pointed to the beach, “Go pound sand, before I decide to pound on something else.” 
 
    The agents backed down the stairs, “A little sophomoric, don't you think?” asked Pete Whitman. “We're here, off the record, to help you...” 
 
    Kyle couldn't help but laugh out loud, “Help? And just what would that look like? You people being so hell-bent on helping my daughter that she feels hunted? So afraid she has to call off-world for help? And your people shooting at the shore party that's picking her up...?” He saw Doug Moorland's eyebrows raise. “That's right, we saw the videos. All of them.” He advanced to the edge of the deck, fists clenched. Even at the age of sixty-two he had cabled arms like hefty tree limbs.  
 
    “Wait a minute, we thought she was being abducted, we were trying to rescue her...” 
 
    Kyle shot a look at Whitman, “You should let him talk,” he growled, pointing at Doug Mooreland, “he's a much better liar than you are.” His eyes narrowed, shifting back to Mooreland, “National Security doesn't give you clowns carte blanche...” 
 
    “I'm sorry to tell you, Mr. Steele,” interrupted Doug Mooreland, “but yes, it actually does. Your daughter was sending and receiving communication signals from space. We still don't know how she did it, what she used or what the communications were. But she got on a UFO... a space ship, for God's sake. The fact that you accept that as some kind of normalcy is disturbing. We need to know what that all means for the security and safety of this nation. And until we can figure that out, you can expect us to be around. A lot. We don't know if you and your wife are involved or not, so thank whatever God you worship that you haven't been detained. Because we can do that. And we can freeze assets, pensions, Social Security and properties if we want to...” 
 
    Kyle scowled; he wanted to simply pop the guy's head like a grape. “Unlawful imprisonment and government sanctioned legal theft. How nice, your mother must be so proud of you...” he backed away not taking his eyes off them. “Stay away from us if you want to make your next birthday. Oh, and you might want to watch the news tonight...”  
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 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, NEW VANUS SYSTEM: ON THE ROAD AGAIN 
 
    Jack was glad to be back aboard the Freedom and under way again, he wasn't cut out to be a station administrator. He figured a few more weeks of that and he would have been thinking about eating the business end of his .45.  
 
    In the Starlight Lounge, the thin man, Odello and his thug, Hughard, had been paid a visit by the new station administrator... accompanied by a supporting cast of armed Marines. Jack would've liked to have been a fly on the wall for that meeting. After a thorough review of his application for the lease, it was decided that Odello was not a good fit in the new station and his lease was revoked. The thin man and his cohort lost their sizable deposit on the nightclub and were immediately escorted off the station, instructed to never return again. Odello wasn't happy but then again he wasn't arguing either... After all, they were kind enough to offer him a generous choice - airlock or shuttle. Being a man of infinite wisdom, he chose the shuttle. 
 
    It looked like the wreck of the pirate frigate would be nearly consumed in the aggressive salvaging of useful parts, plating, workable systems, and material. Unfortunately, the GOD drive was not in the best shape, seriously damaged in the fight. A huge disappointment, Jack ordered it aboard the Freedom anyway, hoping Hecken Noer would get a chance to examine it and become familiar with the technology.  
 
    The additional personnel flooding into the new station began to fill the critical roles. It would be the Administrator's duty to make sure the proper staffing would cover all the different facets required to keep the station running, maintained and defended. To that end, in light of her excellent work with the logic programming and testing of the fighter drone fleet, the station's new administrator offered Maria a permanent position as the Fleet Air Boss, working with the station's new Air Boss. A major slew of programming improvements in tactics wasn't the only thing she'd accomplished. By having the mechanics remove weapon systems and add extra fuel capacity, she designed sensor scouts with extended flight time and reach. Another unarmed version was created and fitted with a signal relay beacon. This eliminated the need for the vulnerable, stationary relay beacons manually placed around the system. This allowed Flight Control to extend the fighters' reach literally anywhere in the system by redirecting the relay drones to a new area. With a bay the size of the station's, an organized team could launch about two-hundred-fifty drones in an hour. A formidable flight. 
 
    Jack pushed away from the desk in his ready room and laid his e-Pad down, temporarily abandoning his notes for a break. Walking around to the chart table, he ran his fingers through his hair and called up their current sector, zooming out to see the gates to their destination, Veloria. Staring at the chart, his mind wandered. He wasn't sure how he felt about Maria's decision, whether it was a good thing or a bad thing. “What do you think, dog?”  
 
    Reclined on the couch, Fritz lifted his head, listening, his ears rotating. “About what?” he enunciated slowly. 
 
    “About Maria...” he said, staring at the holo-chart.  
 
    “What you think...” replied the dog slowly, slyly answering a question with another question. 
 
    Steele smiled, glancing at the Shepherd whose head was tilted to one side. “That's real good, buddy. When did you start studying psychology with the Professor?” The Shepherd just shook his head, his tongue hanging out in a curious grin. The Captain looked back to the chart and traced his finger on the holographic line to the disconnected planet. He didn't like being sidetracked on this mission, he could only hope the station capture was worth the loss of time.  
 
    The door from the bridge chimed. “Enter,” he called. 
 
    The door swished open, sliding into the wall and Maria Arroyo stepped into the ready room in civilian clothes. “Sir?” 
 
    “Have a seat,” he motioned to the chair in front of his desk and they crossed paths as he went around behind his desk to sit down. He picked up his e-Pad and paged through Professor Edgars' notes before laying it back down. “So, how're you doing?” 
 
    She sat upright, her feet flat on the floor, her hands resting in her lap. “OK,” she replied flatly. 
 
    “The meetings with the Professor going alright?” 
 
    “Yes, just fine.” Her demeanor was cool, calm, measured. 
 
    He leaned forward, his elbows on the desk. “Y'know, you did a really amazing job on the drones. I'm very impressed.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked up to his, a small curl at the corner of her mouth. “I'm pretty proud of it...” 
 
    “And you should be,” offered Jack, “it was some breakthrough stuff.” He leaned back, “Impressed the hell out of the new station admin...” He was quiet for a moment. “I thought you might actually take the position.” 
 
    “I thought about it,” she admitted, “for about a minute.” She seemed to relax a little. “No, this is home... and this is my family.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” nodded Jack. He dumped the contents of a small envelope onto the desk in front of her, her rank pips and gold flight wings sliding out onto the surface. She stared at them, unmoving. “You ready to go back to work?” he asked. 
 
    Maria blinked, still staring at them. “You mean it?” She picked them up and moved them around in the palm of her hand with her index finger. 
 
    “As long as you're ready, you're in uniform as of now and I'll have Pappy put you on the roster.” 
 
    She rose rather suddenly, her hand clenched tightly around the bits of gold, eyes welling with tears. She blinked them back. “I'm ready.” She looked like she was going to burst with excitement. 
 
    “Good, I'll let Pappy know.” Jack stood and moved casually around the desk. “He'll probably be keeping an eye on you for awhile...” 
 
    “That's OK,” she said quickly. “I won't let you down, Jack. I promise.” She threw her arms around him and squeezed tightly, “I'm sorry...” she whispered, kissing him on the cheek. When she unclenched, she darted out the door barely clearing the opening as the door slid open automatically, running through the bridge and down the corridor like an exuberant child with a new toy. 
 
    “Escited...” commented Fritz, mispronouncing the x. 
 
    Steele stood there looking at the open empty doorway as it slid closed. “Yeah, I guess so!”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Captain, two minutes to the gate...” 
 
    Jack keyed the mic on his earpiece. “On my way.” He stepped away from the holo-chart and headed for the door, passing through to the bridge, Fritz dropping off the couch and trotting along behind him. Pausing next to Walt Edgars' chair, Jack patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks for working with Marie, Professor,” he said quietly. 
 
    “My pleasure...” 
 
    “I put her back on duty, gave her wings back to her.” 
 
    Walt chuckled, turning to look at Jack. “Is that what that was... we were wondering.” 
 
    “So you think she's going to be OK?” 
 
    “Doctor - patient relationship my boy.” Walt winked before going back to his sensor readings. “She'll be fine.” 
 
    Jack sat down and pulled up his status screens, the multicolored swirl of the gate filling the big view screen ahead of them. “Are we using a probe?” 
 
    “No, sir,” replied Raulya. “The Archer took the lead on that. She launched one of the new sensor drones we got from the station. We should have information in a few seconds...” Forwarded by the Archer, the information came in on her tactical screen, “Got it.” She relayed it up to the big screen as an inset, the data and video feed showing almost a quarter of the system void of ships or movement. “Clear space, Skipper.” 
 
    “Nice. Wish we had these going into Irujen. Woulda saved us a lot of headaches.” The three ships passed through the gate simultaneously in a vertical delta triangle formation, guns armed and fully manned, the Freedom with a flight of four birds ready to launch. As the view cleared, nosing through the gate, Steele hit his mic, “Tower, clear to launch.” The floor rumbled almost immediately, two Cyclones firing out of the Freedom's nose like torpedoes, their engines flaring. The New Vanus system had no Class 014 type planets, the closest thing to something habitable being a Class 12a, which was considerably more primitive and not terribly stable yet. Though the most striking thing about the system was its motionless waves and swirls of iridescent blue dust. Steele eyed the sky. “Raulya, how are our sensors doing since the repairs?”  
 
    “Hundred percent, sir. No issues.” 
 
    “How about the Bowman?” 
 
    “Still having teething problems,” she replied. “They're having to recalibrate everything. We're working with the Archer to feed the Bowman our combined readings on a system by system basis for them to gauge their new settings.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Resurrection Station didn't have a sensor lab to calibrate the setup, I'm sure it's going to take some time to get it right.” 
 
    Steele nodded, “OK, keep me apprised on their progress.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The floor rumbled again as two more Cyclones left the launch tubes and Jack checked the roster on his left screen to see who was on the patrol. “Take us down off yellow alert and retire the gun crews.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “The Archer has plotted a course, three-zero-three, by one-six-five, by seven-nine-eight. A straight course to the Velora Prime gate.”  
 
    “That's fine, Ensign Zwellin,” replied Jack, “keep us in formation.” Despite his curious behavior the day they met in the corridor, the little man had proven to be a decent navigator. He was a nervous little fellow, but he always got the job right.  
 
    “Aye, sir. Inputting now.”  
 
    “Time to gate?” 
 
    “Thirty-seven hours at present speed,” replied Zwellin. 
 
    Jack swept his flat glass keypads, shutting off the three screens on his command chair before rising. “Walt, I've got a meeting with the pilots and another with the Marines for this little foray to Veloria, I've got my comm if you need me.” 
 
    “Consider the fort held, my boy.” 
 
    Jack patted the Professor on the shoulder as he headed for the bridge door, giving the on-station Marine a quick nod as he passed into the corridor, the Shepherd trotting alongside. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “OK, now hold still, sir.” Down near the Marines' armory, Steele was standing barefoot in his underwear on the center of a rubber padded circle, with his feet shoulder length apart and his arms outstretched to the sides at shoulder height. Wearing a pair of dark goggles to protect his eyes, a cylindrical probe hovered just out of reach, circling him while firing red laser pulses at his form, feeding measurements back to the software of Draza Mac's e-Pad, drawing an exact three dimensional representation of his body on the screen. “OK, arms down at your sides, feet together. Just another thirty seconds...” The silent little probe shifted around, measuring again, calculating anticipated range of movement. Once it was complete, it floated over to its charging stand and settled in, shutting off, the whole measurement process taking less than two minutes. “You're all done for now, sir. You can get dressed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sergeant.” Jack stepped off the pad and sat down at the bench near the charging stand to put his pants and boots on. “I was wondering how you guys measured for your equipment... but now what?”  
 
    “Now we send the measurements to that thing,” pointed the Marine. The silver machine had several large polished silver canisters connected to it with flex hoses, and what looked to be a three foot deep bin in front with a hatch on top. “That's the Zorek - Smit machine,” he added. 
 
    “Awesome!” said Jack, “I've always wanted one of those...” 
 
    “Really?” Draza Mac looked surprised. 
 
    “No,” shrugged Jack, waving, “I really have no idea what it is...” 
 
    “Oh,” chuckled the Marine. “It's a pretty neat machine. Here, I'll show you.” He stepped over to the machine and slid the e-Pad into an open slot on its control surface, which locked it in and connected it to the machine. Using the e-Pad, he called up the fresh measurements from the scan and initialized the machine. “This is color here,” he made some adjustments on the machine's control pad, checking the screen to confirm his choices. “And here it goes,” he added, pushing the initiate button to begin the manufacturing sequence. Blowers kicked on in back of the unit and it sounded like coarse sand rushing through the flex hoses from the canisters to the bin in front. Steele could feel heat radiating from the front of the machine and Draza Mac pointed to the containers in the back, “It pumps the raw component material through the machine to the bin in front, where the laser system constructs the finished product, colors it and cooks it. Unused materials are cooled and sent back to the hoppers.” Jack could hear the sandy material running back through the return pipes and a new set of blowers began running in the front of the unit. “Texture and cool-down,” explained the Marine, “that's what you're hearing now.” It took all of about five minutes total before the hatch on the top of the bin unlatched automatically, a rush of warm air exiting the machine, smelling like a combination of hot plastic, welded metal and burnt electronics. A carrier rose from the bin with a finished, form-fitted hard armor torso in a digital multi-cam pattern.  
 
    Jack raised his eyebrows in amazement, “Holy crap, that's incredible...”  
 
    The Sergeant lifted the ultra-light armor off the carrier and moved it over to a rack to hang it up with several others. “Once the whole set is done, we install the interior padding by hand.” 
 
    Jack ran his hand over the surface and checked the edges. “It feels perfectly finished.” 
 
    The Marine pointed to a whole set with helmet, torso, lower body, thigh and shin guards on the rack. “Yep, no cutting or fitting. All we add is the impact padding and the hardware - like that one on the end.”  
 
    Jack was examining the one created for him, “Looks like a pretty snug fit...” 
 
    “It's actually pretty comfortable, they're much lighter than the last type we had. Stronger too.” He tapped on it with his knuckle, “And of course, good ol' military technology; they combine energy dissipation with ballistic protection. You'll wear a full 2ndSkyn suit underneath, then the armor. The 2ndSkyn keeps you climatized and prevents chafing, the padding offers impact absorption and helps the armor feel like it's part of your body.” 
 
    “Very cool.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Jack smirked, “Very impressive.” 
 
    “Ah, gotcha.” Draza Mac turned back to the Zorek - Smit machine and sent the carrier back down, closing the hatch on the bin. “Well, I'd better get back to work, I still need to make the rest of the parts for your armor.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Flying in the lead, Lieutenant Mike Warren was the first one to pick up the mass on his long range scanners. “Blue One, Blue Two...” 
 
    Lieutenant Brian Carter keyed his mic, “Blue Two, go...” 
 
    “I've been switching back and forth between LIDAR and LADAR, I just picked up something sizable ahead.”  
 
    “I'm on MPD, I've got nothing. Hold on...” Brian switched over to LIDAR and waited for a complete sweep, “Whoa, there it is. Holy crap it's big.” He keyed-in the data feed button. “No ident yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I've got nothing, either.” 
 
    “Call it in? They're liable to hear us...” 
 
    “Blue Flight, all stop.” Mike got the confirmation from Brian and the two other Cyclones in the flight while he searched the open space around them for some place to shadow the unknown. The only thing remotely close was a light asteroid field he could see looking straight upward through his canopy. He broadcast the coordinates on short range signal and the flight turned upwards toward the field. “Once we have a little cover, I'll send a directional signal home.” 
 
    It only took a few minutes but for some reason the field didn't look any closer. “Blue Two, Blue One.” 
 
    “Blue One, go.” 
 
    “Uh, I don't think that's an asteroid field, I think it's a gravel field...” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Mike yanked the throttle back, braking hard as he hit the edge of the field, the stones bouncing off his unshielded plating and canopy. The rest of Blue Flight did the same thing, gravel bouncing and ricocheting off their Cyclones. “Everyone OK?”  
 
    “We're good,” replied Brian, looking around, checking the two younger pilots. Shields off to reduce their sensor profile, the group moved slowly through the field, its density growing thicker as they penetrated. 
 
    “Blue Flight, all stop.” Mike Warren sent a narrow focus directional message to the Freedom, receiving a confirmation the same way, aimed to their coordinates. 
 
    Brian was carefully watching the blob advance on his sensor screen, the signal distorted by the surrounding rock and gravel. The four Cyclones were close together, almost close enough to see each other in their cockpits. “This thing is huge, Mike.”  
 
    Mike Warren was switching scan modes looking for something to cut through the rock clutter. “Must be ferrous material in this stuff, the MPB magnetic radar looks like snow. Actually getting the best reading on the LADAR...” 
 
    “Brian was adjusting zoom to bring the outline closer and saw a small margin of space in the middle. “I've got good news and bad news... The good news is, it's not as big as we thought. The bad news is, there's two of them in really close formation.” 
 
    “You're kidding...” Mike's brow furrowed. 
 
    “Nope. Zoom in on it. Worse news, I think there are fighters too.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “So you put her back on the roster?” Suited up, Jack stuffed his flight gloves into his helmet, staring at the new memorial plaque on the side of the control tower bearing the names of the three flight members of the Zulu lost in Irujen.  
 
    “Yeah, she's on Yellow flight, going out after our patrol. I've got her flying Duncan's wing.” Paul adjusted his flight suit.  
 
    “I hope she follows his lead.” 
 
    “I think the Professor's work with her has really helped,” offered Paul. “She seems different, more together. I think maybe she's got her head on straight now.” 
 
    Jack wiped some invisible dust off the memorial plaque with the sleeve of his flight suit before turning away from it, clearing his throat before replying. “Yeah, that would be a good thing. For all of us.”  
 
    The lights around the flight bay flickered yellow but before the two pilots could react or question it, the lights flicked to red as the battle station klaxon blared throughout the ship. “All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations! Flight Control, launch Red and Yellow Flights, immediately!” The catapults whined, deck vibrating as the two Lancias sitting in the tubes launched into space. Jack and Paul leaned into a dead run for their fighters positioned on the deck just outside the launch tube doors.  
 
    Sliding to a stop on the deck, Jack grabbed the boarding ladder hanging from his Lancia, handing his glove-packed helmet to the deck man standing there. Scrambling up the ladder and dropping into the cockpit, the curved door of the launch tube had already retracted down into the floor, the catapult sled returning to its start position. Sealing his helmet to his suit, the deck man began checking Jack's belts and connections as the pilot sealed his gloves and began his startup checklist, flipping switches and bringing the Lancia's systems on line... Master power, comm system, anti-grav, air scrubbers, circulation system, avionics one, two and three. Screens winked on, coming to life, filling with data, the dash and controls lighting up, the fighter lifting off the floor, a soft blue-green glow under its landing gear feet. Jack pulled the canopy drop lever, lowering it and sealing it, the cold wash of the cockpit air system blowing through his open visor. Using the flight stick he maneuvered into the launch tube, releasing the stick on the deck hand's signal. Fuel systems, engine power, blowers, navigation systems, passive targeting... 
 
    With a shove of his shoulder, the deck hand nudged the fighter. Floating on antigravity, it moved just enough to get the last leg of the launch sled to lock into the notch on the Lancia's belly. Tethered to the fighter by his comm cord, the deck hand called the pilot. “Anti-grav off, retract gear, sir.” 
 
    “Copy.” Jack hit the switches and watched as the green gear lights on his panel winked out, matching the thumps on the bottom of the hull, confirming his gear had retracted completely. The deck hand yanked on the comm cord, popping it free of the Lancia before palming the button for the tube's blast wall. The launch tube wall raised, sealing him in. “Red Two, clear to launch...” he crossed his arms across his chest, grasping onto the harness straps. 
 
    “Red One, clear to launch...” 
 
    Jack heard the launch confirmation in his helmet and he was shot through the blue stasis field and out into the black before the words were even complete. Clear of the Freedom, sailing free, he lifted the two safety covers and punched the switches, firing his engines. Not seeing Paul, he looked around. “Red One...?” 
 
    “On your eight o'clock, big guy. Red Flight, form up, we're going to hold for Yellow Flight.”  
 
    Steele twisted around in his harness, taking in the enormity of the vast canvas of color and flecks of white spread across the expanse of the system like some heavenly abstract painting. He inhaled deeply without realizing it, the same autonomous response one reflexively does when stepping outside after a rain. Cruising slowly, Red flight got an update from the bridge of the Freedom while the members of Yellow Flight formed up behind them and Lt. Commander Derrik Brighton's, White Flight was readied and held on standby, prepared to launch. 
 
    Ensign Duncan Taylor keyed his mic, “Yellow One, Red One, we've got your six, boss...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mike watched as the ships got closer, the right screen showing scan data, listing speeds, headings, estimated mass and approximate shapes. “Still no idents on any of them, they're not broadcasting a ping.”  
 
    Brian nodded inside his helmet. “And with all this crap around us, Christ, it's like sitting in a cloud made of gravel. I'm not even getting a schematic. I'd really like to know what type of ships we're dealing with.” 
 
    “What about a short ping?” asked one of the younger pilots. “See if they respond or ping back?” 
 
    “Think they'll pick us up?” asked Brian. 
 
    “I'm surprised they haven't picked us up already... maybe this ferrous stone is protecting us.”  
 
    “According to my calculations, Lieutenant,” began one of the younger pilots, “the fact that we have our weapons, shields, engines and ident systems off, reduces our recognizable scan profile by at least eighty percent. With our current surroundings, I'd have to estimate we are nearly invisible.” 
 
    Mike eyed the identification sequencer next to the comm system. It was common to patrol in hostile territory with the broadcast off to reduce the sensor signature. “OK, braniac, how long can I send a ping without giving up our location?” 
 
    “If the sound jockey is good, fifteen seconds he'll have a direction. Thirty seconds he'll have an area, he'll pinpoint you in forty-five or less.” 
 
    “Good to know...” Mike reached out and pressed the momentary ping button, holding it for five seconds, sending out a short UFW ident signal. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, I just picked up a five-second ident signal.” 
 
    “Whose?” 
 
    “UFW, sir.” 
 
    “Direction?” 
 
    “No, sir. It was too short to get a signal lock or even a direction.” The Petty Officer listened carefully, her eyes closed, sweeping her sensor beacon in all directions for signals. “Got it again, same thing, sir. I think they're prompting us for a reply.”  
 
    “Direction?” 
 
    She shook her head, “No, sir. Too short. I'd say he's doing on purpose, he doesn't want to reveal his location.” 
 
    The Admiral calmly turned to his left, “Take us to yellow alert.”  
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    He checked the status screen on his command chair. “We've got twelve birds out?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Raefer Flight is out.” 
 
    “Let's go ahead and launch another flight.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” The FTLO Flight Tower Liaison Officer keyed his mic, “Launch Grendel Flight.”  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Singh,” commented the Admiral casually. “Let's ready another flight.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Ohh, that's not good...” 
 
    Mike instinctively looked out over at Brian's Cyclone, a half ton of gravel and rock floating between them. “What's not good?” 
 
    Brian was studying the zoomed image of the blobs they were tracking on his right screen. “I think it's a carrier, I just saw about twelve more dots appear... all at once.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “Nope, no shit.” 
 
    “Holy crap, it just keeps getting better...” 
 
    “You could just say it's craptastic, then, huh?” 
 
    Mike sighed, “You could, if you wanted to irritate the hell outta me...” 
 
    “Well, we could say,” started Brian, “that this whole discussion just went down the shitter...”  
 
    Mike pursed his lips, “Seriously. Stop it. Or I swear to God, I'll shoot your bird.”  
 
    “I love you too...” snickered Brian, shifting his eyes back to the right screen. 
 
    Mike reached forward and pinged the ident one more time. “You're closest to the edge; can you nose out and see if you can pick up a ship type?” 
 
    “Copy,” replied Brian. He rotated the selector on his throttle for thrusters only and nudged it forward, creeping through the cloud of rock and gravel, creating a sound like hail that made him cringe. As he neared the edge he zeroed the throttle and coasted to a stop, watching the sensor screen calculate the information. It drew a schematic outline without any description data. “Dammit,” he hissed, flipping through the other sensor types, letting each one make a full sweep before returning to LIDAR, providing him the best results. “No description, but I get a line scheme.” He flipped from one target to the other. “Looks like - my best guess, a carrier and a battleship. I'm counting twenty-four dots that I'm assuming are fighters.” 
 
    Mike didn't like the sound of that. And he didn't like the chatter between the two younger pilots breaking his concentration. “Button it up, guys.” 
 
    “Sorry, Lieutenant. Question?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Carter, can you tell where the bridge structure is on the one that looks like a carrier?” 
 
    Brian tapped the buttons on the CMFD and chose the larger of the two forms. “If I'm seeing this right, the bow has a wide notch in it and the bridge would be centered, on the rear one-third of the upper structure...” 
 
    “Lieutenant Warren, I believe that it's an Oijin Class carrier, an older design - nearly a hundred years old. But she'll hold over seventy fighters and support craft...” 
 
    Mike let out a low whistle. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, we're getting another ping, sir.” 
 
    The Admiral didn't look up from his command screens. “Stay dark.” He looked over toward the tactical stations. “Anything on scans?” 
 
    “Negative, sir. And we're fully extended.” 
 
    “Find them!” The Admiral looked to his left, “What do you think Captain?” 
 
    “Could be an auto beacon, sir. I don't like it.” 
 
    “They could also be eyes-on,” added the Admiral. “Though I don't know from where, there's nothing out here. But if that's the case, let's give them something to see. Let's launch another flight.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Shall we go to red alert?” 
 
    “Let's hold off on that,” replied the Admiral, “I think we're OK at yellow.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Freedom to Red Two.” 
 
    Jack recognized Walt's voice. “Red Two, go ahead Commander.” 
 
    “Captain, we've gotten an update from Blue Flight...” 
 
    “Don't be shy, Commander. Spit it out.” 
 
    “They've defined two ships, a battle ship and what they believe is an Oijin Class carrier. If they're correct on the ID, the carrier is an older design but quite capable. She'll carry over seventy fighters and support craft. Currently, Blue Flight counts thirty-six bogies escorting the pair...” 
 
    Whoa. Steele flashed back to the size of the carrier they ran into in the Calo Alto system when they were searching for the salvage field at Geo Zee. Reaching through his open visor he pinched the bridge of his nose with gloved fingers, his mind racing ahead. “Alright... Freedom Squadron, all stop.” He pulled his throttle back to zero, coasting. “Freedom, launch White Flight, have them rendezvous with us.”  
 
    “Copy, Captain. White launching now.” The mic stayed open, producing a gentle hiss. “You thinking of engaging?” 
 
    “Not unless we have to. If we have to, we'll hit and run, delay them here. Please advise the Vice Admiral, I'm recommending that the task force move back to the gate to Irujen and wait for us there. My expectation is, they'll follow us through the gate. We can arrange to have a little welcome party ready for them when they come out into Irujen with their shields down.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain.”  
 
    “Two extra missile frigates and about five-hundred tuned combat drones,” commented Pappy, “pure evil genius, Skipper.” 
 
    “Thank's Pappy. Let's hope Kelarez sees it that way.” 
 
    “White One, Red One, approaching your six...” 
 
    “Copy White One,” confirmed Paul Smiley. “Take the right flank. Yellow Flight, take the left flank. Line formation, everybody. Wide spacing. Shields, guns and idents off, let's stay neutral on their sensors for as long as possible.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Set to thrusters, Mike Warren nudged his throttle forward, moving cautiously through the gravel and rocks, the hail sound setting his teeth on edge. “Easy, Blue Flight, take it really slow.” The four Cyclones emerged from their concealment, no worse for the wear except maybe for a little needed paintwork. He looked out over his wing, the Chief is not going to be happy about that. 
 
    “What's the plan?” asked Brian. 
 
    “Tail them, try to stay off their sensors. Hit and run if we have to.” 
 
    Brian rolled his eyes. “OK... It occurs to me, these folks don't seem to be in any great hurry... Does that worry you at all?” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that,” replied Mike. “I haven't decided if it worries me or not. But it sure is curious. 
 
    “They're running below forty-percent cruise, Lieutenant,” volunteered one of the younger pilots. 
 
    “I suppose if I had seventy-something fighters at my command, I probably wouldn't be in any great hurry either,” observed Mike. “OK, Blue Flight, engines on, ten percent. Time to play follow the leader. Single file, on me. Stay close.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The seaman at the tactical station was looking at something on his screen he'd never seen before. “Admiral, we have, well, a row of bogies dead ahead on the edge of the sensor grid...” 
 
    “Identify,” replied the Admiral. 
 
    “No information yet sir. There's twelve of them. They're in a straight line across our path, directly between us and the Irujen gate. They appear to be stationary.” 
 
    “Send our on-station flights to investigate.” 
 
    “All three flights, sir?” asked the Captain. 
 
    “All three.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” The FTLO keyed his mic and sent the orders to the escorting fighters to investigate the strange formation of objects ahead. The bridge crew watched on the big screen as thirty-six tails of light streaked away in formation.  
 
    “Tactical, time to contact?” 
 
    “Ten minutes to engagement range, Admiral.” 
 
    Time ticked away slowly on the bridge of the carrier, the fifteen-plus members of the bridge crew busily manning their stations, stewards coming and going. “Tea, Admiral?” 
 
    “What? Oh, yes, thank you.” He took the mug and held it while the porter poured. 
 
    “Tea, Captain?”  
 
    He waved her off. “None for me...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Time ticked off slowly and the Captain began to regret not taking the tea offered, his mouth dry. 
 
    “Admiral, I'm getting chatter between the flights...” 
 
    “Let's hear it.” 
 
    The FTLO switched the fighter communications to a bridge audio feed.  
 
    “Raefer One, I'm being painted, I'm being painted...!”  
 
    “Easy, Raefer Three, stay in formation...”  
 
    “Grendel Six is being painted...”  
 
    “Raefer Ten is being painted...”  
 
    “Raefer One, what are they? I'm not even getting a profile!”  
 
    “Easy Raefer twelve, we need to get closer...”  
 
    “This is Grendel Four, I'm locked! I'm locked!” 
 
    “Admiral!” shouted the comm officer, “We've just intercepted a message... Blue Flight, go!” 
 
    “That's it?” 
 
    “That's all there is,” reported the comm officer. 
 
    “Admiral, we're being painted!” 
 
    “What? From where!? Go to red alert, go to red alert!” he thundered. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack recognized the schematic on his sensor screen and felt a bit relieved. “They're flying Warthogs, ladies. We're faster and more maneuverable but they can take a beating, so hit them solid. They can also deliver a wallop so stay moving. Ready, Pappy?” 
 
    “Ready, Skipper.”  
 
    “Let's do it then. All Freedom flights, hit and run. On my mark... three, two, one, mark!” In unison, every Freedom pilot activated shields, weapons and ident signals. “Lock em and pop em guys... Tally Ho!”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Hanging in the ion wash and energy wake of the larger of the two ships, Blue Flight caught up quickly, undetected by maintaining a minimal signature. On Steele's command they initiated their shields, weapons and idents, unfolding their closely stacked single file line to a V formation. Laser targeting and quickly locking onto the carrier's stern, Mike touched his targeting screen, moving the reticule over the port engine. “Blue Flight, we've got big momma locked...”  
 
    “One pass and keep going, Blue Leader,” advised Steele. Throttling forward he locked a leading Warthog fighter, closing in, waiting for that definitive solid tone generally meaning no escape. Having selected one of the four missiles hanging from his wings, his thumb rested on the firing button, his heart racing, his fingers tightening... The lock indicator on the HUD around the target grew spikes on the corners and the tone growled deep and steady, there it is...”Fox T...” 
 
    “Hold fire! Hold fire! DISENGAGE! DISENGAGE!”  
 
    “FRIENDLIES, FRIENDLIES!”  
 
    “I've got FRIENDLY idents!” 
 
    “Break! Break! Break!” 
 
    The calls came in from all around, the fighters from both sides breaking off in every direction as the flights approaching from the carrier lit up on sensor screens with friendly identification signals. The already spectacular backdrop of the white flecked blue atmosphere of New Vanus was instantly transformed into a grand fireworks display, hundreds of floating decoy flares, and winged comets streaking out in all directions, breaking free of the head-on engagement. 
 
    The carrier missed a highly inconvenient encounter with Blue Flight by the narrowest of margins when they aborted their attack run, literally screaming between the giants on full afterburner, the fighters weaving between them like lunatic motorcyclists through traffic, creating their own lane. Shooting out of the gap was like clearing a canyon for open terrain, breathing a sigh of relief without realizing they were collectively holding their breath. 
 
    Having rolled and gone under the melee, Jack centered his flight stick, stopping his spiral. Looking back over his shoulder, having cleared the chaos behind him, he keyed his mic, “All Freedom flights, check in! Check in! Everybody OK?” He circled back towards the Freedom to regroup, while one by one, all the pilots checked in. He flipped over to an open broadcast channel “You Warthog pilots OK over there?” 
 
    “This is Commander Sloane of Raefer Flight, that's an affirmative... Who are you guys?” 
 
    “Captain Jack Steele. We're off the jump carrier, Freedom, Commander.” 
 
    “Jump carrier? Never heard of that type...” 
 
    “It's a new classification the UFW came up with to describe the Freedom. She's considerably smaller than that monster you guys are on...” 
 
    “The Conquest is a tough old gal,” admitted Sloane. “Stop by, I'll buy you a brew and show you around.” 
 
    “I might have to take you up on that, Commander.” The name of the ship sounded vaguely familiar, but Jack brushed it aside for the moment, concentrating on getting his flights back to the Freedom. Buzzing with an overload of adrenalin, it took far more concentration to fly calmly, sedately in a steady, straight line than in a wild dogfight where weaving and dancing across the sky was the norm. It was evident by the loosely spaced formation, heading back to the Freedom. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Standing on the deck at the base of the boarding ladder to his Lancia, Steele stripped off his gloves, tugging on the fingers to get them off. Picking his helmet up off the wing-root of the fighter, he stuffed the gloves inside, walking calmly toward the tower. He paused, waiting as a Cyclone from Blue Flight taxied past, its paint looking haggard and rough. He hung his head as he strolled past behind it, meeting Pappy, Mike and Brian at the base of the tower. “What the hell did you guys do to those things?” 
 
    “Sorry, Jack,” apologized Mike. “It's a long story.” 
 
    “It's not that long,” offered Brian, smirking, “we hid in a gravel field...” 
 
    “Gravel field? Is that like hiding in a briar patch?” joked Steele. “Man, your Chief is going kick your ass.” He leaned in on Paul, his voice barely a whisper, “How'd Maria do?” 
 
    “Just fine, she stuck right on Duncan's wing, even through the craziness.” 
 
    “I think that has to be the title of the official report,” snickered Jack, “this event will be officially known forever as, the Craziness...” The three pilots laughed, passing into the tower and the pilot ready room where they would strip themselves of their flight gear and return to uniforms.  
 
    “White flight do OK?” 
 
    “Yep,” replied Paul, pulling on his uniform tunic. “Derrik, Santine and two of the newer guys.” 
 
    “We need to learn their names and stop calling them the newer guys,” observed Jack, “they've been with us for what, a month now?” 
 
    “Well, to be fair,” said Mike, “they're still the FNGs.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but...” 
 
    “Captain Steele to the bridge. Captain Steele to the bridge, please...” 
 
    “Why is Walt paging you...?” 
 
    “Uh oh, what did I do with my earpiece...?” muttered Jack, patting himself down. After checking his locker without success, he finished tucking in his tunic and slung his holster around his waist, transferring the hybrid 1911 from his flight suit to the thigh rig, strapping it securely around his leg. “No idea what happened to it...” 
 
    “Jack's in trouble,” joked Brian, “Uncle Walt is calling him to the Professor's office...” 
 
    “Not as much trouble as you guys are gonna be in for scratching the hell outta those birds.” Jack closed his locker and headed for the exit, “I'm getting out of here before the Chief finds you guys...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The five ships floated motionless against the breathtaking backdrop of New Vanus, a couple of fighter patrols roaming the system around them. With fifty-some miles separating the ships, their commanders met on their bridge big screens via a video conference. 
 
    “Mr. Steele, how good to see you again.” There was a touch of sarcasm to the greeting and it took a moment before Jack recognized the vaguely familiar face, his eyes widening. “Ah, you do remember,” added the man.   
 
    Oh, THAT Conquest, thought Jack, staring at the Admiral's collar pips. The ship's name had sounded familiar but it wasn't until now that all the pieces came flying together with a sudden rush. Which bought a vivid flashback to that painful and terrifying encounter in the Calo Alto system, the video playing in his mind of the running battle, the Archer and Bowman pursuing the Freedom... right into the grasp of the carrier Conquest. But by the grace of God, fooling the carrier commander long enough to escape into the massive swirls of the ether storm. Memories of the carrier that continued to hunt them while they hid in the reclamation depot at Geo Zee... Rescuing the abandoned Duncan Taylor, having been left for dead. “Admiral...” he said slowly, shaking off the images. 
 
    “Pottsdorn,” volunteered the Admiral. 
 
    “Of course, Admiral Pottsdorn... congratulations on your promotion, sir...” 
 
    “I'm going to be honest with you, Steele, I don't like you.” 
 
    “Sir, I...” 
 
    “No, not at all,” continued the Admiral. “I don't like what you did in Calo Alto, don't like how you seemed to have weaseled your way into the UFW, how they've awarded you rank, or how they've pardoned the pirate scum you call a crew... don't like it a bit.” He seemed to pause only to take a breath, “And I don't like how you conduct your patrol operations, flying with no ident beacons, skulking around like you've got something to hide. Terribly suspicious. I don't trust you...” 
 
    Steele had been watching the faces of the other ship commanders during the Admiral's rant and no one seemed to be taking him all too seriously, least of all his own battleship Captain. Maybe it was because he wasn't aiming his ridiculous assertions at them. He'd had enough, but it was almost impossible to know where to start.“Sir! May I remind you, that your entire column was running with idents off.” He continued even though the Admiral attempted to interrupt. “I might also remind you that my pilots chirped you an ident ping without receiving a reply.” The battleship commander was now nodding silently. “And they didn't ping the ident once, but three times without a reply, Admiral.” 
 
    “Of course not, Mr. Steele, we had no way of knowing who you were, we anticipated one of those loathsome pirate traps...”  
 
    “Thus the reason for the discreet ident ping...” said Jack with exasperation. He caught Kelarez palming his face and shaking his head. 
 
    “No, Mr. Steele,” countered the Admiral. “We have no idea who might have stolen the ident signal codes...” 
 
    Jack looked at Kelarez on the screen, “What? That's quite possibly one of the dumbest things I've ever heard... How do I respond to that...?”  
 
    “Admiral,” began Vice Admiral Kelarez, our task force always runs with idents broadcasting, though many times our fighters will not if in hostile territory. It is a UFW accepted tactic. And for reasons of security, the codes are updated regularly, you know that...” 
 
    “I will not be preached to, Kelarek...” erupted the Admiral angrily. 
 
    “That's, Vice Admiral Kelarez, Admiral,” he replied angrily. “And it is also an accepted practice to respond to a ping inquiry. Any failure to respond means any incidental damage or casualties as a result, would be on your head and your responsibility.” 
 
    “Acceptable sacrifices,” waved the Admiral. 
 
    Steele's ire rose to a level he found difficult to contain. “Accept... accept...” He had to take a deep breath and slow down to get it out. “Acceptable sacrifices? Seriously? Whose? Your pilots? My pilots? Because I sure don't see your fat ass at risk, sitting up there on your ivory bridge, you lunatic fuck...” 
 
    “Steele...!” Kelarez shot the Captain an angry look over the video comm. 
 
    The Admiral's brow furrowed, his head tilted slightly to one side, suddenly calm. “Mr. Steele, you will surrender yourself to your next in command, you are under arrest for insubordination to a superior officer. I will take command of your ship...” 
 
    “What?” laughed Jack. “You can have my ship when you can waddle you loony ass over here and take it from me...” 
 
    “Admiral!” Vice Admiral Kelarez cut in rather abruptly, “Captain Steele and his ship is under my command. If you have an issue with that, I suggest you discuss it with UFW Directorate. You have no claim here.” 
 
    “Kelarek, you can also consider yourself insubordinate...” 
 
    Jack stepped closer toward the screen, “Listen here, you crazy fuck, I'm not a psychologist, but I know crazy when I see it, and you are certifiably nuts. I feel sorry for your pilots and crew... having to put up with such an unbalanced, unhinged, lunatic. ”  
 
    “Listen here, Captain...” 
 
    “Not done yet, Pottsdorn,” continued Jack. “You ought to thank your stars you haven't been shot, blown up, poisoned, thrown out of an airlock, locked up for insanity, or at least relieved of your duties. Because I can't believe you have any friends over there...”  
 
    Taking a sudden change in direction of character, the Admiral appeared indignant, “I will be notifying the Directorate, Mr. Steele, of this rancorous behavior...” 
 
    Steele held up his hand, “Yeah, you do that, Skippy. Now, as much as I've enjoyed our little nonsensical chat here, I've had my fill of full-blown batshit crazy for the day. We have a mission on Veloria to get to and you're wasting my time... I'm done with you.” 
 
    Taking a one-hundred-eighty degree flip toward sanity, even Pottsdorn's facial expression changed, like he was suddenly a different person. “Oh that reminds me, Captain, I have something for you. But you also have something for me...” 
 
    Jack raised one eyebrow, his arms wide in perplexity, looking over at Kelarez and Gantarro on the screen. “What just happened?” he whispered, as if the Admiral wasn't there. Seeing no answers but shrugs and blank stares, he turned back. “And what might that be Admiral?” 
 
    “Well, we passed through Velora Prime, but since you were late for the rendezvous, we decided to look for you, and make sure no ill had befallen you. We have some equipment for the Velorian mission to be transferred to their government...” He picked up an e-Pad, reading off the list. “Two Vulcans, four Lancias and four Cyclones. With a supply of parts, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jack rubbed his face in frustration. “And you needed something from me...?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. You have one of my pilots, a Duncan Taylor. I'd like him returned.” 
 
    “The one you abandoned near Geo Zee?” 
 
    “That's the one,” he added happily, almost beaming. 
 
    My God, how many personalities are in there? Jack took a deep breath, hoping to confuse him with logic. “I'd love to sir, but he's been officially transferred to the Freedom by the UFW Directorate on Tanzia... You know how they are... all the reports and such. It takes a little time and we definitely don't want to mess up their records. Tell you what, you send in the requests they need and when we get the confirmation, we'll be sure to catch up with you and get him back to you. Fair enough?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” A momentary look passed over the Admiral's face, “You think I'm crazy, don't you...?” He said it slowly, in a creepy moment of self realization. 
 
    “Yes I do,” said Jack calmly, unmoving and expressionless. 
 
    “Oh, OK.” he replied cheerily. “We'll get that equipment ready to transfer over, if you'd like to send some people over to pick them up.” 
 
    “Will do,” replied Jack. Admiral Pottsdorn's square winked out, the battleship Captain's following closely, having never spoken a word. 
 
    Jack looked around the bridge at the crew fighting to stifle their laughter, looking back at Kelarez and Gantarro on the big screen. “Seriously, you've got to be kidding me... What the hell was that?”  
 
    “Shake it off, Mr. Steele...” 
 
    “A halfway decent therapist could make a lifelong study of that guy.” He rubbed his forehead, “Think we can trust him? I don't get a good feeling about this...”  
 
    “They don't make them any crazier,” sighed Kelarez. “But he's nuts, not stupid. Just get some people over there for that equipment, and let's get the hellion out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Listen Dayle, I want two of your guys on each shuttle. Full armor, fully loaded. We're sending ten pilots over to pick up birds, I want ten back.” 
 
    “Copy that, Captain...” 
 
    “There's also a stock of parts they'll pack into the shuttles. Keep the shuttle pilots in the cockpit and don't let them leave the craft. Let their people do the loading.” 
 
    “Got it. You worried about something, Skipper?” 
 
    “I don't trust the Admiral, Dayle...” 
 
    “'I've heard he's totally bonkers.” 
 
    Jack ran his fingers through his hair, “You've heard right. I think he's been out here too long, Dayle, he's absolutely certifiable. Belongs in a rubber room.” Jack eyed the pilots in flight gear headed across the deck to the waiting shuttle. “Against my better judgment I'm letting Duncan Taylor go over to fly one of the birds back because he used to fly off the Conquest. He's got a brother over there he hopes to see. They abandoned him in a crippled fighter and the old man expressed an interest in getting him back. So keep an eye on him. Crazy as he is, the old man might try something stupid.”  
 
    The Marine placed his hand on Jack's shoulder, “Don't worry, Skipper. We'll take care of the kids.” 
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 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA: INNOCENCE LOST 
 
    Chase Holt's female Shepherd, Allie, ran back and forth on the sand at the water's edge, playing an odd game of tag involving a soggy tennis ball with Kyle and Lynette's Black Lab, Pete. Allie was built like a runner, Pete was built like a tank. Using her agility she ran circles around him and over him, rubbing the squishy tennis ball on him as a taunt. The one time they connected, she ended up sprawling across the sand and into the water, legs akimbo. Pete scooped the ball up and she bounced to her feet and came right back again. 
 
    Sitting in the sand, Chase, Kyle and Lynette laughed, watching the two dogs slosh and play in the gentle rolling waves coming in off the Gulf. “We've got another day or two of this, then we'll start seeing rain from that tropical storm they've been tracking...”  
 
    “The one coming from Cuba?” asked Lynette. 
 
    “Yep. Kinda between Cuba and the Cayman Islands at the moment. Sometimes the systems get stronger as they come up into the warmer waters and sometimes they come apart crossing Cuba.” He paused for a moment. “We could use the rain, but I don't need to see any hurricanes this year. I'm hoping Cuba takes it apart.” 
 
    Have you seen any here?” asked Kyle. 
 
    “Not personally,” replied Chase, “I was deployed last time one hit Florida.” 
 
    “Lucky you...” 
 
    “Yeah. Lucky me...” It was pleasant small talk, but that was OK as far as Chase was concerned. Nobody seemed to be interested in talking about the UFO News Special that aired the night before last, though they had all agreed it was thorough and well done. It played twice that night and its compelling messages, video and images drove ratings through the roof. As a measure of protection against censure, the network stations immediately published the news special to their websites and made them open to download and streaming. Within hours it had spread like a proverbial virus to millions of viewers worldwide... unstoppable. In the wake of all that, the MIBs seemed to have withdrawn into the shadows... Chase wasn't sure if that was a good or a bad thing. If you could see them at least you could tell what they were up to. Chase dug in his pocket and pulled out his cell phone when he heard the ringing, but calling up the screen, he realized it wasn't his. “It's not mine...” 
 
    Kyle fished his phone out of his pocket, staring at the data in the window. “What the hell...?” He held it out showing it to Chase,”MIB?”  
 
    Chase grimaced, “Assholes think they're being funny...” 
 
    Kyle thought about not answering it for a moment, changed his mind and flipped it open, answering it. “Hello...” His voice was cautious, deadpan. 
 
    “You might want to go watch the news, old man...” 
 
    “Don't ever call me that again. Who is this?” He had a feeling he knew who it was. 
 
    “It starts in just a couple minutes. Hurry up, pops, you really don't want to miss it...” There was a blip as the connection ended and Kyle paused to stare blankly at the phone. He closed it, looking at Chase, “He said we should watch the news...” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “That's it, just watch the news. Oh, and he was a rude prick.” 
 
    Chase stood up, “I have a bad feeling about this...” He whistled loudly, “Come, Allie!” 
 
    Kyle and Lynette followed, calling Pete from the water, the entire group hustling across the sand toward the house.  
 
    Corralling the wet, sandy dogs on the deck with a puppy gate, Kyle, Lynette and Chase made a beeline to the flat screen in the living room, turning it on and going to News Channel Four. Waiting through the end of a commercial, the news broadcast began with a live breaking news event. The news anchor had visible difficulty maintaining his composure, the video behind him showing an accident scene of a vehicle being pulled from the water off a major bridge in the area. “Welcome to the six o'clock news on News Four, I'm Mike Swift. We have live breaking news coverage on a tragic accident this afternoon on the Bay Bridge. We go now to our reporter, Ted Hiller on the scene...” 
 
    “Thank you Mike.” standing in front of the crane retrieving the white van from the water, the reporter fought with his emotions. “It is a sad day for all of us at News Four, today, as we have lost a bright shining star from our midst...” He shrugged off trying to fight the tears and just continued on. “Forty-five minutes ago while returning to our offices, the News Four vehicle you see behind me was involved in an collision that drove it off the bridge and into the water below, claiming the life of our very own Caroline Murphy and her cameraman, Bob Voskus. All efforts were made at resuscitation but proved...” he stopped to regain his composure, unable to complete his sentence. “The other vehicle involved in the collision left the scene and was recovered, abandoned, about four miles from the scene. It is believed to have been stolen some time yesterday.” He pointed to the damaged guardrail section on the other side of the crane. “That is where the News Four vehicle went off the bridge, quite near the tallest part of the bridge, plunging the vehicle fifty feet to the water below. The van settled to the bottom where the water is over thirty feet deep.” He sighed heavily, “It is not yet known whether the impact hitting the water killed Caroline and her cameraman Bob, or if they drown...” Unable to continue, he waved his cameraman off, the broadcast switching back to the studio. 
 
    “Thank you Ted,” said the anchorman, “Truly a sad day for all of us here at News Channel Four...” 
 
     Kyle turned off the TV with the remote angrily clenched in his hand, grinding his teeth... “Those bastards killed her...” 
 
    “How do you know that?” asked Lynette. 
 
    “They wanted to send a message...” added Chase. “They wanted you to know what they were capable of. It was an act of retribution for the embarrassment she caused the agency...”  
 
    “They didn't waste any time. Forty-eight hours after the show aired...” said Kyle. “They stole the other vehicle yesterday... probably took them this long to see the right opportunity. “  
 
    “I'm sorry guys,” winced Chase, “I've gotta run. Her husband, Dan, is a Brother... he's going to need some help. I'll be in touch.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was as black as ink and the rain came down in sheets, slashing at an angry angle through the light of the hi-beams and driving lamps of the unmarked police car. Off duty and well out of its patrol area, Rainy night in Georgia was playing on the radio and Dan Murphy rubbed his eyes, peering out over the long hood into the gloom, missing a tear that slipped by and ran down his cheek. The wind grabbed and pulled on the car, buffeting it about, but the V8 interceptor refused to yield, pushing its way through the stormy darkness without missing a beat. 
 
    Another tear broke free. It wasn't that the song was that good, but it was reminding him of something he was trying to forget for the moment. Still, he couldn't bring himself to turn the radio off. Or to a new station. It tore at him but he refused to touch the buttons that could make it go away. 
 
    Pain... well at least it was something. Until now he'd been numb. The tears dropped freely now and Murphy did nothing to stop them except an occasional blink to relieve the burning and clear his vision. He glanced over at the passenger seat, half-expecting to see her there. No Caroline. But of course, he knew that. 
 
    Caroline was gone. Forever. Back there, buried in Tallahassee near her family. Murphy was having a difficult time coping with the thought that he would never again be able to hold her, touch her soft skin, feel her silky hair, taste her lips, smell her perfumed body, hear her voice, enjoy her wit... The loneliness was all enveloping, like the hostile darkness outside the safe confines of the car... sheer agony, a dull auger boring a hole through his chest. He suddenly felt angry. Angry at her for pursuing a story they all knew was trouble. But he didn't expect them to go this far, he didn't expect trouble to include murder. He thought more along the lines of censorship, misdirection, lies, character defamation... that was usually the government's way. Not murder, at least not with its own citizens. But then again maybe he'd grown blind to it. After all, being a cop meant you were part of the machine - you got used to thinking that the machine does what's best, that what you do, is what's best.  
 
    Caroline was honest, with standards and ethics... something that seemed to be missing in today's media, parroting whatever they were fed. Dan learned through her, how much effect the government had in the broadcast news each day, what you could say, what you couldn't. It seemed the freedom of speech was getting to the point that you could speak it only if the government agreed with the content. She happened to work for one of the few networks that actually wanted to report the news as they saw it, but they still had to do that very carefully. The FCC was after all, the government body that granted a network its license... or could revoke it. Basically putting the government in charge of regulating the freedom of the First Amendment. All in the name of what's best for the greater good. 
 
    Caroline Murphy only wanted to tell a real story, something that wasn't simply local events, crime or national politics... something that left a lasting mark. Even in college, she'd had that vision. Instead, she became the story and it got her killed. Dan Murphy glanced at the gauges and realized he was doing almost a hundred miles an hour. He eased off the pedal and tried to release the death grip he had on the wheel, his knuckles aching. At this time of night, traffic on I-75 South was fairly light and he eyed the passing exit at Archer road to the University of Florida, where they'd met in college. It seemed like everything he saw or thought of, reminded him of her. 
 
    There were hundreds of people at the funeral... friends, family, co-workers, the murderer? Murphy knew what she was working on, hell he answered the call that night. He saw it with his own eyes, his dash cam even recorded it. The Feds were in way over their heads, they should have just left the damn thing alone. It was like poking a tank with a toothpick and expecting something other than what they got, their asses stomped. Just plain dumb. That was the trouble with the Feds; they wanted what they wanted and would let neither facts nor common sense deter them. Anyone half blind, deaf and stupid could tell the thing wasn't from this planet, why on God's earth would you shoot at it? He concluded it took a very special kind of stupid to decide shooting at it was a good idea.  
 
    He was creeping back up on a hundred again and eased off the pedal, relieved that I-75 was mostly straight. OK, so what chance would a Deputy Sheriff have in finding out who killed Caroline? Well, he had some pretty good contacts and some pretty good ideas. He would probably have to call in every favor and marker owed him, but it would be worth it to track down whoever it was. As a good start, the County Sheriff of Dan's department tossed the feds out of the county, something wonderfully unique to the power of the Sheriff.  
 
    He knew it had to be one of the feds he met that night. Five minutes, thought Murphy. Just five minutes alone so I could tear his heart out through his chest with my bare hands. The speedometer crept past a hundred and he left it there, he wanted to get home and start laying out his plan of attack, where to start, who to call. The feeling grew like a fever and he raced the unmarked cruiser through the pouring rain without fear. "No place to hide..." he muttered, "I'll find you... And then I'm gonna kill you." 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Lynette's Black Lab, Pete, stomped stiffly to the sliding glass doors, his hair hackled, growling deeply, puffing his chest, increasing his formidable bulk. Kyle looked up from his pancakes at the two men in crisp, black suits standing on the deck, looking in. “I ought to let the dog out to bite these two clowns...” he muttered, rising from the table.  
 
    Lynette popped in from the hallway, “What's he growling about? Ahhh,” she added, recognizing agents Mooreland and Whitman. “What on Earth do they want...?” 
 
    “To get their asses kicked,” growled Kyle, tossing his napkin on the table in disgust. He pulled Pete back one-handed, slid the door open and stepped onto the deck, barefoot, closing the door behind him. His eyes narrowed, his jaw set, looking like a predatory animal spying a fresh meal. “So, how does it feel to be a low-life murdering piece of shit...?” 
 
    “Listen here, old man...” started Whitman.  
 
    Kyle raised one eyebrow, recognizing the voice from the phone call. And that was as far as the agent got, his face meeting with Kyle's sizable fist as it shot out from his shoulder like a cannon shell. “I told you once not to call me that,” he breathed, “I don't like repeating myself.” Whitman went down like a felled tree, bouncing on the deck with a red splat on his face, semi-conscious. “You need to learn some manners...” Kyle shifted to Mooreland, “You got something to say, be quick about it and be gone.”  
 
    Mooreland put his hands out in front of him in a neutral posture. “Believe it or not, we're not your enemy Mr. Steele...” 
 
    “That's a matter of opinion... and as far as I'm concerned, your opinion doesn't matter. So get to the point or get lost.” 
 
    “First, I wanted to say, to my knowledge no one from my unit had anything to do with the accident with the newswoman...” He could tell Kyle wasn't convinced, but it was worth a try. “And, it seems we've worn out our welcome with the Sheriff. Our unit has been asked to leave...” 
 
    Kyle grinned evilly, “You've been thrown out of the county, how nice. Kudos to the Sheriff for his show of balls.” 
 
    “But I'm sure we'll see each other again,” said Mooreland, attempting a friendly posture. “I'm really hoping I get to meet your son, Jack, some day...” 
 
    “I'd be careful what you wish for, if I were you,” sneered Kyle.  
 
    “I would just like to meet him,” promised Mooreland, “we missed him when his ship picked up your daughter...” 
 
    Kyle raised one eyebrow, “You do understand what you're dealing with, don't you?”  
 
    “Of course...” 
 
    “I don't think you do...” Kyle responded, “You are out of your league, Mooreland... way out. That wasn't my son's ship, that was much too small.” 
 
    “Really?” the agent's brow furrowed. “Interesting. You saw the video, how big did that look to you?” 
 
    'Three-hundred feet or so.” 
 
    “Good estimate,” confirmed Mooreland. “So your son's ship is bigger... how big are we really talking then?”  
 
    “Think aircraft carrier,” replied Kyle. “Think total and absolute destruction of anything in orbit, in the air or on the ground. At will. And without opposition. Think scorched earth.” Mooreland didn't reply, just stared at Kyle, with a deer in the headlights look. “So you might want to rethink your approach, your attitude, your actions... because the meeting you seek might come in a form you, your agency, or this government, are not ready to experience.”  
 
    Whitman sat up covering his bloody face with his hands, “I think he broke my nose, Doug...” 
 
    “Shut up, Pete.” He redirected his attention back to Kyle, the enormity of what he was hearing numbing him. He did think for a moment that the old man might be toying with him, feeding him a line of bullshit, but all his training told him that what he was hearing was the truth. And that kind of worried him. “So... whose ship was it then?” 
 
    “Another ship in his fleet. Someone he trusted.” 
 
    “Fleet?!” The agent's eyes went wide with surprise. The thought of an entire fleet had never occurred to him. And worried started shifting towards frightened. 
 
    “Fleet,” replied Kyle, matter of factly. “Again, you're in so far over your head...” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” But it was still sinking in. 
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 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, VELORA PRIME SYSTEM: BOOTS ON THE GROUND 
 
    In between meals, the galley was empty and Jack sat alone except for Fritz, his back against the wall in the corner with his feet up on a neighboring chair. His e-Pad on his lap, he reviewed the gear and personnel logs for the ground mission to Veloria. Two flights of four fighters went out ahead of the task force to scout the sector and the planet, while the Archer and Bowman launched their unmanned scout drones. They were going to be stationary for a while, flying a slow orbit around Veloria and they needed eyes on whatever came into the system early. Surprises could prove fatal if they were caught, what combat pilots referred to as, low and slow. 
 
    And then there was the message that Duncan Taylor had brought back with him from the Conquest... His brother Alex had heard a rumor of a bounty offered by the pirates. But it wasn't clear who the bounty was for. The task force? Admiral Kelarez? It might explain some of the direct confrontations with them. Normally, they hit soft targets, they didn't go out of their way to engage military targets, there was no profit involved with that...  
 
    “Pudding?” 
 
    “Huh?” His attention snapped from his thoughts, Jack looked up at Marna, the Freedom's Chef, standing with two cups of pudding in her hands. “Chocolate?” he asked. 
 
    “Is your favorite, is it not?” Marna was a rather small, odd looking woman with shiny gray skin and deep-set glassy eyes. And she could cook like the dickens. 
 
    “You bet,” he replied with a grin, his mouth already anticipating the creamy dessert as she slid the cup and spoon over in front of him.  
 
    Fritz sat in expectation, his tail swaying, brushing back and forth across the floor. His head tilted to one side, “Mine?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Fritz,” she replied, stooping to hold the cup for him, “this one yours.” His tongue worked better than any spoon and his eyes closed as he methodically lapped the creamy pudding from the cup. “He likes, very much...” commented the Chef. “unusual, no?” 
 
    “No,” replied Jack shaking his head as he licked his spoon clean. “He likes everything,” he chuckled. 
 
    Jack's earpiece chirped in his ear. “Jack, you got your ear on?” 
 
    “Excuse me Ms. Marna...” he said pointing at his earpiece. She nodded and playfully patted the Shepard on the head, clearing the empty cup off the table, heading back to her food preparation. “I'm here, go ahead Walt.” 
 
    “Have you seen the patrol report updates?” 
 
    “No, what's up?” 
 
    “The sectors are clean so far, but there's something odd about Veloria...” 
 
    “What's that?” he asked, paging to the incoming patrol notes on his e-Pad. 
 
    “There's supposed to be a station in this system, and by all accounts it's supposed to be near the planet...” 
 
    Jack found what he was looking for and began to review the notes. “And they can't find it... that's not good.”  
 
    “Understatement of the year, my boy.” 
 
    “Well, how big was it? Was it a mobile station, like Resurrection? Could it have been towed away or drifted off position? ”  
 
    “No, it was a marketing and trade station with repair docks, warehousing, residential suites and military offices...” 
 
    “No debris fields anywhere?”  
 
    “Nothing found so far.” 
 
    Jack sighed. “OK... keep me up to date.” The earpiece chirped again as the connection ended. Things seemed to be getting stranger, more complicated and he didn't like the fact that nothing seemed to have a pattern. There was no trail and there didn't seem to be any clues as to what brought them to the current situation. He was thinking like a cop again, analyzing a crime, but he had a handful of puzzle pieces with no matching edges. His little voice was trying to say something but he couldn't quite make it out yet. Which he found annoying because on most occasions it was pretty clear. As odd as it sounded, sometimes he thought better when he wasn't thinking about it. “OK dog, let's go get some shuteye; I'm going to have a busy day when we get there.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    When Alité entered the darkened Captain's quarters, Jack was napping on the couch in the salon, the view screen playing a soft beach scene with waves rolling in and out, the sun setting. Their son Colton was asleep on his chest and Fritz lay curled up on the floor next to them. Though he lay motionless, the Shepard's eyes were open, aware the moment the door moved. She smiled at them and Fritz's tail thumped appreciatively on the floor, eyeing her as she moved quietly through the suite.  
 
    Jack opened his eyes when she lifted the sleeping infant off of his chest and out of his arms. “Hi,” he whispered. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered in reply. “We're in orbit.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Around Veloria. We're in orbit.” 
 
    “Oooh,” he groaned, swinging his legs off the couch. It seemed like he had just fallen asleep a few seconds ago, his mind still groggy. “Did they find the station?” 
 
    “I don't think so,” she replied, laying Colton in his crib. He stirred momentarily but slid right back into his dreamworld. “I don't think they've found anything at all in the system. It's completely empty.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's been bothering me,” he leaned his head forward, rolling it to crack his neck. “When we don't see anything in an empty system, it doesn't bother me much, but here... it's giving me the creeps.” His little voice was chattering again, but he wished it would say something intelligible. “Well, I guess I'd better get going, I have a meeting to attend.” He rose unceremoniously from the couch and picked his hybrid .45 pistol and holster off the end table, slinging it around his waist. 
 
    She put her arms around him and kissed him. “I want to go too.” 
 
    He shrugged, “Sure if you want to. Probably going to be boring though, we're going to cover the patrol notes and check our gear...” 
 
    She stared into his eyes. “No, to the surface...” 
 
    “Oh, hell no! No way... You're staying here where I know you're safe...” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “No,” he shook his head, watching her eyes water, “absolutely not. We have no idea what went on, or what is going on down there. I'm gonna have enough to worry about without having to worry about you.” 
 
    “But this is my home, I can help you...”  
 
    “You can help me by staying here, where it's safe,” he countered, watching the tears stream down her face. “Look...” he took a deep breath, “if, and that's a big if, we can determine it's safe for you to come down, then it's fine with me. But I'm not letting you go down into a possible war zone. Clear?” 
 
    She nodded, “Clear.” 
 
    He looked around, “Now, dammit, where did I put my earpiece...?” 
 
    “You're wearing it,” she giggled, wiping the tears off her cheeks.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele had a brief meeting with Walt and some of the senior bridge staff before heading down to the flight bay to meet up with the Marines and the pilots. He wanted to cover some situational variables, some possible or probable scenarios and a few ideas for handling unforeseen circumstances, discussing what their collective responses might be to those various what-ifs. The real truth though is, there was no plan flexible enough, broad enough or detailed enough that could cover every possibility. You could plan for those general, predictable uh-oh moments, but when it came right down to it, more often than not, the best response was a seat of the pants, something is better than nothing, Hail Mary shot, that pulled your ass out of the fire. But everybody felt better when there was a plan, even though they weren't worth spit when the shit hit the fan. 
 
    Although there was a flight of four Cyclones already out on patrol, the flight bay was a flurry of activity with three shuttles sitting off on the port side of the flight deck, one from each ship, assault gear stacked around each one. The Freedom's lone remaining Zulu was coming up on the lift from the deck below, fitted for the mission with a selection of ground capable equipment and armament. 
 
    Though it was well beyond its capacity, the best place for the meeting was the briefing center at the base of the flight tower. Filled with pilots and a ten-man squad of Marines from each of the three ships in the task force, it was standing room only to review the reconnaissance information from the patrol flights. Jack made his way through the crowd, moving to the front of the room where Commander Paul Smiley waited to conduct the initial part of the meeting. “Pappy...” he nodded, sitting in the only available seat in the front row. 
 
    “Skipper...” he acknowledged, lighting the vidscreen behind him at the front of the darkened room. “OK, boys and girls, let's get started, we have a lot to cover...” The room grew quiet and whether standing or sitting, all eyes were on the images displayed on the video playback. “Veloria is a Class 014 type planet, with a circumference of 17,025 miles and a reported population of about two billion people. Mean average temperature is a very comfortable seventy-six degrees across her three main continents. All water on the planet is what is commonly called fresh water, and unless polluted in some fashion, is generally safe to drink.”  
 
    The images behind him faded from one to another, showing views of the planet from space. “There is no moon here but there is, or rather, should be, a fairly sizable space station. We've been unable to find any traces of it in the Velora Prime System... and that concerns the hell outta me.” There were a few short chuckles scattered through the group. “Our flights did not enter the atmosphere,” he continued, “but they did make some low orbital passes...”  
 
    The subsequent images elicited some surprised responses from the group. “As you can see, we recorded some rather widespread destruction in a few of the major cities that we passed over. The best description I can come up with is a war zone... and it seems to reflect a global pattern but without boots on the ground we can't be sure the extent of the conflict or who the clashing parties are. That's where you folks come in. We didn't encounter any ground to space sensor activity, but that doesn't mean it's not down there.” He turned to Jack. “Skipper, you want to jump in here?” 
 
    Jack rose from his seat, trading places with the Commander at the podium. “Gentlemen...” 
 
    Initiated by Marine Warrant Officer Dayle Alaroot, the Freedom's Marines saluted their Captain in the most flattering way they knew how, barking the Space Marine greeting - a hefty guttural, “AahWoo! AahWoo! AahWoo!” It was a shortened version of the attack call used by the Jalezian Timber Wolf, a particularly intelligent and fierce predator that used advanced cooperative-pack hunting tactics to conquer larger and superior prey. The bark had been adopted by the Marines nearly five centuries ago and became ingrained in the military way of life.  
 
    A Marine Sergeant off the Archer leaned close to Dayle Alaroot, “Is he a Marine?” he whispered. 
 
    Dayle shook his head almost imperceptibly, “No, but he damn well fights like one...”  
 
    “AahWoo!” replied Jack. “Thank you Marines.” The next image on the vidscreen was a map of the proposed landing area, an Air and Space Port about thirty clicks southeast of Veloria's capital city. “We don't have any reconnaissance on this area or the capitol. But we're hoping if there is a surviving stronghold, the capitol would be it. We're going to take and secure the Air and Space Port first, before striking out toward the capitol. We'll be going in at night, and we're going in slow...” A light wave of groans filtered through the group. “I know, I know,” he said holding up his hand. “But if they really don't have any sensor capabilities, we'd only be illuminating our arrival by going in hot.” He switched images on the screen showing the ocean between the continents. “We'll come in over the ocean on the equator and flying nap of the terrain, we'll head northwest to the landing zone.” 
 
    “What if we encounter birds in the air or ground to air?” 
 
    “Good question,” replied Steele. “There will be one flight of four fighters flying with the task force, another flight flying escort with our shuttles and a third flying high cover that can assist either of their sister flights. A fourth flight will be available for immediate launch if needed.” The image on the screen went back to the Air and Space Port map. “We will be landing in the spots you see marked on the map, converging on the main terminal...” 
 
    “What if we encounter resistance?” 
 
    Steele paused and looked up from his notes, scanning the group. “You're Marines. What the hell do you normally do when someone shoots at you...?” 
 
    “AahWoo!” was the group reply, obviously appreciating his answer. 
 
    “What's our ultimate objective, sir?” 
 
    “To find out why Veloria has fallen off the UFW communications grid and get them back on line if possible. There was no warning to my knowledge, and it was some time before the UFW Directorate decided to investigate, so a considerable amount of time has passed. We have no way of knowing what has transpired since then. This might be a rebellion, an invasion, natural disaster... we need to go in eyes open.”  
 
    “Isn't Veloria run by a monarchy?” 
 
    Jack stepped out from behind the podium. “Yes it is. An absolute monarchy... for the whole planet. My understanding is, that was becoming an issue of late, some rumors of rebellion were heard before their disconnect. I'm hoping we're not stepping into a civil war...” 
 
    “If we are?” 
 
    “That call is beyond my pay grade,” he joked. “We'll have to address that when we come to it... if we come to it.” He looked around the darkened room illuminated only by the images on the big screen behind him. “Any other questions?” He waited but there didn't seem to be anything additional. “OK, Marines, gear up... AahWoo!” 
 
    “AahWoo!” It was a pretty satisfying response, fairly unified and not just limited to the Freedom's Marines. 
 
    “I need the pilots to stay for a few more minutes, please,” called Steele, “there are a few more things I want to cover...” 
 
    The Marine Sergeant off the Archer filed out of the tower behind Dayle Alaroot, “He keeps saying, we, like he's going to be down there risking his ass with the rest of us,” he grumbled.  
 
    Dayle looked back over his shoulder, “That's because he is.”  
 
    The Sergeant's face screwed into a look of distaste, “I don't count flying escort on our shuttles...” 
 
    Dayle halted, whirling around, the other Marine almost bumping into him. “Let me stop you before you say something stupid, Sergeant. That man will be dressed in the same armor as we are, standing on the same dirt, carrying the same gear.” 
 
    “Why would a zoomie trade a nice safe, clean cockpit for slogging around in the mud with us? It doesn't make a whole lot of sense.” They started walking again. “Is he crazy?” 
 
    Dayle did something that combined a shrug and a nod. “Yeah. Maybe. A little...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Hitting the locker room after reviewing a few mission details with the pilots, Steele had changed from his uniform to his 2ndSkyn, combat pants and boots before heading out across the deck to the ramp of the shuttle, his hybrid 1911 strapped to his hip. He struggled with the armor, attempting to adjust it to sit on his shoulders comfortably. 
 
    “Hold on, Skipper, let me help you with that.” Dayle Alaroot adjusted the buckle mechanisms to get the front and back of the torso to fit together properly then lifted the whole thing by the arm holes. “Relax...” he let it drop and it slid into place, fitting like a glove. “There you go.”  
 
    “Man that's snug...” 
 
    “It needs to be for the armor to work properly and so it doesn't shift around on you if you're running or something. You'll get used to it.” He handed Steele the thigh, knee and shin armor. “Don't forget these.” 
 
    “Heaven forbid...” said Jack sarcastically. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Wouldn't think of going without them,” he clarified. 
 
    “Ah, gotcha.”  
 
    The leg armor covered the front and a little of the sides of the legs, strapped on and linked together. “Not much coverage on the backside,” noted Jack, “my ass feels a little unprotected...” 
 
    “Yeah, well if someone shoots at you, you're not supposed to turn your back on them.”  
 
    Jack gave the Marine the look. The same look your father would give you sitting at the dinner table when you said something inanely stupid. The stare of disbelief. “Yeah, Dayle,” he said slowly, “I think I knew that.” He could see the Marine fighting off a smirk. “Y'know, I gave you those pips, I can take them away...” Dayle's eyes shifted and the smirk was gone. But now it was Jack's turn to smirk as he lifted his helmet off the rack and headed for the shuttle's boarding ramp. 
 
    “That's not fair, Skipper,” protested the Marine following him into the shuttle, his own helmet dangling in his left hand, “not fair...”  
 
    The Freedom's sole Zulu taxied past, lining up on the runway, facing the stasis field and the open stern doors. Pausing momentarily the pilot looked out to his right at the shuttles and saluted before edging the throttle and passing out through the shimmering blue stasis field and the open stern doors into space. Four Cyclones of White Flight tasked as the escort flight for the shuttles, played follow the leader and filed sedately past the shuttles one by one, each pilot snapping a salute before heading out into space, the fighters passing through the stasis field with an audible hiss. 
 
    “OK,” said Jack, dropping into a seat with the other Marines, “button us up and let's get going...”  
 
    Maria looked over her shoulder from the pilot's seat, “Buttoning up...” The boarding ramp swung up and in, securing into the hull and sealing closed with a clank. “Pressurizing.” A cool wash of air circulated through the interior as she rotated the handle on the antigravity, lifting the shuttle off the deck. Hand on the flight stick, she rotated the shuttle around, gliding it toward the center line of the runway, the shuttles of the Archer and Bowman following behind. Receiving clearance from the flight tower, she nudged the throttle forward. “Launching.” The blue veil flickered past, the shuttle greeted by the inky blackness and a spray of stars stretching out all around. The Marines craned from their seats, trying to see the green and blue orb out the port windows.  
 
    Sergeant Draza Mac nudged Jack, “What's our ETA on the LZ, Skipper?” 
 
    Jack checked his watch, “We should hit the landing zone in about forty-five minutes, give or take.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Cyclones of White Flight, flying escort on the shuttles, were spread out on either side, the Zulu in the lead, its additional wing-mounted sensor pod scanning the planet ahead, looking for anything of interest. 
 
     Punching into the atmosphere, the sphere of green and blue looming large in front of them, the entire flight buffeted about, slowing down to minimize the chance of producing a telltale comet trail. While the landing zone at the Air and Space Port had entered darkness, their transition coordinates over the equator were still bathed in daylight. Circling widely over the planet's equator on a downward spiral, the flight passed from daylight into darkness and back to daylight again as they approached their planned coordinates.  
 
    Maria turned in her seat, “No ground to space sensor activity, Skipper...” 
 
    “Good...” 
 
    “But you might want to hear this,” she continued. “Zulu One is reporting something on scans in the ocean about five-hundred miles northeast of our transition coordinates...” 
 
    “A surface ship?” 
 
    “No, sir, that was my initial thought. He says it's larger than that. There's no ID ping of any kind and it doesn't fit any known profiles.” 
 
    Jack unbuckled, got out of his seat and moved toward the doorway into the cockpit, suddenly piquing the interest of the Marines. “Moving or stationary?” 
 
    “It doesn't appear to be moving. It takes us off our course, but it might be worth a look.” 
 
    Jack pinched his lower lip in contemplation, “Well, it is what we're here for. Once we reach our transition coords, have Zulu One detour us to the new heading. Inform the others.”  
 
    “Will do, Skipper.”  
 
    Returning to his seat, Jack reflected on Maria's remarkable transformation to a stable, level-headed professional. He was going to have to remember to thank the Professor again for his efforts. Whatever he did. What did he do anyway?  
 
    Draza Mac nudged Jack's elbow, “What did they pick up?” 
 
    “Not sure, we're gonna detour to take a look.” He leaned back and re-belted his restraints, closing his eyes. A little nervous about what they were going to find, he took a deep breath and forced himself to relax. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The flights leveled off just above five-hundred feet, the deep, clear, azure blue ocean racing past below them, glittering like diamonds in the sun. Sitting next to a window, Dayle Alaroot's eyes were riveted to the water. “Man that looks inviting...” The rest of the Marines were in total agreement. Flying under some scattered clouds, the rays of light and shadow played on the surface of the water painting abstract shapes and deeper shades of blue. 
 
    “Skipper...”  
 
    “What's up?” Steele unbuckled and headed to the cockpit. 
 
    “You're going to want to see this,” continued Maria, pulling back on the throttle. “I think we found the space station...”  
 
    “Holy shit...” he breathed, “what the hell is happening out here?” 
 
    Sticking out of the sparkling surface of the ocean on about a fifteen-degree angle, a tapered silver knurled spindle reached almost a thousand feet into the sky, an array of antennas and sensor probes pointing at the passing clouds. It appeared the space station had entered the ocean head-first, more or less intact. “Why didn't this thing burn up or at least break up on entry?” Maria wondered aloud.  
 
    “Damn good question,” commented Jack. The floor tilted as Maria banked the shuttle, circling around the station's remains. He felt a knot in the pit of his stomach, knowing there had been somewhere between two and three thousand lives on that structure. “Dammit, I wish we had more time to dedicate to this.” He rubbed his forehead. “Have Zulu One make a few recording and sensor passes. Tell them to upload everything they pick up directly to the Freedom. They'll have to catch up with us as soon as they're done. We'll take the lead, head us to our landing zone.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” From the copilot's seat, Myomerr sent the Zulu on the surveillance run while Maria called the other members of the flight into formation, steering the shuttle for the dark side of the planet. “LZ in twenty,” she announced, shoving the throttle forward. 
 
    There had been no smoke or fire, no debris field, no slick on the water of any kind; it seemed that the station had been there for a while. But how long? A couple weeks? A month? Longer? And how did it get down in one piece? Was it a controlled descent? It was unlikely that there was any such thing for a station. Hopefully they would find some answers at the Air and Space Port.  
 
    At their speed, the transition from daylight to night happened in about ninety seconds, the shining water below them turning as black as India ink. Myomerr reached forward and activated the shuttle's twilight beacons, allowing the pilots to see in the dark without any light. Unlike the green hues of night vision, twilight actually projected light in a spectrum unseen by the naked eye, unless viewed through specially coated glass like the shuttle's canopy or the visor of a military type helmet. While it was more black and white than anything else, colors were discernible and clarity was exceptional. “We're about to go feet dry, Skipper,” said Maria. “Whoa, what the hell, did you see that?” 
 
    Myomerr nodded, “Yeah, tidal wave?” 
 
    Steele moved back to the cockpit. “What did you see?” 
 
    “Looked like a harbor and a small city,” commented the Ketarian copilot, “totally flattened, some good sized surface vessels stranded about five miles inland...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Fighters splitting off.” 
 
    “Copy that,” replied Maria. “Altitude one hundred. Final approach to LZ Charlie... Anti-grav on, gear down.” While her copilot handled her commands, Maria zeroed the throttle, braking hard. “LZ coming up, touchdown in four, three, two, one... mark.” The shuttle slid along on the tall grass as the ramp unfolded and extended. “Shuttles touching down on LZs Alpha and Bravo, right on time.”  
 
    Helmeted with his carbine tucked under his arm, Steele stuck his head into the cockpit, patting Maria on the shoulder. “Nice job. Now get outta here and don't come back till we call.” 
 
    She turned in her seat to look at him but the gold helmet visor hid his eyes, she was looking at a distorted reflection of herself. “Be careful, Jack...” 
 
    “Of course... you know me,” he said nonchalantly. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. That's why I said it...”  
 
    As soon as his boots hit turf, the ramp began folding in, the shuttle sealing itself, lifting, swinging away and moving off. Steele dropped to a knee, resting his carbine across his thigh and watched the shuttle bank, rolling away, disappearing in the darkness barely two-hundred feet off the ground. With his free hand he touched the grass and the soil around his feet; it was damp with evening dew and felt no different than he remembered it feeling at home. Pulling his thoughts together he realized what he was feeling... after seeing the water, that gorgeous crystal blue water, feeling real ground beneath his feet... He was a little homesick. He missed his beach, the blue sky, the sunshine...  
 
    The Marines moving about around him, setting up their formation, snapped him back to what they were there for. Crouched in the tall grass about two clicks from the Air and Space Port, Steele's helmet-mounted twilight beacon allowed him to see in any direction he looked. “Comm check, report in...” Every member of his squad checked in, along with the leaders of Alpha and Bravo squads. He switched channels, “Charlie Leader to White Flight?” 
 
    “White Flight. Charlie Leader, we're here if you need us.” 
 
    “Copy.” He switched back to the platoon's channel. “OK, let's go. We've only got about six more hours of darkness.” 
 
    Separated by several clicks, each of the three squads approached the Air and Space Port from a different direction to engage it from three different sides. “I don't get a good feeling about this...” commented Jack, “from here we should see some kind of lights, a glow... something... if it were still active, I mean.”  
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Dayle, “unless they're going dark at night for a reason.” 
 
    “Alpha Leader to Charlie Leader.” 
 
    Steele paused and took a knee. “Charlie Leader, go ahead.”  
 
    “We've come across a four person escape pod, Captain. I'm guessing it's from the station... It's open and empty.” 
 
    “OK, so maybe there are some survivors... good to know.” That gave Steele a bit of hope. “Log the location, maybe we'll get a chance to come back and pull some data.” 
 
    In a gentle sloping valley with low rolling hills on either side, Jack's Charlie Squad made their way through the tall grass and the scattered trees toward the bottom where it would ultimately flatten out at their destination. It was very similar to Earth in many ways despite the lack of a familiar moon. He glanced up reflexively and noticed the stars were also absent, the scattered clouds they'd encountered earlier coming together for what looked to be pretty solid cloud cover. He inhaled deeply and could smell it in the air, a scent that he hadn't encountered in what seemed a lifetime. It was something that separated itself from the smell of the grass, the trees and flowers in the valley. It almost made him giddy. “We're gonna get some rain...” He hadn't realized how much he missed something that seemed so inconsequential until now, but it triggered an avalanche of memories... Pleasant rain storms, notable lightning displays, ovations of thunder, the sweet smell and taste of the air right after the rain had stopped falling, when all you heard were the drops that still clung to the leaves and flowers dropping to the ground, one-by-one. 
 
    It was just above a whisper, someone near him not using the comm. “How can you tell, Captain?”  
 
    “I can smell it, I can taste it...”  
 
    “Bravo Lead to Charlie...” 
 
    “Charlie, go ahead,” responded Steele. 
 
    “We've come across a small town over here, dwellings and such...” 
 
    “Try not to wake anyone...” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I should rephrase that, we've come across a ghost town. There's not a soul here. Doors and windows are open, belongings left strewn about. Like they had to leave in a hurry and never came back... and it looks like they've been gone a while.” 
 
    Farther down the rabbit hole we go, thought Jack. “OK, keep moving Bravo.” 
 
    By the time they had gotten to a point where they could start making out shapes of the buildings and terminal it had started to drizzle, a light rain pattering down on them. For a facility that would normally be operational around the clock no matter what the weather, teeming with life even in the middle of the night, it looked lifeless, dark, abandoned. In Jack's mind, the only thing that could make it look more so, would be tumbleweeds rolling across the unused runways. Charlie Squad was approaching from the most wide-open side of the facility and Jack was glad for the rain. If there was anybody watching, the rain would make it more difficult to be detected in all that open space. There was a rumbling in the distance that rolled on for a few seconds. 
 
    “What the hellion was that?” came a whisper. 
 
    “That's thunder, Private. You've never heard thunder before?” 
 
    “No, sir. What's it from?” 
 
    “So you've never seen lightning then, either...?” 
 
    “No, sir, I was born and raised on a space station. I've never spent much time on a planet. What's lightning?” 
 
    Jack thought about the explanation his Aunt used to give him when he was a child, how the angels were bowling and whenever they got a strike, God would light fireworks to celebrate. He wasn't sure why that came to him and shook it off. “Uh, it's just something the weather does, Private. Don't worry about it. The thunder makes the noise and the lightning is the flashes of light you'll see.” 
 
    The rain was steady by the time they'd reached the field and runways, almost a downpour, the rain coming down on an angle, lightning flickering through the clouds. Crouched in the tall grass and bushes that edged the field, they paused, checking in with the other squads. Everyone was in position and as wide as the facility was, the teams were all dealing with the same conditions. Steele looked over at the squad's sniper who was carefully scanning the rooftops, tower and buildings across their side of the facility. It was certain the same actions were being executed by the other squads. Conferring and agreeing on the situation, the squads moved in, Charlie Squad carefully crossing the first runway. 
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 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREEDOM, VELORIAN ORBIT: EMPTY NEST 
 
    Commander Walt Edgars was sitting in Jack's office on the Freedom, listening and watching the video conference intently, Alité sitting nearby on the couch. “Where did you set up your HQ, Mr. Steele?” asked the Admiral. 
 
    “We're in the control tower, Admiral. Its power systems are self-supported, unlike the rest of the port, and it's systems are autonomous. All we had to do was basically initiate the power and its computers came on-line... The tower is totally operational.” 
 
    “But the rest of the port is still dark?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There are two neighboring towns and they're also without power so it seems to be a regional thing.” 
 
    “What do the locals have to say...?” 
 
    “We haven't come across a single living soul, Admiral. The entire area is completely deserted.” 
 
    Walt leaned forward, pipe in hand. “Any chance that the station rotoring into the ocean had anything to do with it?” 
 
    Jack accepted an e-Pad from off screen with a nod before turning back to the conference call. “We're about two-hundred miles inland, Walt, I hardly think so. At least not in a physical damage sort of way. Things here are pretty much just abandoned. Although we did see a harbor and town on the coast that was pretty much flattened...” 
 
    The Admiral waved his hand, “Yes, your shuttle pilots briefed us on the damage they saw.” 
 
    “Was there anything helpful on the data recordings from the Zulu?” 
 
    Walt sucked on his pipe, pulling the flame from his lighter down into the tobacco. “It wasn't visible on what we could see of the structure, but the sensors picked up burn residues suspended in the water around the wreck, which would indicate some kind of attack or possibly a catastrophic event, maybe a fire or explosion.” 
 
    “I don't understand how the thing could still be intact...” 
 
    “It's not,” offered Alité. “The ocean there at its deepest, is about a mile deep. The station is, or was, two miles tall from tip to tip and about a mile across. For it to have a thousand feet sticking out of the ocean means it's crushed against the bottom.” 
 
     “Is it possible it had a controlled descent, Admiral? I'm expecting it should have burned or broken up in the atmosphere...”  
 
    “It is possible Mr. Steele,” volunteered Gantarro. “There are several factors that might account for it making it down relatively intact, deceleration, limited control, shield viability...” 
 
    “I don't think,” interrupted the Admiral, “that the how is as important as the why. Why it came down is the question I want answered.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” replied Steele. “We will be heading to the capitol city tomorrow at first light. I am hoping you can send us additional Marines to maintain the port in our absence?” 
 
    “Done. You'll have them in a few hours, Captain. Commander Edgars, can you handle those arrangements for us? I'm going to be a little busy updating the Directorate on what we've found so far.” 
 
    Walt Edgars puffed on his pipe, clouds of sweet aromatic smoke floating around him. “I'd be delighted, Admiral.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele had just pushed away from the console in the administrator's office when the comm system chimed again, the UFW screen showing the silhouette of the Freedom and its designation number. He punched the button, and the screen flickered, making its video connection. “What did you forget Walt?” he asked looking away momentarily. 
 
    “Did you just call me Walt? Is there something wrong with your video...?” 
 
    “Lisa?” His attention snapped back to the screen. “Are you on the Freedom?” 
 
    “No, no,” she waved her hand, “they're relaying my signal...” 
 
    “Oh,” he nodded, somewhat disappointed, still smiling, “It's good to see you, kiddo. So, hows things?” 
 
    “Things are OK,” she shifted trying to look around him, seeing the darkness out the window behind him. “Where are you?” 
 
    “On Veloria, Alité's home planet...” 
 
    “I think that's where we're headed.” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “You're coming here? Why?” 
 
    “Well I think it has something to do with the company of Army engineers we picked up from Blackmount Station. We're escorting another ship that's carrying all their equipment.” 
 
    “What kind of equipment?” 
 
    “No idea, I didn't see any of it.” Lisa broke out in a huge smile. “But I did get a chance to walk around the station for a couple hours... Holy crap. Talk about culture shock, my God...” 
 
    Jack started laughing... “Yeah, it's an adjustment alright. So, are you getting used to it?” 
 
    “I guess you could say that. But not as good as Nina, she's got a girlfriend already.” 
 
    “Really? That's nice... Wait, you meant boyfriend, right?” 
 
    Lisa just shook her head. “Girlfriend,” she said slowly. 
 
    Jack rubbed his forehead, “Yeeaaah, I don't even know how to respond to that.” He pushed back from the console. “But, I think this is a good stopping point, we have a ton of work to do here...” 
 
    “Wait, one more thing... I'm worried about mom and dad.” 
 
    “Why...? he said suspiciously. 
 
    Lisa ran her fingers through her hair. “I don't know how I know; I just think they need our help...” 
 
    “You're starting to sound like mom.” 
 
    “Don't even go there, Jack. But let's face it, they hunted you, they hounded me and Nina... if we go by their track record alone, those pricks are bound to pull the same shit with mom and dad.” She leaned forward, her voice lower, quieter, “They're not safe, I can feel it.” 
 
    Jack didn't have to ask who they was; he knew full well who they were. The alphabet soup agencies. The government. Growing bolder, getting more invasive, constantly pushing to expand the limits of its power and influence, incrementally trampling the rights and freedoms of the people they swore to serve. Dammit...  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Warrant Officer Dayle Alaroot stood his carbine up in the corner before dropping himself heavily into a chair at the console. “Man, it is humid out on that concrete.” He pulled his helmet off and sat it on the console eyeing the dark haired Captain staring pensively out the big windows of the control tower. “Something wrong, Skipper?” 
 
    “Huh?” Steele looked over at him, blinking his thoughts away. 
 
    “You had a two-thousand-yard stare goin' on there,” he said, circling Jack's face in the air with his index finger. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Nah... yeah, well maybe. I don't know, I'm not sure.” 
 
    “Good committed answer,” Dayle kidded sarcastically, “you gonna stick with that?” 
 
    Steele cocked his head to one side and raised an eyebrow, “You always been a smart-ass, Dayle?” 
 
    “One of my life's great goals, sir. I'm a perfectionist; it takes a lot of practice...” 
 
    Jack couldn't help but crack a smile. “Well I think you can stop practicing, you've reached your ultimate goal of being a world-class pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate you noticing.” He leaned back and crossed his arms. “So, out with it, what's got you buggin?” 
 
    “You mean, other than the fact the station that's supposed to be in space is buried in the ocean and we haven't seen a sign of life since we've gotten here, save the birds...?”  
 
    “Yeah, besides that...” 
 
    “My sister's coming in on the UFW77. They're bringing a company of Army Engineers and escorting a ship full of equipment from Blackmount.” 
 
    Dayle leaned forward putting his hands on his armored knees. “That should be a good thing... So what's the catch?” 
 
    “The women in my family have a thing...” said Jack, watching Dayle's curious expression. “They have this ability to know certain things, feel things. And despite the fact that nobody ever wants to acknowledge it, they're usually right.” 
 
    Dayle rubbed his forehead, “Hellion, Skipper, just spit it out already.” 
 
    “She's under the distinct impression that my folks might be in trouble.” 
 
    “The whole sneaky government thing again?” 
 
    Jack inhaled deeply, letting it out slow. “Yeah. Like a dog with a bone.” 
 
    “That's some fucked up shit, Skipper,” said Dayle dropping his eyes. He looked back up, “We'll just have to go get them once we get this shit straightened out,” he thumbed over his shoulder indicating the world outside. “Maybe give your pompous bureaucrats a little schooling on manners.” 
 
    “I appreciate that Dayle...” 
 
    “Hey it's what we do. Give em a swift kick in the nads, get their attention. Inform them their behavior is unacceptable. If that doesn't work, we hurt them for real. Break their shit, take their toys away. Eventually they figure it out... they can't behave like assholes and expect everyone else to tolerate it.” He looked out the tower's slanted windows at the rest of the base then back at the captain. “I'm not saying we go out of our way to interfere, but it wouldn't be the first time we educated a government on proper behavior...” 
 
    “That's a nice way of putting it...” 
 
    A Marine Private stepped through the doorway, standing rigid. “Sarge wants to know if you guys are just gonna sit up here in the cool air or actually come down and do some work... sir.” Dayle turned around in his chair and stared at the private without saying a word. “Er, sirs.” Added the private. “Sorry, sirs, not my idea...” 
 
    “Sergeant Mac?” asked Jack. 
 
    The Marine was still motionless, not having moved a muscle. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Relax Private, he's having a little fun at your expense. And so were we. Anything to report?” 
 
    The private pulled off his helmet, his blue-black hair, cut high and tight in a bristling crew-cut. “We've found some decent vehicles to make the drive to the capitol tomorrow... Hellion, they're all over the place. Alpha Squad has found deceased civilians scattered throughout the terminals and Bravo Squad has found a subterranean level that looks like it spreads under the entire facility. Sarge says that will probably take a while to explore. Most of the standard air craft out there on the concrete and at the terminal air-docks look operational.” 
 
    “Have we been able to check all the hangars?”  
 
    “No, sir, haven't even touched on that yet. This place is huge, there's a lot to cover.” 
 
    “No argument there, Private. On those deceased civilians, did Alpha have any thoughts on their demise?” Jack was sincerely hoping it wasn't some form of illness or disease. 
 
    “The Lieutenant said most of them looked to be injured and left behind.” 
 
    Jack pursed his lips, “Mmm, panic. Maybe stampeding. What's the one thing we're missing around here, guys?” 
 
    Dayle leaned forward, “What, Skipper?” 
 
    “This is an Air and Space Port. We have vehicles in the parking lot... overflowing the parking lots, parked up the road, on the highway, in the fields... We've got air-worthy planes all over the place. But there's nothing left here that will take you off world. This was a mass exodus... fleeing in panic.” 
 
    “From what?” asked Dayle. 
 
    “And to where?” asked the Private. 
 
    “I don't know...”  
 
    “You're doing that two-thousand-yard stare again Skipper.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said standing, blinking it away. He picked his helmet up off the desk behind him and scooped up his carbine. “C'mon, Dayle. Private, I'm sure you won't mind sitting up here in the nice cool air and monitoring the tower communications for us? We are expecting some additional troops, just bring them in.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Dropping out of the scattered clouds, the early morning sun played alternate stripes of shadow and golden light across the terrain below. Maria could see the entire facility, over two miles wide and two-and-a-half miles long, sitting at the end of a shallow valley of emerald green. In the distance beyond the Air and Space Port, a town sat atop one of the many low rolling hills, surrounded by what looked like active farmland.  
 
    It seemed silly landing on a five-hundred foot wide runway with a shuttle; it was like landing a child's toy airplane on a four lane highway. 
 
    “Freedom Shuttle to Veloria Tower, three shuttles on final approach...” 
 
    “Copy that, Freedom Shuttle. Clear on runway thirty-two left, exit right on your first opportunity and move to the skirt near the tower.”  
 
    “Roger Tower...” Maria reached forward, switching on the antigravity, pulling the throttle back and rotating the grip to increase power to the anti-grav to compensate. The shuttle began to descend flatly, lined up on the runway center line, the other two shuttles dropping to her left and right in a delta formation. “Gear down...” 
 
    “Gear down,” replied Myomerr extending the landing skids. “Five hundred feet...” 
 
    “Gather your gear, folks,” announced Maria, “we're down in five...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The main terminal was effectively planned, an efficient people mover, stretching out like an elongated octopus, each arm reaching out to an airside terminal. With elegant sweeping designs, it was luxuriously appointed with polished marble and steel, reflective glass and exotic wood... Its opulence and beauty was rudely interrupted, disrupted by abandoned luggage scattered about, assorted litter and general widespread disarray. Then there were the bodies. Abandoned souls left to die of their injuries... and the foul stench of death. The clouded air in the terminals required personal filtration breathers to function as the Marines of Charlie Squad carried the rotting bodies out to the tarmac on the far side of the terminal, rows of lifeless forms laying in the shade. 
 
    “Alpha Lead to Charlie Lead...” 
 
    “Go ahead Alpha.” 
 
    “I think we've found a power hub that supplies the base...” 
 
    Steele paused, sitting down on an aircraft towing mule. “That's great... where are you?” 
 
    “About six clicks north of the base. It has a series of solar collectors piped to this station and everything looks intact. We're going to try to boot the system up and see what happens...” 
 
    “Do it. Let's see if we can get this facility up and running. Air circulation would be a blessing...” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Stand by...” 
 
    Jack looked over to Dayle Alaroot who was coming out of the terminal. “Mr. Alaroot...” 
 
    “Sir?” he replied strolling over, pulling off his breather mask. 
 
    “Dayle, have you heard from Bravo at all?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not a peep. It's been awhile, hasn't it...” It was more a statement than a question. “You worried about them?” 
 
    “Just wondering what they've gotten themselves into...” 
 
    “I just think they're hiding so they don't have to do this job,” he thumbed toward the rows of dead bodies. 
 
    “Pretty grim,” nodded Jack. 
 
    “Tower to Captain Steele.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Shuttles are down and troops are boots on the ground.” 
 
    “On my way Private, thanks. Clear the shuttles for takeoff and let them head out...” Jack rose and locked his breather back into place, “OK Dayle, once more into the breach,” he stepped past the Marine and headed for the terminal service door. 
 
    “Skipper...!” 
 
    Jack spun on his heel at the urgent call, to see Dayle Alaroot backing toward him, focused and pointing toward the hangars on the east side of the facility. He followed the pointed finger. “Is that a... tank...?” It sort of looked like a flattened tank body and turret without tracks or wheels, sitting on an oblong disk. 
 
    They both began retreating toward the door, glancing behind them, then back to the topic at hand. “That's two tanks...” the Marine replied, as another tank appeared behind the first. More a reflex than anything else, Jack unslung his carbine and Dayle steered him roughly towards the door. “That won't even scratch the paint. Move!”  
 
    Almost colliding with two Marines coming out as they were scrambling in, they secured the access door behind them as if it would be substantial enough to repel a tank's formidable bulk, or the destructive power of its ordnance. Bolting up the ramp to the airside terminal level, the four men ran across the terminal to the other side, oblivious to the fact that the lights were now on and the air systems were doing their best to clear the putrid, clouded air. “Do we have anything to kill a tank?” huffed Jack, through his breather. 
 
    “Tank?” asked the Marine running next to him. 
 
    “Hover tanks,” replied Dayle, “as in plural.” 
 
    “That's not good...” 
 
    “Ya think? Charlie Leader to all units,” huffed Jack, “get all units off the field, get inside somewhere... get those shuttles off the ground...” 
 
    “Shuttles are airborne, sir. What's going on...?” 
 
    “Tanks!” 
 
    “Tanks?” 
 
    “Hover tanks!” yelled Dayle into his mic. “Big armored things with big fucking guns! Everybody find a hole!” 
 
    “This is Charlie Six; I have eyes on, looks like we have four hover tanks... They're heading around the end of Airside Terminal Eight; I'm guessing they intend to go all the way around to the tower...” The sniper peered through his scope from the roof of the terminal building. “Don't see any markings...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Making long, lazy survey passes around the sunken space station, Ensign Santine looked over at Brian Carter in the pilot's seat from the tactical station. “Did you catch that?” 
 
    “Sure did...” nodded Brian, leaning the flight stick over in the opposite direction, breaking away from their task. “Let's go.” He shoved the throttle forward, instantly leaving a massive sonic boom behind the Zulu gunship, splitting the surface of the water below them. He pulled up towards the clouds, leveling off at about four thousand feet and headed across the ocean for the valley. 
 
    Santine's fingers danced across the controls, switching from survey instruments to tactical systems, the screens winking from one set of information to the other. “Weapons live and online... turrets manned.” He checked over his shoulder getting a wave from the gunners in the tail and the dorsal. The chin turret was controlled by whoever was in the tactical seat next to the pilot, and Santine tested the controls, watching the gun camera move with his joystick. “Five minutes to target Lieutenant...” Brian nodded without speaking and nudged the throttle. “Four minutes then,” corrected Santine. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Marines poured into the terminal and the tower leaving the field vacant. Any equipment they had to deal with the tanks would probably leave one, possibly even two intact enough to fight, and that was unacceptable. They stood in the terminal overlooking the field below as the four tanks navigated around Airside Terminal Four, headed for the tower, their turrets swinging right and left searching for targets. Moving along inside the terminal en masse, the Marines followed along with the tanks which paused momentarily, their guns swinging up toward the terminal. 
 
    As a reflex, the men backed away from the windows. “They can't see us, can they?” 
 
    “Reflective glass,” replied Steele, “the sun's on this side of the building, all they see is their own reflection in the gold glass.” 
 
    “Unless they're using thermal,” commented Draza Mac. 
 
    The turrets turned away and the tanks moved on, eliciting a collective sigh from the men. “I think the thermal would pick up their own reflected heat,” said Jack. 
 
    “I sure hope so...” 
 
    “This is Zulu One, we're three minutes out, comin' in hot and loaded. Stay tucked in and out of sight.”  
 
    “Zulu One, you have four targets,” replied Steele, “They're about a hundred yards off the terminal... so don't miss.” 
 
    “Wouldn't think of it, Skipper.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brian throttled back, dropping the Zulu down into the long, deeply shaded, emerald valley leading to the Air and Space Port. “Sixty seconds to target...” 
 
    Santine was busy at the tactical station. “Sensors dedicated to tactical... Four armored targets confirmed...”  
 
    “Gunners, check six,” commented Brian. 
 
    “Six is clear,” came the reply. 
 
    “Target One locked.” Santine touched the color MFD Multi Function Display screen on the graphic of the missile he was assigning to that target. “Target Two and Three locked... Four is being stubborn... he's obscured by the others.” 
 
    “Maybe we'll get a twofer...” said Brian, lining up. “If we have to, we'll come back for another pass.” 
 
    “Preparing to fire.” 
 
    “Right. Kill em...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The hover tanks came to a stop, settling to the ground a stone's throw from the base of the tower, their turrets fanning left and right. Jack saw a glint of something far up the valley, a miniscule, momentary fleck of light, but it was gone as fast as he caught it, lost in the deep shadows. “We might want to step away from the windows, boys...” His eyes searched to catch the light again. 
 
    “Uh, Skipper...” Sergeant Draza Mac had grabbed him by the shoulder, pointing at the open hatch on the top of the first tank, a figure's head and shoulders appearing in the opening. 
 
    Steele's earpiece crackled, “Skipper, this is Charlie Six. Friendlies! I say again, friendlies!” 
 
    Without effort or conscious control on his part, Steele got the distinct feeling that time was slowing down, the things around him almost coming to a stop, his new left eye zooming in on the top of the first tank. He was aware of hatches on the second and third tank opening up, but his eye was feeding him information on the first tank he had never experienced before, and his mind sped ahead of the events. Son of a bitch, he thought, where did Bravo Squad get hover tanks...? “Zulu One, Zulu One...! Break off! Break off!” Sound and other movement came rushing back at him in a blurred wave. “Zulu One, did you copy? Break off!”  
 
    The Zulu's dark, wicked shape abruptly appeared, screaming low overhead, flashing out of view over the top of the terminal, the windows bowing with the shock of a thundering sonic boom, the Marines ducking out of reflex. There was a quick shout in Steele's headset that ended with a light clatter before it cut short with a brief amount of static.  
 
    “Zulu One, copy. Holy shit, that was cutting it awful close...” 
 
    “I don't think Bravo is going to appreciate how close...” breathed Jack. 
 
    “You have no idea, Skipper...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    By the time Charlie Six made it down off the roof of the terminal building, everyone had gathered around the hover tanks sitting near the tower. He wandered out across the concrete and stood next to Jack, his hands on his hips, looking a little dazed and a little miffed. “I have a bone to pick with your flyboys, Captain...” 
 
    Steele turned to look at him, his face was bloodied and he had no helmet, his eyes looked a little unfocused. Jack raised an eyebrow, “What happened Corporal?” 
 
    The Marine blinked hard, looking momentarily up at the sky as if he expected the Zulu to suddenly return. “Bastard almost sucked me off the roof,” he mumbled, waving one arm expansively.  
 
    “Where's your helmet, your weapon...?” 
 
    The Marine Sniper wobbled a little like he was drunk, “Gone,” he replied, waving again. “Sucked it right off my head along with my earpiece...” He shrugged loosely, his hands slapping his armored thighs, “Couldn't hold onto my weapon... I was too busy trying not to die...” 
 
    “Think we can find it?”  
 
    “I dunno. Probably halfway between here and that town to the East...” 
 
    Jack slung his own carbine, trying not to smirk. It was kinda funny. Sort of. He waved a medic over to them, “Take care of the Corporal here, make sure he's OK.”  
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Bravo Squad reported a massive multi-level subterranean complex akin to a small city under the surface facility, a good portion of it decidedly military. They found bunkers, offices, living quarters, weapons, equipment and ammunition stockpiles. All completely deserted. Or at least what they'd been able to cover so far. It wasn't clear yet whether it was the hardened underground facility, or some kind of signal dampening that affected the teams' communications. They'd been able to stay in contact within the team as long as they remained on the same level. Much like the control tower on the surface, the subterranean levels had some sort of self sufficient power grid, though they had yet to locate a source.  
 
    While Alpha, Bravo and Charlie Squads got some shuteye for their little jaunt in the morning to the capital city, the relief squads Delta, Echo and Foxtrot would be patrolling, guarding and exploring the entire Air and Space Port.  
 
    The sun dropped below the crest of the valley's ridge, the last of its golden light turning to orange, red and purple, reflecting against the bottom of the sparse, scattered clouds. Steele was standing at the windows on the second floor of the Airside Terminal Four, overlooking the tower and the concrete below where a group of Marines from one of the relief Squads were getting a briefing beside the parked hover tanks. Running his hand through his hair, he nudged his armor to one side with the toe of his boot and stretched. It felt good to be free of it. “Say, Dayle?” 
 
    “Yeah, Skipper?” He was reclined in one of the contoured lounge chairs, his eyes closed. 
 
    “Are there any women in the Marines?” 
 
    “A few... not many. Why?”  
 
    “Do we have any in our squads?” 
 
    Dayle Alaroot straddled the seat and planted his feet on the floor, sitting up. “Not that I can recall...” 
 
    “OK...” To Jack the form in the armor below, looked female. Or at least maybe a slender feminine male. No, the form moved like a woman.  
 
    Then Dayle was standing next to him. “Which one?” 
 
    “Mmm, third one in from the right...” Jack pointed.  
 
    “Sure moves like a woman...” 
 
    “That's what I was thinking,” commented Jack. “Wait, is that a sword?” 
 
    “Sword? Where?” Dayle was peering through cupped hands on the glass to cancel out the reflections from behind them.  
 
    “Strapped to her, er, his - uh, whatever. Strapped over the back. See the grip sticking up over the shoulder?” To him it looked like the grip and pommel of a samurai sword.  
 
    “Yeah...” said Dayle slowly, “it does. We don't carry long blade weapons.” He turned around and pointed to three members of Charlie team who hadn't shed their armor yet, “C'mere you guys. I need you to go fetch someone for me...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Standing near the food court in the main hub, away from the Marines resting in Airside Four, away from prying eyes and ears, Steele was standing with his hands on his hips, having difficulty keeping his anger in check. “What in the hell are you doing? Have you lost your senses?” His voice was strained but purposefully forced to a lower tone. “What were you thinking?” He paced restlessly back and forth.  
 
    Dressed in full Marine armor, a carbine and sword slung over her shoulder, Alité shifted uneasily, her helmet dangling from her left hand. “Are you speaking as my husband, or my Captain...?” 
 
    Steele stopped pacing abruptly, gesturing widely, “Does it matter? You didn't listen to either one of us!” He rubbed his forehead. “How am I supposed to deal with this...?”  
 
    “I don't know how to answer that. What are you asking me?” 
 
    “Well you're my wife, but we're not sitting in our quarters; after you burned the meat loaf...” 
 
    “Meat loaf...?” 
 
    He sighed, his jaw muscles working. “We're not in our quarters, this is not a domestic issue. We're here on a military mission and you have inserted yourself into it... which means I should treat you like someone who has disobeyed orders - which you have, or risk looking like I'm playing favoritism.” 
 
    “They would understand,” she said softly, moving forward. He wondered how she managed to still be seductive even in full body armor. How was that even possible? 
 
    “Ooh, no,” he said backing up, hands outstretched, “no, no, no, lady. That's not gonna work here...” 
 
    “In case you've forgotten, this is my home... And this is as much diplomatic as it is military. I happen to be the diplomatic part.” She stood with her hands on her hips and her feet apart. 
 
    “That doesn't give you the leeway to do whatever you want, whenever you want... You're starting to act like Maria...” He winced mentally as it came out of his mouth, the words slipping past the idiot filter. He had just lost control on a slippery slope. 
 
    “You didn't just compare me to Maria...” 
 
    “Uhhh...” The wheels were spinning but he wasn't getting any traction, his mind blank, like white powdered snow over black ice. Once the slide started, sometimes all you could do was close your eyes and hang on till it was over. 
 
    “Let it go, Skipper...” came a voice from the semi-darkness in Airside Four.  
 
    “Kiss and make up...” said another. Light laughter filtered through the darkened terminal, broken by scattered clapping.  
 
    Bastards. Steel sighed and shook his head, the slide had come to rest against the proverbial guardrail. “I need to get some sleep.”  
 
    “I'm going with you tomorrow...” 
 
    Dammit, she just wasn't going to let this go. You had to pick your fights and know which hill to make a stand on... this wasn't it. Steele had pretty much conceded to that. “Yeah, I know.” Alité unslung her carbine and handed it to Jack, then began releasing the fasteners on her armor as they walked back toward Airside Four. “I gotta ask,” he started, “what's with the sword?” 
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 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORIA: THE HILLS HAVE EYES 
 
    Having to clear the terminal and set up the tower as a base of operations had set them a full day behind schedule, but it was a necessary task. At least it was liveable now... with breathable air. Steele was sure they still hadn't explored all of the facility's nooks and crannies. There were undoubtedly more things to discover, but where to start looking was an open-ended question.  
 
    Jack stood at the windows of Airside Four, looking at the long, early morning shadows extending across the facility and the deep emerald valley. Along the edge of the farthest runway, a hover tank patrolled slowly, its turret scanning the tree line. The sky had interesting streaks of pink fingering into the deep blue of twilight as the sun rose from behind the building. It was definitely a beautiful planet...  
 
    Several of the Marines were up and moving about, and over in the food court someone was making what smelled like coffee and breakfast. He glanced over his shoulder at the sleeping men, stretched out in the terminal's comfortable recliners. He was surprised to be awake so early, he was not a morning person, never had been. Never quite understood the fascination of it. But it had its moments... like now for instance. There was something oddly calming about it.  
 
    He looked down at the sword in his hands, still in its scabbard, rolling it over in his hands, studying the ornate detail on the pommel, the grip, and the cross guard. He pulled firmly and the sword popped from the scabbard with a gentle click. Sliding it out, revealing about six of its twenty-eight inches, he examined a delicate, detailed engraving of an angel in a flowing gown carrying a shield and sword like the one he held in his hands. He turned it into the light, the polished blade reflecting the pink and lightening blue sky outside. The wavy, frosted temper line on the blade reminded him of a samurai sword. It certainly looked as sharp. He knew better than to touch the edge to test it. He slid it back into its sheath and examined the intricate coat-of-arms, inlaid with color on the pommel. This was not an ordinary weapon. No, this was a sword for someone special. Someone from a royal family. She was carrying it as an identifier. He wondered if she... 
 
    “You're wondering if I know how to use it...” 
 
    He thought he could feel her there. “Well, yeah,” he admitted, not looking back. 
 
    She stood on her tiptoes looking over his shoulder, her breath in his ear, speaking softly. “It was given to me on my sixteenth birthday, to replace the smaller one given to me on my tenth birthday. I practiced two hours a day from the time I was ten, until shortly before I was taken by the pirates.” 
 
    “Wow. Sooo... either you practiced a lot because you were really good, or because you really sucked...” he had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning.  
 
    “I'll have you know,” she said tugging the hair on the back of his head, “that I was considered a gifted student...” 
 
    “Oh you're gifted, alright... but it doesn't have anything to do with swords...” he chided. 
 
    She pulled his hair again, “You're sooo bad...” She leaned up against him, her 2ndSkyn seductively sliding across his.  
 
    He could feel her breasts and nipples through the sheer, skintight fabric, rubbing across his back. “It's been a while since you've practiced then...” 
 
    She rested her chin on his shoulder. “Yeah. No real room to do my paces. I'm probably a little rusty... but I'm sure it would come right back to me. I still keep it thoroughly clean and oiled though...”  
 
    “Come right back to you...? Thoroughly cleaned and oiled?” His mind slid right down into the gutter. Truthfully, it was a short trip. “You're killing me woman...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sharing the Freedom's bridge and command duties with Commander Edgars, Commander Paul Smiley was holding a quiet meeting with a few of his pilots in the Captain's ready room attached to the bridge. The Freedom had picked up two Vulcans, four Lancias and four Cyclones bound for Veloria's military from the UFW Carrier Conquest. They had been stored down in the ship's cargo hold along with a supply of parts and ordnance. With the consideration that no sense of military or stability seemed to exist on the surface, those birds, for the moment, were staying right where they were. But, in support of the Marines on the ground, it was unanimously agreed that for the quickest response possible, a flight of armed fighters, pilots and support staff should be based at the Air and Space Port. 
 
    Paul sat on the Captain's desk facing the room, an e-Pad resting on his thigh. “Santine, Taylor, I want you to each pick a wingman...” 
 
    “I pick you,” quipped Duncan Taylor. 
 
    “Don't brown-nose me, son.” Paul fought back a smirk and there was no ire in his voice. He glanced briefly down at the e-Pad and back up. “Pick one of the new guys. The four of you will be stationed on the ground until further notice. A ground crew will go with you.”  
 
    “What can we expect?” asked Santine. 
 
    “No idea. You'll be on-call for the Skipper's boys, I suggest you fly in pairs rather than a four bird flight so you can provide continuous cover if need be.” 
 
    “High cover?” 
 
    “We're not going anywhere and we'll still have birds in high atmosphere. I suspect the Zulu will still be doing survey runs. Fully loaded if you need the additional help for ground missions.” He flipped a couple pages on the e-Pad. “As of yet, they haven't encountered one single person.” 
 
    “Birds?” 
 
    “Cyclones. I've ordered two air-to-air and four air-to-ground missiles per bird. The crew will bring some supplies and additional ordnance with them.” He stood, laying the e-Pad on the desk. “Get your gear and get going. Dismissed.”  
 
    Aye, sir.” They saluted and left. 
 
    “Mike, I need you to fill the Air Boss slot while I'm up here... think you can handle that?” 
 
    Mike nodded, “Sure, will do.” 
 
    “Good... Derrik, patrol scheduling is on you. Lean on Brian here, if you need some help. I'll fly if I'm free, but don't count on me.” 
 
    “Right-o...” 
 
    “We might want to rotate our flights in pairs instead of wings of four, or we're gonna burn these guys out fast.” 
 
    “No problem, Pappy,” said Brian. 
 
    “OK, let's get to work...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Marines of Alpha, Bravo and Charlie squads were fed, geared up and ready to roll, taking their positions in the hover tanks and transport trucks they'd be using for the twenty-odd mile trek to the capital city. The long, crack-of-dawn shadows had shortened some, as the planet's sun broke free of the horizon, the sky a crisp blue. A few wispy, semi-transparent clouds drifted lazily across the sky.  
 
    “Captain...?” 
 
    Steele paused and turned on his heel. “Lieutenant...?” Alité stood next to her husband, absentmindedly adjusting her armor. 
 
    “Zorvano, sir. Delta squad.” He almost saluted but caught himself.  
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant Zorvano...” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. Hard habit to break. I had Delta up on the hill past the power station last night; we were able to see lights in the distance toward the direction of the city. I can't swear to it, but it looked like there was movement out there...” 
 
    “Vehicles or people...?” 
 
    “At that distance it was impossible to tell. It could have been air currents, it was very vague...” Steele nodded his understanding. “Two other things... Echo found a couple more hover tanks, so we have armor for the base. And the tower heard from your ship, they're sending down a flight of fighters so you have instant air, if you need it.” 
 
    “Good deal, anything else?” 
 
    “No, sir. We will of course, continue to explore the subterranean levels and the rest of the hangars and buildings...” 
 
    “Sounds good,” replied Steele. “One more thing, keep at least two people staffing the tower. Have them scan the planetary frequencies if they've got nothing else to do... no telling what might turn up.” 
 
    Jack took the opportunity of the long walk from the terminal to the waiting convoy to discuss with Alité the thing that had been playing in his mind for a long time... the death of her sister, Docaline and brother, Mozelle. But even as long as he'd been thinking about it, he still hadn't figured out how to broach the subject delicately. Probably because he had stored it away in the back of his mind, hoping all these months, it was a topic that needn't be discussed... To tell her their death wasn't an accident, an unforeseen circumstance, an equipment failure... That it was deliberate. It was murder. Although he couldn't be positive, he strongly suspected the culprit was LaNareef - but with his timely death, the subject seemed to be a dead end. The Freedom was a safe haven, she had no safety concerns there, so why open the wound? But now they were in the Land of Nod, an unknown, unpredictable place, with a familiar but lying face. 
 
    All things considered, she took it remarkably well. Jack watched her face as she stared back at him, her jaw set, her eyes flicking back and forth searching for anything in his eyes that could tell her something more. She exhaled, not realizing she'd been holding her breath. She'd had her own suspicions about Dakkah and Mozzy's death, so it appeared the truth was not as painful as Jack anticipated. He was thankful for that... for both of them. His earpiece chirped. “Burning daylight, sir...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Packed solid with a river of abandoned vehicles, the ribbon of highway stretching from the Air and Space Port, to Veloria's capital city, was impassable in both directions as far as the eye could see. The parking lots, drives and fields surrounding the approach side of the port were littered with private and commercial cars and trucks of all types and descriptions. Thankfully, overnight, the Marines of Foxtrot were able to clear a small path through the mess across the highway and through the fields west of the port. It wasn't as crucial for the hover tanks as it was for the wheeled trucks they were using for the transports. Cross country travel would be in order until they came across surface roads that were passable.  
 
    The blue glow under the hover tanks left no trail, no mark on the green grass of the meadows or the flowers populating the fields. They bent and swayed before standing up again... only to be trampled and crushed beneath the tires of the trucks that followed. The tanks fanned out in a delta formation while the trucks followed behind, single file.  
 
    The formation followed along the four-lane highway for awhile, keeping it in sight to their left before breaking away when it came to a river with steep banks that neither the trucks nor tanks could navigate. They followed the river to the North, looking for a place to cross to bring them back on a heading that would get them where they wanted to go.  
 
    “Town ahead, Captain.” 
 
    Steele keyed the mic on his earpiece. “Copy. Spread out, we'll jump off here and move in together.” He turned to the driver of the truck, “We'll get out here, hang back until we clear the area.” The driver nodded, bringing the truck to a stop, the troops piling out the back. With both trucks empty, the Marines spread out as they approached the town, wading through the tall grass. 
 
    “I don't see a damn thing, Skipper. It looks vacant, just like everything else we've seen...” 
 
    It looked like a medium-sized rural town of a couple thousand people, something Jack was used to seeing in the Midwest of the United States. It was familiar yet different. The architecture of the houses was more organic, rounded. He turned to Alité who was two paces off his right. She was focused on the houses ahead, looking through the sight on her carbine. He keyed his mic as they neared the back of the first house, “Anybody see anything?” 
 
    “Negative...” 
 
    “OK, let's take a look around, see if we can find anything.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Though the town looked a little overgrown, it was in pristine condition. Not a mark, not even a broken window to be found. An occasional vehicle parked at a curb, most of the houses, stores and buildings were open but unoccupied... like every single person had simply left for the day. Standing with Alité and several Marines in the town's center at its crossroads, Jack stared at the curios shop across the street, its display windows full of trinkets and collectables. On the other corner, the food store stood empty, it's shelves barren, picked clean to the last item.  
 
    Dayle Alaroot adjusted his carbine sling. “Whadya thinking, Skipper?” 
 
    Alité looked at Dayle. “What...?” 
 
    “I've seen that look before,” replied the Warrant Officer, “his wheels are turning...” 
 
    Jack keyed his mic, “Anybody see a tool shop or hardware store...?” 
 
    “Just left one... about a mile north of the center of town on the main drive, up the hill,” replied a voice in his earpiece. “Why?” 
 
    “How did it look inside?” 
 
    “Nobody there, sir.” 
 
    “How were the shelves, the stock?” 
 
    There was silence for a moment before the answer came back. “I guess there were a lot of tools missing... not as empty as the food store we saw up here, though...” 
 
    “Copy that...” Steele turned back to Dayle, “I don't think we're really alone...” He hiked up his carbine and began surveying windows around them. “Pull everybody back. Now.” 
 
    Dayle keyed his mic, “All units regroup on me, double-time.” He flipped open the small panel and thumbed the locator beacon mounted to the armor on his arm and dropped to one knee, surveying the buildings and windows around them, his carbine at the ready. “What did you see, Skipper...?” 
 
    Steele's little voice was whispering in his ear and it was making his hair stand up. “No food...” He checked over his shoulder as one of the hover tanks came gliding up the street. “People need food. If there was no one here there'd be plenty of food in the stores. Survivors need food, tools and supplies. That stuff is all missing.”  
 
    “Maybe people passing through?” 
 
    Jack thought for a second, “No. They'd be messy, this town would be a wreck. Whoever it is, cares about this place...” 
 
    His earpiece pinged, “Captain, Hover Four... We've found a bridge... you're going to want to see this...”  
 
    “Copy that. Mark your location and hold position.” He flipped open the small panel on the left arm of his armor and saw the ID marker appear on the four inch color screen showing the terrain, town and topography. He flipped it closed again, giving another glance around. “Let's go, we'll leave them their town...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Through the town, up the hill, and winding through the wooded area that it backed up against, on the far side, north of town, the road cut left heading west and crossed the river. The terrain was higher here and the arched bridge was the highest point for miles, the two-lane road sloping down and away between rolling hills, fields and broad stands of trees. Houses and farms dotted the landscape as it stretched off to the horizon. Far to the left, the dark line of the highway was still visible, like a dirty slash across the landscape, pointing toward the city. The city... a lifeless gray blemish on the horizon, spread out in all directions, vertical streaks reaching into the sky, looking broken and ragged. A gray curtain of dust seemed to be perpetually suspended above the city like the dark cloud of death. 
 
    Steele exhaled heavily; this is not what he'd hoped to see. It was however, what he expected... and it saddened him that he was right. A glance to his left and he saw the look of pain on Alité's face... a mixture of despair, anger and frustration. He keyed his mic, “Mount up, we're moving out.” She walked numbly as he guided her to the truck. 
 
    The column of vehicles moved sedately up the road to the city, one of the hover tanks occasionally heading to the closest hilltop to get a better view as the city disappeared below the hills and trees.  
 
    Steele grabbed the door handle, “Stop! Stop!” The driver jammed the brakes, making the truck shudder and the wheels hop, the truck behind them doing the same to keep from ramming them. Jack flung the door open and climbed to the roof of the truck.  
 
    Alité climbed out after him, “Jack, what is it...?!” 
 
    “Can't you smell it?” he yelled, pointing to the crops on the hill to the right of the road. “The crops are fresh-cut... There are people out here. They're hiding.” 
 
    “But why?” she asked. 
 
    “That's the sixty-four-thousand dollar question...” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Never mind,” he chuckled, climbing down and back into the cab of the truck. “Let's roll.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The roadblock consisting of abandoned cars, a truck, some wooden posts and wire, offered little resistance to the hover tanks who pushed it aside and off the road. Alité read Jack the hand scrawled signs that equated to, danger, do not enter, keep out. The city loomed large ahead, sprouting up suddenly from the surrounding hills and fields, looking out of place, with its drab grayness and desolation. It was a world of black and white surrounded by a world of color. At one time the tall buildings were probably shiny and beautiful, their architecture neither familiar nor remarkable. There were no suburbs, no malls, no sprawling neighborhoods like major cities on Earth. The industrial and commercial buildings seemed to be all there was, except for the highway that had been on their left from the beginning, sweeping through the city and exiting on the right, extending to the northern horizon. The road they were on widened as it entered the city, becoming one of its main thoroughfares, leading them into the grayness between the vertical rubble that reached upward. It looked like it had been abandoned, left to decay for more than a century.   
 
    Stopping on the last rise before the road to the city flattened out, about three miles from the edge of where the urban sprawl sprang from the ground, spreading out in all directions, the troops piled out of the trucks for a better look.  
 
    “My God,” breathed Alité, it's a wasteland...” 
 
    Dayle Alaroot stood atop Hover One, examining the rubble and the darkening, growing curtain of dust hanging over the city with ERVs, electronic ranging viewers. “Not sure if that's a storm out there or the cloud of death...” he joked dryly. In reply, the sky split with a retina-searing flash, a massive, multi-fingered bolt of lightning touching the rubble and walking about before disappearing. “OH! Shit!” shouted Dayle, stepping back, almost dropping the viewers, his eyes smarting. He dropped to one knee and laid the viewers on the hull of the tank, rubbing his eyes, attempting to blink away the tears and the image burned into his brain.  
 
    Jack grabbed Alité by the elbow. “Where's the palace from here?” 
 
    “Far side of the city...” 
 
    “How wide is the city?” 
 
    “Eight or nine miles, why?” The thunder crashed hard enough to vibrate the ground and move the air as another flash split the sky. 
 
    “Mount UP!” shouted Jack. He keyed his mic as he pushed Alité into the cab of the truck and climbed in next to her. “Let's backtrack to the first farm we find, we'll wait this thing out...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Zorvano stood in the tower of the Air and Space Port, looking northwest through the building's angled glass, his arms folded across his chest. “Have you been able to decipher it?” 
 
    The Marine at the console shook his head. “No sir. We've been forwarding the digitals up to the Freedom; I'm hoping they can make heads or tails of it.” 
 
    “How much chatter...” 
 
    “Several hours' worth,” interrupted the Corporal. “They're using a coded shortwave signal. It was fast bits and pieces at first, but it got relatively steady a few minutes ago. Then cut off abruptly...” 
 
    The Lieutenant picked up a pair of ERVs off the console to watch the electrical storm in the distance. He dialed up the zoom to bring the image closer. “That storm out there might have something to do with the signal loss... Can you reach the convoy?”  
 
    “No, sir. Think we should send a couple birds out to check on them?” 
 
    Zorvano laid the ERVs back on the console, “Hellion, no. I'm not risking birds in that mess. Steele's on his own until that scud clears. Hopefully they can find some low ground to hunker down in.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Facing the gusting winds, approaching rain, and staggering amount of lightning, the man standing on the hill above the road, was taking his life in his hands, waving his arms and swinging a gas lantern. 
 
    “Tango left...” The static in Jack's earpiece almost washed out the message as he searched the terrain to see the moving light in the distance. “It looks like he's calling us, sir...” The crackling in his ear was on the brink of overwhelming. 
 
    Wow, a real, living, breathing person, thought Jack. “Follow him...” he ordered. 
 
    “I would urge caution, Skipper...” 
 
    Damn this static... “He's risking his life just standing out there, Dayle... Go.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    The man with the lantern guided the column off the main road and up the dirt road, running alongside the lead hover tank, pointing at a hangar-sized building nestled back into the trees. “Turn everything off!” he shouted. “No electronics! Everyone inside the barn...!” Reaching the structure, he leaned in with his shoulder and rolled one of the building's big front doors to the side, reflexively ducking as a crack of lightning split through the sky. 
 
    The Truck slid to a stop in the dirt, rocking in the wind and Jack flung the door open, dropping to the ground. “Everybody out! Let's go! Let's go!” Alité jumped down beside him and he steered her toward the barn. “C'mon people! Let's move it!” The sky opened up and the downpour fell sideways, driven by the wind, whipping them as they ran. Steele snatched the squealing earpiece from his ear and stuffed it into a pouch on his assault pack as they ran between the parked hover tanks and into the open barn, the Marines pouring through the door in a steady stream.  
 
    The Velorian cattle shuffled uneasily in their stalls on either side of the barn, grunting softly as the farmer ran about, manually lighting gas lamps. The air was damp and musty, smelling like only wet farm animals could. “Can't use any electricity in these storms,” he called. “Turn off your gadgets, they attract the lightning.” The barn went from darkened, to warmly lit and he walked back toward the group just standing about. “Sit, relax, it may be awhile,” he waved. “These things can last a few minutes or a few hours... By the look of this one, it may be the latter.” 
 
    Jack moved through the group as they removed their helmets, packs and weapons, making themselves comfortable, relaxed, but at the same time, cautious. “I'd like to thank you for your hospitality...” he slung his carbine over his shoulder and extended his hand. “We were beginning to think there was no one left,” he lied, hoping to open a dialog.  
 
    They shook hands. “Nitram Marconus...” He was a gray-eyed, broad-chested man, his face tanned and lined from working in the sun. Sixtyish, with wavy, salt and pepper hair, matching mustache, an easy smile and big working hands. There was no ego in the handshake, just a warm, friendly exchange. 
 
    “Nitram, good to meet you. Captain Jack Steele...” 
 
    “UFW...” it was more a statement than a question. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied Jack. 
 
    “What took you boys so long...” 
 
    Alité suddenly appeared at Jack's elbow. “Boney?!” The man's eyes narrowed as he stared at her face, mentally attempting to subtract years and make her younger. She realized she still had her helmet on and wrestled it off, dropping it to the dirt floor. 
 
    His eyes grew wide with recognition and astonishment. “Little Princess?”  
 
    “Boney!” She jumped on him like a child on a parent, arms encircling his neck and legs around his waist. “Oh my God, it's so good to see you!” 
 
    He staggered momentarily but stabilized, hugging her tight, laughing. “My Little Princess... I never would have guessed in a million years we'd ever see you again.” She dropped to the floor, standing in front of him and he held her at arm's length. “Let me get a good look at you... My, my,” he sighed, “More beautiful than ever.” He gestured to the Marines, “How did you wind up with these gentlemen?” 
 
    Alité reached back and grabbed Jack's hand. “Boney, this is my husband...” Nitram's eyes widened. “He rescued me from the pirates,” she continued. “And we have a son.” 
 
    “Oh, my. Well I can see we have a lot of catching up to do... Hopefully this storm will last long enough for us to do that,” he grinned. 
 
    “Boney...?” asked Jack. 
 
    “A nickname she gave me as a child,” replied Nitram, touching the tip of her nose, “when I was her doctor. Actually, I was the family's doctor.” 
 
    Alité smiled crookedly, “Still making your own wine, Boney?” 
 
    “How did you know about that...?” 
 
    “Yanno.” She turned to Jack, “His son. We spent a lot of time together when we were teens.” She turned back to the doctor. “So how is Yanno?” 
 
    “In trouble, now that I know he was stealing my wine and corrupting our Princess,” he joked. He looked up at the ceiling for a moment, listening to the pounding rain and the rolling thunder. “Come, let me show you the wine cellar...” he turned toward the far end of the barn and motioned them along. 
 
    A quick glance over his shoulder told Jack the Marines were absorbed in a little R&R, several standing near the windows, keeping an eye on the weather and their vehicles. He shrugged it off, following his wife and Boney. In the last stall at the back of the barn, void of animals, the doctor moved aside a little hay with his boot, bent down and grabbed a metal ring, lifting open a sizable hatch in the floor and leaning it against the back wall. 
 
     The opening was dark, and he disappeared down a ladder invisible in the blackness of the yawning hole. Within a few seconds a light winked on, its glow lighting the entire area below. Boney's face reappeared below, looking up. “C'mon down.”  
 
    Jack checked in with his little voice, but it was quiet. The cellar was impressive to say the least, considerably larger than your average household basement or cellar. He peered into the darkness at the far end. “Wow,” was all he could think of to say. The stone and earthen walls were lined with wooden casks, and toward the center, rows of racks standing between rough-hewn wooden pillars held hundreds of bottles of wine. The doctor disappeared into the darkness again, and shortly, more lights winked on to show the area was more than twice the size that it appeared to be, smaller rooms breaking off to the left and right. 
 
    “I'm guessing wine isn't just your hobby?” asked Steele. 
 
    “Well, drinking it is actually the hobby,” chortled Boney, “making it is the means to justify the end.”  
 
    “There's enough booze down here for an army...” 
 
    “Well, I do sell or trade some...” grinned the doctor. 
 
    Alité pulled a bottle out of the rack, wiped the dust off and looked at the label then put it back. “I remember the wine cellar in the basement of the house... I don't remember all this...” her hand gestured across the room in a sweep. 
 
    “Times have changed, my dear, the way we live has changed.” He pointed towards the far end of the room. “Actually that is the house cellar over that way. When we added the barn, I decided to add a tunnel to the barn for inclement weather so the boys could check on the animals... It all kind of grew on its own after that,” he smiled. “We keep all types of supplies down here, off in other rooms.” 
 
    “Speaking of changing times, just what happened here?” asked Jack. “We heard rumors of civil unrest, of a revolution. Then the planet disappeared off the UFW communications grid. When we came in, the space station that was supposed to be up there,” he pointed upwards, “is down here, crushed against the bottom of the ocean...” 
 
    Boney sighed heavily. “Hand me that bottle you were looking at, Princess,” he pointed. “If we're going to talk about this, we're going to need a little lubricant...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Tower to Lieutenant Zorvano...” 
 
    Walking through the terminal, the Marine Lieutenant paused and looked out through the golden tinted glass at the tower, the two Marines with him, walking on. “Zorvano, go ahead,” he replied. 
 
    “Sir, that storm cell is headed this way... doesn't look like it's letting up.” 
 
    “Copy,” replied the Lieutenant. “Have the ground crews get those birds in a hangar somewhere... And get our boys off the roofs. Have a couple of them come into the tower so they can continue to observe as best as they can. I don't want anyone outside when that crap gets here.” He started walking to catch up to the other two Marines heading for the food court. “Oh, and update the task force, let them know we may be out of touch for a while.” 
 
    The Corporal acknowledged and started relaying the orders to the Marine units spread across the facility. He would be able to reach everyone but Foxtrot, who had drawn the task of continuing to explore the depths of the facility's subterranean levels. 
 
    Ensign Santine was reclining in full flight gear on one of the terminal's loungers making a detailed study of the inside of his eyelids when someone smacked his boot, first tentatively, then more forcefully. “Hey, flyboy. Wake up...” 
 
    Santine lifted his head and blinked, “Huh?” 
 
    “Go get your birds inside, we got weather closing in.” 
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 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORIA: PANDORA'S BOX 
 
    It was a red, spiced wine, sweet and heavy and absolutely wonderful. Jack swirled the crimson liquid in the wine glass and watched it cling to the sides. His helmet, assault pack and carbine lay beside him on the kitchen floor of the farm house. “So the King started all of this...?” 
 
    The rain whipped against the windows, the lightning flickering, creating shadows across the table and walls. Boney refilled their glasses. “Yes... And no. There was a very complex chain of events occurring at the same time. I think it was a matter of task overload. The constant stress of combating the pirates was a huge drain on our economy, and since we're not a hugely industrial people, it was getting more and more difficult to get some of the things we needed...” 
 
    “I was kind of curious about that,” said Jack sipping at his wine. “We didn't see any type of factories anywhere...” 
 
    “There are some,” replied Boney. “They're in the cities, mixed in with all the other buildings. But many things we simply buy, transport, or trade for. Veloria is a fairly new civilization on this globe. Our people were transplants from another planet many systems away. Our ancestors came here about six hundred years ago to develop a food source for the home world, where they were running out of real estate. We were a space-faring, industrial civilization, but here, we were starting all over again. Our largest products were, and still are, in the agriculture and mineral markets.” 
 
    “OK, so how'd we get from that to this...?” 
 
    “Hold your britches... It took some time, and so does the story.” He sipped his wine before continuing. “Originally there was a Governor for each of the three territories on the planet with an Over-Magistrate for Veloria as a whole. The Governors were not replaced as attrition took its toll and the Magistrate became a King - by his own proclamation. The family has maintained its position since, through lineage.”  
 
    “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely...” nodded Jack.  
 
    “I've never heard it put that way,” said Boney, thoughtfully, “but it's very true.” 
 
    “Are you saying daddy was corrupt, Boney?” It was the first thing Alité said since they'd started the conversation. 
 
    “No Princess,” replied the doctor, “it was your great, great, great grandfather, Magistrate Toberus, who proclaimed himself to be our first King...”  
 
    “So that's why it's called the House of Magistrate...” she interrupted, nodding. “I never understood that.” 
 
    “Yes. Your father was a good man, but in an increasingly impossible position.” He turned back toward Jack. “The pirates have been around for centuries and it was getting more and more difficult to get supplies to and from the home world. We had to give up, the ship and material losses were too great. Our ships were too old, too slow and too ill-equipped. We started hiring freelance Captains to do our shipping, incurring some heavy transportation costs. To compensate for the rise in operations costs, import taxes rose and that hit the people really hard. What the King wasn't prepared for, was that it also hit the business world, because they were suddenly hit with retaliatory tariffs on their own goods being delivered elsewhere. The UFW stepped in about a hundred and fifty years ago when we joined the federation and supplied us some ships on a lend-lease type of program. Our military was limited, our Stellar Navy small and we continued to have difficulties with the pirates, even with the UFW's protection. In an effort to bring money into the government coffers, King Leõn, Alité's father, sold some of the mineral rights on the third continent to an off-world mining consortium a few years ago. When he used that money to fund ships and additional military, the population was incensed.”  
 
    The doctor paused to pour himself some more wine. “King Leõn thought it was an investment, the people didn't see it that way. Neither did the business sector. Especially when he revealed to them that to export their goods, they must forgo freelance transporters, and use government ships without any cost savings whatsoever. There was a considerable amount of unrest on both sides, which seemed to be instigated by some groups of people that weren't necessarily Velorians.” 
 
    “Spies?” 
 
    “I have no doubt...” 
 
    Jack sipped his wine. “To what end? What were they trying to accomplish?” 
 
    Boney shook his head. “Nobody knew. Overthrow the King maybe, destabilize the economy - which was already pretty shaky. He was becoming increasingly unpopular. There were several sizable clashes between the people and the Peacekeepers before the King banned unlicensed gatherings of more than ten people at a time.” 
 
    Jack winced, “That was probably a bad idea...” 
 
    “It was. Because the way the law was written, it affected all types of gatherings - like church services, town meetings, attending school... and the Peacekeepers were encouraged to be aggressive in the enforcement of the law...” 
 
    Jack groaned, “Oh man, that's bad...” 
 
    “The King was getting bad advice and bad intel from his advisers and there were thoughts that it might have been on purpose...” 
 
     “More spies?” 
 
    Boney sighed and nodded. “It appeared the goal was to undermine King Leõn's grasp on Veloria as a whole. They knew the economy was the tipping point for the control. Destabilize it and the population would likely do the rest. They didn't know that he would attempt to appease the people by artificially manipulating the economy, such as it was. He actually accelerated the collapse by intervening. When he attempted to force an increase in the income level for the working class, and more assistance for the poor, the business class resisted the burden. They were at a threshold of survival that was close to collapse as it was. The whole thing set them against each other. With the instigators working overtime... well... it was an all-out three-sided war.” He up-ended his glass and drained it, looking drained himself. The rain had reduced to a light drizzle and the lightning had moved on, but nightfall had arrived. He reached back and turned on a light, blowing out the candle on the table. 
 
    “But this planet is supposed to have about two billion people,” said Jack, “where did everyone go? Were casualties that high?” 
 
    “A hundred years ago we had a couple billion people. But a long war with the pirates, people moving to other worlds with better economies, space travel and attrition took care of that. Until the revolution, we probably had a billion... Now? I don't know, five hundred million maybe? The cities were the worst... that capital,” he pointed out the window, “held nearly fifteen million or so. Now, maybe a couple hundred thousand.” 
 
    “My God...”  
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “What about the military,” asked Jack, “the Peacekeepers...” 
 
    “Wiped out in the first month or so. Rumors were, that as they saw the predictable end approaching, many of them simply slipped into the populace to disappear.” 
 
    Jack grimaced. “How long did the revolution last?” 
 
    Boney stared at his empty glass. “Not quite a year.” 
 
    “So the Air and Space Port... all the vehicles we saw...” 
 
    “Oh, people fled for their lives,” said Boney. “At least the smart ones did. The rest had to stay and fight, the shuttles never came back.” 
 
    “But you stayed, Boney,” said Alité. “Why?” 
 
    “I'm too old to start over again, Princess. And the boys decided, if we were staying, they were staying. I couldn't convince them any differently. Truthfully, I didn't want to.” He turned around and glanced at the timepiece on the wall. “Hmm, Willamena should be home from the neighbor's soon, she'll be so excited to see you.” 
 
    Alité smiled, “I don't think I've seen her in ten years...” 
 
    “At least,” nodded the doctor. 
 
    “But how are you surviving now?” she continued. “To get the things you need?” 
 
    “We're one of the lucky families,” replied Boney. “The farm supplies us all the food we need, and plenty to barter for other things we want...” 
 
    “No problem with looters or anything?” 
 
    “Very rare...” He paused to wrestle the cork out of a fresh bottle of wine, an almost clear white. Pouring it into clean glasses, he continued, “You'll like this one too, very light. Where was I? Oh yes... they don't seem to wander too far from the city. Not sure why. We're about four miles out here, with a pretty wide view and field of fire... We're pretty well armed and they know that too. To keep them happy, once or twice a week, we go down the road and set up a tent about a mile from the city, with fruit and vegetables, maybe some wine. They come out to meet us and trade, or pay.” 
 
    “Pay? With what?” 
 
    Boney shrugged, “Precious metals, or ITCs, Interstellar Trade Credits. We can still use the ITCs for some black market stuff like fuel. There's a truck that comes around about once a month with fuel - we use it for the farm equipment and generators.” 
 
    Steele raised one eyebrow, “A fuel truck? Where's he getting the fuel?” 
 
    “Don't know. The mining consortium, maybe. They come and buy food from us from time-to-time, too.” 
 
    Jack looked up from his glass, “Wait, I thought you said they were on the third continent... how are they getting a truck way over here...?” 
 
    “I've heard rumors that they may be mining somewhere on this continent as well...” 
 
    “No one here to regulate them any more...” observed Jack, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    Steele's jaw set, “Hmm... I smell a rat...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Y'know,” said Dayle Alaroot, “either these mission rations are getting better, or it's the wine...” 
 
    “It's the wine.” Steele wrinkled his nose, “Believe me, it's the wine.”  
 
    Leaning against whatever was at hand, the Marines sat on the floor of the barn and ate their dinner, washing it down with wine out of a full cask from the wine cellar, graciously provided by Boney. Thankfully, the rain had stopped, the doors were open and the fans were on, bringing the ionized, fresh rain scent into the barn.  
 
    “You want my fruit cup?” asked Alité, quietly.  
 
    Sitting almost shoulder to shoulder, they were leaning against two sides of the same pillar. Looking over, Jack raised one eyebrow, “Are we talking about food, or something else?”  
 
    She held up her meal's fruit cup, “My fruit cup...” she said disdainfully, the corner of her mouth curling up. 
 
    “Oh, because they're both pretty sweet,” he teased quietly, cracking a wry smile. She didn't speak, instead, continued to hold it in front of him, unblinking, trying not to smile. “Are you sure?” he asked more seriously. “It's like the only edible thing in this meal...” he took it from her hand and she pursed her lips to blow him a kiss. 
 
    “So that explains most of the crap that happened on the surface, Skipper,” said Dayle, “but what happened on the station?” 
 
    “Nobody down here knows,” said Steele, opening the fruit cup. “My best guess is sabotage. Whomever the instigators on the ground were with had agents on the station. It was the only connection Veloria had off-planet. When the station went down, they dropped off the UFW grid...” 
 
    “No distress call? No nothing? That's pretty unbelievable...” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Agreed. Unless it was orchestrated espionage, a coordinated attack of some kind.” 
 
    “Cut communications first.” 
 
    “Exactly,” replied Jack. “What I don't get is that there were no calls for assistance from Veloria during the revolution to try and save... well, whatever was left. Why didn't they put out a distress call as soon as the shit went down?” 
 
    “That's not a revolution,” commented Dayle, “that's overthrowing a government. This was all planned in advance...” 
 
    “If that's true, and I think it is, the timing was exceptionally well staged. Doctor Marconus was saying that communication from the surface and the station were severed almost immediately when things broke out, including local communications and power. About four to six weeks in, when the military and Peacekeepers were eliminated, is when things got really bad and people fled in mass. He said that's about the same time the station came down.”  
 
    Dayle shook his head. “This goes beyond the planet, Skipper. This is way bigger. It has to be.” 
 
    “Think someone in the UFW could be in on it...?” 
 
    Dayle stared for a moment his mouth open, thinking. “I don't know... I don't think so. Why would you ask that?” 
 
    Jack stuffed the wrapper from his meal into its bag, “I don't know, it just seems kinda sloppy that a planet on a main trade route falls off the communications grid and they wait months before deciding to investigate it?” He shook his head, “Just doesn't sound right in my book.” 
 
    “Meh,” shrugged the Marine, “the higher-ups do stuff all the time that doesn't make sense to us little people... Fact is, you're the first gold-braid I've ever met that didn't have his head up his ass...” 
 
    Steele cracked a smile, “I'll take that as a compliment...” 
 
    “As intended.” 
 
    “Don't forget,” added Jack, “you have to stop thinking like a grunt. You're an officer now; you have your own gold braid.” 
 
    “Shit...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mike, Brian and Derrik were in the Freedom's galley, drinking coffee over their e-Pads as they compared patrol notes, when Paul walked in and sat down at their table. One of the food porters behind the counter smiled when he caught her eye and brought him a cup of coffee, pot in hand to refresh the others who had been there a while. “Can I get you gentlemen anything else?” she asked, after topping off all the cups. 
 
    “I think we're good,” replied Paul. She nodded and walked away, leaving the senior flight officers to discuss their business. The Commander stirred sugar and cream into his coffee. “Anybody see Jack's report this morning?” He slid his e-Pad across the table so they could sync their own and share the information. 
 
    “No wonder I didn't notice it,” said Brian, “It's not from his e-Pad...” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Paul, “it's Warrant Officer Alaroot's pad. Farther down in the report you'll see Skipper's was hit by lightning...” 
 
    “Hit by lightning?” said Mike, “how the hell... did he get hit by lightning?” 
 
    “No. Evidently he left his pad in the truck they were using and it got zapped. They're having some seriously violent weather patterns...” 
 
    “Understatement alert,” muttered Brian, reading the report while listening to the conversation. 
 
    “Anyway,” continued Paul, “they've actually come in contact with some locals and it looks like much of the city might be impassable, or at least difficult to navigate. He's requesting an Invader for a ride to the other side of the city so they can check on the palace...” 
 
    “Where are they now?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Off the reservation,” answered Brian, still reading. “A farm about four miles east of the city.” He looked up, “Looks like Miss Alité knows the family pretty well.” 
 
    “What time does he need the ride?” 
 
    Paul glanced at his watch, “It's still dark at their coordinates, figure about two hours.” 
 
    “I'll take it,” volunteered Brian. “I'll grab one of the newbies for the co-chair.” 
 
    “Take Tusker,” said Derrik, “he needs some second seat time.” Brian sighed but did not speak. “What?” asked Derrik.  
 
    “He's such a geek,” joked Brian. 
 
    Derrik sipped his coffee, “And almost top of his class in electronics and countermeasures.” 
 
    “When is that convoy due in?” asked Mike paging through reports on his e-Pad. 
 
    “The Army engineers should be here tomorrow,” replied Paul. “It'd be nice to have a better grasp on what's going on down there before they get here. Let's see if we can speed this up. Do whatever you can, Bri.” Paul stood and up-ended his coffee cup, placing it back on the table. “Back to the bridge, I need to send what Jack has sent us so far, to the Admiral.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brian pulled the throttle back to the zero indent when the Invader passed over the clogged, vehicle-littered four-lane highway at three-hundred-feet, eyeing the tall, dirty spires of rubble that used to be a city off to his left. It could have been any large city on Earth after a major war and he felt a sudden pang of anxiety roll in his gut. That kind of destruction was something he'd only seen in movies. It almost looked fake, surrounded by green hills, fields and forests.  
 
    “Target LZ dead ahead, Lieutenant,” announced Ensign Tusker.  
 
    Brian could see the fine line of the rural road cutting through the hills ahead. “I see it...” The farm buildings came into view and he fired the breaking thrusters, adjusting the ship's antigravity to compensate for loss of lift.  
 
    “Steele to Invader, set it down on the road.” 
 
    “Copy, Skipper,” replied Brian. “Gear down...” 
 
    “Aye, gear down...” Tusker pulled the levers and adjusted the auto-leveling settings for the landing feet, the hydraulics humming. “Gear down and locked.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Charlie Squad, let's go!” Jack stood at the foot of the ramp, the Invader's engines and anti-grav at idle. “You too, fruit cup,”  he said quietly as Alité stepped up onto the ramp. She gave a backward glance as she passed. “Are you sure you want to go, Boney?” 
 
    The doctor shrugged, “I haven't been there for at least a year, and I haven't been through the city because so much of it is supposed to be impassable... I'd like a chance to see for myself how bad it is.” 
 
    “OK,” said Jack, “just checking.” They walked up the ramp together, Boney wearing some light armor of his own, carrying his own rifle and sidearm. Jack pulled on the control handle for the hatch and it slid closed, sealing it, the ramp pulling up flush with the hull. “Clear!” shouted Jack. The only response from the cockpit a quick wave and the sound of the anti-grav generators whining up and the craft feeling buoyant. A series of familiar clunks told him the landing feet had come up into the hull. 
 
    “Any worries over the city, Skipper?” called Brian from the cockpit. 
 
    “Nothing more than small arms, sticks and stones...” replied Jack. “They've pretty much destroyed everything of significance. Take your time, let's get a good look.” Jack moved up into the cockpit and crouched between the seats, seeing a new face in the copilot's seat. “Howdy...” 
 
    “Morning, sir. I'm Ensign Tusker.” He reached over and activated the shields, just in case. 
 
    “Morning Tusker. See anything interesting on scans?” 
 
    “No sir. No radio or sensor signals, no power sources. But I am getting thermal signatures down there.” Brian weaved the craft between some of the taller buildings - what there was left of them. Windowless skeletons.  
 
    “Lots?” 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” nodded the Ensign, concentrating. Looks like a market or something down over there,” he pointed, “about a hundred or so...” He adjusted the angle of the sensors to look out as well as down. “Some in the buildings too, even on the higher floors.” 
 
    Many of the streets were clogged with rubble, wrecks or abandoned cars, but there were some that looked like they had been purposely cleared. “Yeah that would be tough to navigate,” observed Jack, “it's like a friggin maze.” 
 
    “Everything's black or gray,” added Brian, “once you're on the ground, it would all look the same. You'd get lost in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “You recording, Tusker?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. In 3D and color.” 
 
    “Good, maybe we can map a path if we need to go through at some point.” 
 
    “LZ coming up,” announced Brian.  
 
    It sat at the top of a hill that rose above the level of the city, backed-up to the edge of a forest, the closest trees, charred, lifeless, void of leaves. A long, tree-lined drive snaking down from its approach connected it to the city. The condition of the palace looked like the rest of the city, its graceful lines and regal stature reduced to a slum. “Where do you want to put down?” 
 
    “Anywhere flat and level, I suppose.” 
 
    “I'm going for that area there,” pointed the pilot, “outside the palace wall.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It had taken Lieutenant Zorvano and the Marine Private sent to get him, fifteen minutes just to navigate the subterranean labyrinth that Foxtrot had been exploring where Bravo had left off. Besides the offices, barracks and armory that Bravo had discovered, Foxtrot discovered a military war room, a tactical control room, a full surgery-capable medical infirmary, several research labs, and an entire subterranean hangar big enough to contain three football fields. 
 
    “Right through here, Lieutenant...” 
 
    “How did you guys not get lost down here, Private?” 
 
    “Who said we didn't get lost?” he joked, opening the blast door to the hangar. “We thought you'd want to see this, maybe relay the information to Captain Steele and the Admiral.” 
 
    The heavy door slid open and the two men stepped from the corridor into the underground hangar, where the Marines of Foxtrot were taking a general inventory of all that they'd found... including the black, two-hundred-eighty-four foot, Halceón Class research vessel. 
 
    Zorvano stopped mid stride and stared at it, his mind reeling. “That shouldn't be here...” he pointed, “I've got a bad feeling about this.” He looked around, “Where's your Sergeant?” 
 
    “He's in the hangar office looking over the records...” 
 
    “OK, fine. I want round-the-clock security on this hangar...” 
 
    “Not a problem, sir. We've gotten the systems up and running for the entire facility down here, including the signal boosters - we'll be able to use our comms now.” 
 
    “I don't see any markings on it at all... that worries me.” 
 
    “Sarge is looking over the manifests to see if we can figure out the who, what, and when.” 
 
    Zorvano started walking closer, “She's not a Maultier...”  
 
    “No, sir. The Maultier is wider, fatter in the middle with a low cargo ramp. This is a Halceón Class hull. Looks like she's configured as a research boat.” 
 
    Zorvano nodded, “Halceón's a versatile design... a lot of our Corvettes are built on this hull.” 
 
    “That would explain her armaments.”  
 
    “Lieutenant...” 
 
    Zorvano turned, “Sergeant.” 
 
    “Looks like she came in about two months ago... there's no ship's name on record and no crew listed, but she belongs to McSuddeth Mining. And believe me; I had to dig for that much.” 
 
    “Interesting. We have a ghost ship...” The Lieutenant removed his helmet and rubbed the short cropped hair on the top of his head. 
 
    The Sergeant pointed to a small four man shuttle on the other side of the ship. “There's something else. That shuttle belongs to her... But there should be two of them.” 
 
    Zorvano pointed to a small fighter parked near the four man shuttle, “What about that thing?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, it's a two-seat Remora fighter. It mounts to the bottom of the Halceón's hull. It can drop free and return at will, but momma can't land if it's attached, so somebody had to fly it down. So it begs the question, where is everybody?” 
 
    “That's what I'd like to know,” said Lieutenant Zorvano.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “This used to be my room,” said Alité wistfully. Much of the outer wall was missing and looking up, the blue sky was visible through the blackened, jagged holes in the roof.  
 
    The room was easily half the size of Jack's beach house. He just rested his hand on her armored shoulder, not speaking. After all, what could he possibly say that might have any affect at all? It appeared much of the palace had been severely damaged in the revolution and no room had escaped ruinous carnage. Little of value had been left behind by looters and those trying to survive on this damaged and suffering planet.  
 
    “Skipper... Skipper, you reading me?” 
 
    Steele keyed his mic, “I'm here, go ahead, Bri...” 
 
    “We have company...” 
 
    “OK,” said Jack casually, “gimme a sec, I'll be right down...” Brian's next transmission was garbled and seemed hurried. “You want to repeat that, Bri? I didn't catch that...” 
 
    “I said they don't look friendly! Hurry your ass up!” 
 
    “Everybody to the bird!” Jack ordered, “Double-time it!” Jack and Alité sprinted as best they could through the rubble, winding their way down the long corridors. “How many are there, Bri?” 
 
    “About f ve-h   r  d...” 
 
    Damn, not this static again... “Repeat, that!” yelled Jack. 
 
    “Five-hundred! Five-hundred!” 
 
    Holy shit! Thought Jack 
 
    “Invader One, taking fire! Taking fire...!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Santine was the first one off the ground, the Cyclone's anti-grav shooting him upward as he snap-rotated the control handle. “Delta formation, on me, let's move it!” He nudged the throttle, the entire flight screaming past the control tower at window height, just below the sound barrier. A mile away they punched their throttles hard and the atmosphere thundered explosively, rolling through the hills. 
 
    “OK guys, we've got friendlies on the ground so confirm your targets...” He began, already sliding his throttle back toward the zero indent. The flight to the city was all of sixty seconds, and they passed over the palace, the compressed air thundering around them as they decelerated hard, looping back over the Invader and the Marines' defensive positions along the walls. The hill below them crawled with people pouring out of the city like rampaging ants. Blaster fire crisscrossed the open hillside below, the Marines picking and choosing their targets from protected positions. 
 
    “Drop to a hundred foot hover, line-abreast,” ordered Santine. “Guns only, over their heads. Let's see if that get's their attention.” The four Cyclones pulled abreast of each other, mere feet between their wingtips. “Firing...” Santine squeezed the trigger and fired, the others following suit, a flat plane of magenta streaks passing over the advancing army and destroying what was left of a ten-story building on the edge of the city. The massive crowd stopped and looked back as the structure collapsed in on itself with a roar. “I think we've got their attention... let's drop to twenty-five feet.” 
 
    The building dropped in slow motion and all human movement stopped, frozen in place. Though they temporarily held fire, the Marines hadn't given an inch and with this turn of events, weren't about to. The Cyclones eased forward of their position and dropped to a firing position of twenty-five feet above the ground, the hum of their anti-grav generators and low growl of their engines at idle, the only sounds. Cutting loose with their weapons at that height would have the same effect as a chainsaw on a bunch of bananas. Messy.  
 
    Steele keyed his mic, “Cyclones, hold fire, hold fire. Looks like they're trying to decide what to do.” 
 
    “Copy, Skipper. Holding. You've got another wave coming from the streets between the buildings... gotta be a thousand more people at least...” 
 
    “Crap. Did we just open Pandora's Box?” Jack looked back over his shoulder. Brian had taken the opportunity the cease-fire provided to move the Invader over the wall into the palace compound, its side door still open.  
 
    “Wait! Stop!” said the voices in Steele's earpiece.  
 
    “What the hellion is she doing?!” said another. “Get down from there!”  
 
    Steele whipped around to see what the Marines were talking about, scanning their positions, almost missing the fact that Alité was standing atop the broken wall, weapon slung to her side, completely exposed to the swelling crush of people below. She was waving her arms over her head, and proceeded to remove her helmet, dropping it off the wall behind her. 
 
    “Get off that wall!” he screamed, lunging into a run. She was all alone up there, no one near her to pull her down and bring her to her senses. What the hell is she thinking? She was holding something above her head that she had dug out of her backpack and Jack was trying to focus enough to see what it was while pounding across the compound. It unfurled and she let it fall open, shaking it hard enough to catch the breeze... a flag? 
 
    Alité held the Velorian national flag by the corners, letting it flutter in the breeze, looking down at the motionless wall of people below her. They glanced up occasionally, uneasily, at the row of heavily armed Cyclones hovering above them. “Citizens of Veloria,” she called. “These are UFW Marines. They are not invaders. They are not pirates or thugs... But if you attack them, they will defend themselves. And as you can see, they are extremely well equipped.” 
 
    “Why are they here?” came a voice from the crowd. They moved closer, slowly, walking, constantly growing in number. Those with weapons carried them at ease.  
 
    “To find out what happened here. To help us. To give us the tools to rebuild. To help us restore our way of life...” 
 
    “Where were they when we called for them? When we asked for help? Why now?” 
 
    “You are angry,” she shouted, “but the United Federation of Worlds never received those calls. There were other forces at work here, I'm sure you know that. People whose job it was to disrupt our way of life and ensure our failure. These Marines were sent to investigate when Veloria was no longer reachable on the UFW network. The pirate clashes continue. It took months for them to get here, but they are here to help us...” 
 
    “Why do you say us? We? Who are you to assume you are part of us...?” The army had swelled to a sea of people almost five-thousand strong, stopping less than twenty feet from the wall. 
 
    Still holding up the flag, one-handed, she reached back and slid the sword, still in its scabbard off her back and held it aloft for all to see. “I am Alité, daughter of Veloria, Princess of the House of Magistrate...” 
 
    “Liar!” shouted an agitator in the front row. “The royal family is all dead... Killed during the revolution!” 
 
    She stared at him, unslinging her carbine and laying it on the top of the wall, wrapping the flag around her neck like a scarf. Jack stood behind her, calling her off the wall and she stayed him with her hand, dropping to the grass six feet below on the other side of the wall, facing the sea of people, her sword grasped in her left hand by its scabbard. “And who are you to question me?” she hissed. “And how do you know this to be true... unless you were there?” Behind her, Jack climbed to the top of the wall and nudged the safety off on his carbine. 
 
    “The King was the ruination of us all; he got what he deserved...” 
 
    Alité's eyes narrowed, flicking to other people in the crowd that surrounded him, a wall of humanity standing almost shoulder to shoulder. “I'll ask you again,” she said slowly, darkly, “were you there?” She watched his facial expression but did not tunnel her vision, she saw all of him. “And who are you?” she demanded. “Where do you come from? It occurs to me you aren't Velorian...” His eyes shifted, and for a split second it seemed she could read his thoughts, saw the micro-twitch in his body as the synapses fired, bringing his muscles into motion to raise the handgun in his right hand, up to bear. The grace at which she moved was like fine ballet, her speed, deceiving.  
 
    Her right foot swept wide to broaden her stance with the scabbard still in her left hand, the sword's hilt in her right, coming cleanly out, sweeping across, producing a musical zwing as it sliced him across the abdomen, cutting cleanly, diagonally, through his arm, muscles, organs and spine in one swift movement. He collapsed to the grass, cut in two, his life's blood gurgling out, his organs spilling out onto the grass. She recovered, dropping the scabbard and stood ready to strike again, both hands wrapped tightly on the grip, scanning the astounded faces. The people closest to him were spattered with blood, eyes wide, mouths agape, motionless.  
 
    Never taking her eyes off the wall of humanity, she dropped to one knee and wiped the blood off her blade with his shirt before straightening up. Having retrieved the scabbard, she re-sheathed the sword, holding it in her left hand as before. 
 
    “He deserves neither your pity nor your prayers,” she announced loudly. “Traitors and outside instigators were the ruination of our society, and will not be tolerated.” Her eyes scanned the crowd. “You know who you are. And everyone else knows who you are...” she pointed at the crowd. “If you are not satisfied on Veloria, you are free to leave, unfettered. But do not cause the good people of this beautiful planet any further grief... or I promise,” she growled, “I will hunt you down myself and plant your worthless carcass in the ground.” 
 
    Like an outward moving ripple of water, the mass of humanity dropped to a knee, the movement spreading out through the crowd like a growing wave until they had all silently bowed to her. 
 
    “Princess,” pleaded a woman near the front, “we've lost everything, what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “Rebuild it, for God's sake!” the Princess snapped angrily. “You're not children; I shouldn't have to explain the obvious to you. But here it is... Whether you participated in the revolution, or you did nothing to prevent it, you are equally responsible! You created this mess, so now it's time to clean it up!” She waved her arms expressively. “When I left here four years ago, this was a living, breathing metropolis. Now it's a festering, decaying slum. I didn't have anything to do with it, you did. You listened to the disillusioned, the trouble makers, the instigators, and by everything I've seen, acted like angry little children who didn't get the dessert they wanted, throwing a temper tantrum.” She rubbed her forehead in frustration, “If you're happy living in abject squalor, then don't do anything... Look, you allowed somebody to convince you things needed to change. But you never asked or considered what that change might look like.” She waved her arms expressively to take in the wide spectacle of the city behind them. “Welcome to change.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sitting around the table in Boney's kitchen, Alité sipped on a glass of his famous spiced wine, letting it warm her. “I can't stop shaking.” 
 
    “Adrenalin will do that,” said Jack before sipping.  
 
    “I never killed anyone b-b-before,” she stammered, sipping. 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “Hmm, well, the first one's the hardest, it gets easier.” 
 
    “That's not comforting,” she retorted. 
 
    “Sorry. But woman, you scared the crap outta me today...”  
 
    “Scared the crap out of myself.” 
 
    “It's like I didn't even recognize you,” said Jack. “Who was that out there?” 
 
    Alité shook her head, “I don't know. It just came over me... I knew what I was doing, but it was like someone was directing me and I was watching it from outside myself.” 
 
    Jack smirked, knowing the tricks that the mind played with memory and how it recorded events, often playing them back at odd angles, out of order and with strange details. “That's just the way you're remembering it now. Later, things will fall back into place and it will be less surreal. It takes time for the brain to categorize and file all the video it recorded.” 
 
    “I can't believe I actually knew what he was thinking... I could see his nerves moving his muscles, like I knew what he was going to do the instant he decided to do it...” 
 
    “The body gives off cues before it does something,” said Jack. “Usually the eyes will telegraph some kind of decision. But not always, sometimes it's a small muscle twitch somewhere... If you're really in tune, your instincts will pick that up.” 
 
    She sipped, her hands steadying. “I don't remember that.” 
 
    “Do you remember your movements?” 
 
    She stared into her glass for a moment, the color of the wine resembling the blood. “Sort of. Little bits and pieces of it.” 
 
    Steele nodded, a small smile curling at the corners of his mouth. “It was absolutely amazing. Smooth, graceful - like ballet. And lightning fast.” He put his hand on hers across the table. “I'm proud of you, what you did was very brave.” He thought for a second. “Crazy, but brave.” 
 
    “Because I took a man's life...?” 
 
    “No, Princess. Because you saved hundreds of lives... And thought nothing of risking your own to do it. That's what it's like to be a true leader.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORIA: SHEEPDOGS AND WOLVES 
 
    There is a very real and accepted theory, that society as a whole, is broken down into three basic categories - sheep, commonly referred to as sheeple, sheepdogs, and wolves. All mankind, no matter where you were born, how you were raised or how you were educated, have the very distinct capacity for violence, finding yourself in the proper time, place, and situation. However, most people do not have it in their hearts to purposefully hurt one another except by accident or extreme provocation. Instead, preferring to live out their lives in peaceful coexistence with one another as healthy, productive citizens of their worlds, semi-oblivious to what goes on around them. Most sheeple prefer to live in a state of denial, certain that evil and violence does not exist. At least not in their little corner of the universe. It allows them to go about their daily lives without the burden of concern. 
 
    Enter the wolf. A predator. Hiding a dark heart and a propensity for violence. The wolf moves among the sheeple, blending in when he can, preying on them, picking out the choice targets of opportunity, taking advantage of the sheeples' blinding sense of false security created by their veil of denial. Only upon encountering the wolf does the sheeple then realize it's too late. If he had only thought ahead, prepared for the worst... but that is just not in the sheeple's core makeup. 
 
    To the sheeple, the sheepdog often resembles the wolf... he has long, sharp teeth; he has a heightened sense of aggression and an acute ability for violence and destruction. The sheeple don't always make the distinction between the two because all they see is the potential for violence. But the sheepdog has a love for the sheeple; he would never intentionally hurt them. The sheepdog has a warrior's heart and his self-imposed task is to see the sheeple safe from harm, happily productive. That is his reward. He lives for the day when he can use his gift of aggression and acute sense of awareness to prevent a wolf from completing its hunt and hurting the innocent and unwitting sheeple under his protection. This is his only other reward, the satisfaction of a job well done, a mission accomplished. He doesn't do it for fame, money, recognition, or appreciation - these are rare commodities in his world. The congratulations he receives are only found in the sheepdog's inner circles, reinforcing their own. 
 
    Quite often, the sheeple resent the presence of the sheepdog, as he is a reminder that there is evil in their little corner of the universe. Luckily for the sheeple there are as many or more sheepdogs living simple lives among them as there are uniformed ones, thus allowing them to blend into the sheeple's society without their knowledge. Sometimes these sheepdogs are the most dangerous to the wolf as he cannot predict their presence, level of intervention, number, or tenacity. 
 
    The sheepdog, the warrior, is not morally superior to the sheeple, but he does have one major advantage... he is able to survive in an event or environment that would decimate the rest of the population. While complex family and socioeconomic circumstances have something to do with what category a person ends up in, it is possible to cross over to another category... and pressing circumstances will have a lot to do with that. A decision between victim or victor, good or evil, life or death. Suffice it to say, some are born a sheepdog, others may accept the proverbial chalice if it is thrust upon them. 
 
    Such was the awakening the Princess was discovering. She had become a sheepdog... and a mighty fierce one at that. Through reflection and introspection she was examining her past and looking for the early signs that she had let slip by unnoticed, searching for that elusive event to tell her when that transformation had taken place. She was sitting on the grass with her back against a tree next to Boney's family barn, wiping and oiling the blade of her sword which lay across her legs.  
 
    Boney dropped to a knee beside her. “You doing OK? You were pretty quiet through dinner...” 
 
    Alité looked up and smiled at him, “I'm OK. Just thinking, I guess...” She wanted to change the subject. “Willamena did a wonderful job on dinner, Boney. It was delicious.” 
 
    “You know how she loves to cook,” he smiled in return, watching her blade maintenance, trying to decide how to broach the next subject. He realized there was no easing in. “I don't know if you've considered it, but I think you'd make a good Queen...” She stopped mid wipe and looked up, locking eyes with him without speaking. “This planet needs a new leader,” he continued, “and I think you proved today you have a command presence.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, frowned, and went back to her task. “No.”  
 
    “But...” 
 
    “No.” She looked back up as she sheathed the shining sword in its scabbard by feel. “You do it.” 
 
    “Me? I'm not royalty...” 
 
    She stood up and slung the sword in its scabbard over her shoulder. “Neither am I... technically. I'm the great, great, great granddaughter of a governor who proclaimed himself King of Veloria. He was a fraud. My family was a fraud. That doesn't make me a real Princess...” 
 
    “Sure it does,” countered Boney. “Look, a royal family has to start somewhere. Someone conquers or creates it, later, others are born into it.” 
 
    “Mmm, well that doesn't make me feel any better about it.” 
 
    “You don't get to choose your parents or lineage, my dear.” 
 
     Alité picked her helmet and carbine up off the grass. “I still think you'd make a better leader...” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You know our history, what went wrong, what worked when things went well. You're much more experienced than I am. I would have no idea how to run a government.”  
 
    They started walking toward the Invader sitting on the road, the sky turning to dusk. “That's what you have advisers for,” said Boney.  
 
    “Sure, because that worked out so well for mummy and daddy...” she quipped. 
 
    “Point taken. But it's your rightful place.” 
 
    “What if I don't want it? What if I'd rather just have someone do it for me? Someone I trust.” 
 
    Boney wasn't sure he liked where this was going. “Well then I suppose it's also your right to appoint someone...” 
 
    “Then I appoint you,” she grinned. 
 
    Now he knew he didn't like where it was going. “But I was really beginning to enjoy my retirement,” he groaned. 
 
    Alité giggled, “Retirement? You have a huge farm with crops, animals, buildings and equipment to maintain. That is not what retirement looks like. That is a second career.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Invader lifted off cleanly as the last glow of the sun disappeared in the sky, the stars appearing as darkness deepened. The Marines stayed behind, securing Boney's farm while Jack and Alité returned to the Air and Space Port to see what Foxtrot had found in the subterranean base.  
 
    “Boney thinks I should be the new Queen...” 
 
    Steele looked over at his wife in the dimly lit interior of the Invader. “Yeah, I thought that might come up at some point.” He inhaled deeply, letting it out slowly, pensively. “What are your thoughts on that?” His stomach knotted. 
 
    She was painfully quiet for a moment. “I am torn between helping my people and, well, my life with you...” She had her helmet in her lap and thumbed the scratches in its surface from when she dropped it off the wall at the palace. “I am their Queen... it's not something I have a choice in. I want to be able to guide them, help them to rebuild our cities and society...” 
 
    Steele had to clear his throat before speaking, his chest tightening. “How would you do that?” 
 
    She put her hand on his, tears in her eyes. “I don't think I can. When I left Veloria, I was supposed to be going to business college, well I didn't make it, you know that. When I disappeared and never came back, mummy and daddy must have sent Dakkah and Mozzy to college.” She shifted in her seat. “And they're gone now too. I don't have the ability to fix my home,” she sighed. “And after seeing how badly a monarchy failed the people, I have to think maybe a different type of government is needed - and I know nothing about government.” 
 
    “So, you'll go to college, then?” Jack was painfully trying to be supportive and he was having a hard time swallowing. 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “No. Veloria needs a government now, not years from now. I will be their Queen... but I will not govern them. That I think, will be Boney's job.” 
 
    “Huh?” For Jack's sense of what was going on, that was totally out of left field. 
 
    “He is a very knowledgeable, trustworthy, honest and and upright man. He knows our people and our history, and he knows business. I will appoint him Prime Minister of Veloria. He will appoint one Chief Magistrate from each of our three continents, and one Senator from each of Veloria's eighteen regions. Together, they will govern with the input of the people. In five years there will be an election and the people can decide who they want to fill the positions.” 
 
    Jack's eyes were burning and he was glad the interior was as dark as it was. “What will you be doing as Queen...?” 
 
    Alité looked down and wiped invisible dust off her helmet with her free hand. “Providing them a vision of what I expect for the people and the future of our planet.” She squeezed his hand and looked over at him. “Which means we will need to come back here from time to time, and we will need to convince the UFW to provide better protection...” 
 
    His heart skipped a beat, “Wait, from time to time? What d'you mean?” 
 
    She sighed and spoke slowly like she was explaining it to a child. “It means, my dear, we will need to visit here on a semi-regular basis, so I might meet in person with my government and view our progress.” 
 
    “So you're not staying here, then...” It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    “No, of course not.” She put her hand on his face, “You do remember standing in the pile of rubble that used to be where I lived, right?” 
 
    “Yeah...” he said slowly. 
 
    “Well, did you see any place there that I could stay even if I wanted to...?” 
 
    “Umm, no. But...” 
 
    “You're beginning to worry me, husband. For a smart man, you're being a little slow,” she smiled. 
 
    “Forgive me, madam,” he replied, “It's been a long, trying day, and I've just found out my wife the Princess, is the Queen of an entire planet...” He leaned against the seat back for the first time and exhaled fully, drawing a long, relaxing breath. 
 
    She leaned against him, “Besides, who would keep you out of trouble if I wasn't around?” she said quietly. Truthfully, in her heart, she felt she would die without him. 
 
    “That's twice today,” he whispered. 
 
    “Twice what?” 
 
    “Twice today that you scared the crap outta me. You're gonna have to quit that, my heart can't take it.” 
 
    She patted the armor on his chest, “Don't worry, I'll protect you, I'm a watchdog now.” 
 
    “Sheepdog.”  
 
    “Yes, right,” she nodded, “one of those.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Passing the control tower, landing pads and main terminal, Brian angled across the facility and landed the Invader near the entrance to the subterranean facility. It was an unassuming looking, flat concrete building between the two largest hangars on the port. 
 
     Lieutenant Zorvano was waiting for them outside the adjacent hangar to the right when they landed. The building's giant door was rolled open about a quarter of the way. Tusker stayed in the Invader, but Brian and Alité accompanied Steele.  
 
    “Whadya got for me Lieutenant?” 
 
    “A couple things, Captain. We got a report from the Task Force on the cause of that last storm that steamrolled through here.” They followed the Lieutenant into the building's open door, the overhead lights glowing brightly on the two-hundred-eighty-four foot long, black, Halceón Class research ship. “Which adds a whole bunch of new questions to this little beauty.” 
 
    Jack squinted, his eyes still adjusting from the darkness outside. “Holy crap, she looks brand new.” His eyes searched the hull for markings. There were none. “She was just sitting in here?” 
 
    “No, sir. She was in the subterranean hangar below it. The section of the floor she is sitting on,” he pointed at the seam and dotted yellow lines on the floor, “is an elevator. It took about thirty minutes to get her up from below...” 
 
    “She's armed,” said Brian eyeing the forward gun batteries, “is she military?”  
 
    “Research,” countered Zorvano. “We've spent all day searching for information on her... She's a ghost ship. There's no crew of record, no captain of record, she has no registered name or number. We did find who owned her though, McSuddeth Mining. She's been here a little over two months.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Jack's mind was racing. “And you said the Task Force had a cause on that crazy storm system?” 
 
    The Lieutenant nodded. “Yes, sir. Astrometrics and meteorology were interested in seeing if they could find what caused it, and if they could predict future events. They were replaying and reviewing their sensor recordings and found the birth of the storm system, which revealed a GOD Drive initiation, in atmosphere, at about two-thousand feet. I've never heard of that, but they said you would know what it means.”  
 
    Jack and Brian shot each other a look, “Pirates!” they said in unison.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The puzzle pieces began falling into place, but the picture wasn't quite clear yet. Since all the administrative records, and pretty much records of any kind on Veloria, had been lost or destroyed during the revolution, no one knew where the mining settlement was supposed to be, who owned it, what the terms were, or what exactly they were mining for. Somewhere on the third continent was all they knew. And there was no indication to the disposition of the crew of the Halceón Class research ship. What they did find out, via research from the Task Force, was that there were no records of McSuddeth Mining in existence anywhere. Maybe she truly was a ghost ship.  
 
    As far as Steele's experience was concerned, anyone who goes to those extremes to hide their identity or become invisible is usually up to no good. Or government spies. OK, up to no good fits that too.  
 
    Morning had brought with it light clouds and an incessant drizzle, but that could not dampen Jack's mood. After all, they had a nice new ship with a clean record and no owner. Finders keepers. 
 
    Brian had flown Alité back over to Boney's for a meeting with the Mayor of Capitol City and several of his surviving staff, in an effort to plan the beginning of organized recovery efforts. The short wave radio operators were busy communicating back and forth across the continent to follow through as best they could with Queen Alité's orders to inform the citizens of the emerging new government. Getting messages across the ocean to the other continents would be problematic until more sophisticated equipment could be restored or rebuilt. But they had to start somewhere and Capital City seemed the logical starting point. 
 
    Queen Alité. That was going to take some getting used to.  
 
    The Freedom had informed Jack that the UFW convoy carrying the Army Engineers, their equipment and supplies, was in-system and due in orbit by the next morning. He was looking forward to seeing his sister.  
 
    “You ready?” asked Brian, strolling up behind him. 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    “Fast ship, short trip. Hey that rhymes...” he joked. 
 
    “Was everyone there?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes. And she'll be fine...” Brian cuffed his friend on the shoulder, “She's got an entire detachment of Marines guarding her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know... I'm married to a Queen...” He ran his fingers through his hair in dismay, “How did this happen?” 
 
    Brian laughed, “I don't know how you do it buddy, but it could only happen to you.” He pointed to the long black ship sitting under the lights across the hangar, “So what are we going to call her?” 
 
    “I don't know, any ideas?” 
 
    “How about, the Revenge. To get even for all the crap that went on down here.” 
 
    “I like it. The Revenge. It's got a nice ring to it. Let's open her up and see what's inside.” 
 
    Connected up and hard-wired to the Revenge with umbilicals, the Marine in the control room logged into the ship's systems and opened the cargo ramp, his fingers dancing across the flat glass keyboard. “She's close to a full charge now, Captain. Her cells were almost bottomed out from sitting so long. Air should be good, we've flushed the atmosphere and been running the filters since last night. Computers and systems are booted up and on line...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The ship was as clean inside as it was outside. The corridors, quarters and bridge were absolutely spotless. “Has this thing ever flown?” asked Brian sitting down at the First Mate's station, flipping on the screens and controls.  
 
    “It had to come from somewhere,” said Jack examining the tactical station. “But where the hell did the crew go? And why would they have left the ship here?” 
 
    “Think they got caught up in the revolution?” 
 
    “Mmm, maybe.” Jack was standing in the center of the bridge with his arms folded across his chest, scanning the stations. “One of the shuttles is missing, but it's only a four man job, the crew had to be bigger than that...” 
 
    “Twenty five or thirty at least.” Brian was nosing around the systems, flipping through the options. He decided to check the navigation records to see if there was a file of routes or gate transfers. ”Son of a bitch...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They scrubbed all their travel routes. The maps are clean. Zero records.” 
 
    “You're kidding?” Steele pinched his lower lip. “Man, I'm starting to think Black Ops. These guys are way too thorough.”  
 
    Still nosing around, Brian visibly stiffened in his seat, “Dude, this thing's got a GOD drive!” 
 
    “You're shitting me.” Jack was instantly at his side, looking over his shoulder, “Holy crap! We've hit the jackpot!” As silly as it was, they executed an exploding fist bump with sound effects.  
 
    “Wait, what's this? I've never seen this before...” 
 
    “Call up the stats, maybe that will tell you.” 
 
    Brian swept to the ships schematics, “See, the system is there...” when he touched the image of the system on the screen the shape of the hull on the schematic changed, growing slightly wider. “Valkyrie.” He looked over his shoulder at Jack. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    Jack keyed the mic on his earpiece, “Steele here.” 
 
    “Sir, whatever you're doing, please stop.” 
 
    “What's going on Sargent?” 
 
    “It looks like you've just opened an anti-ship missile bay... and her carousel is completely loaded.”  
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 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW 77, VELORA PRIME: HELLOS & GOODBYES 
 
    Lisa was busy packing her duffel bag. Her German Shorthaired Pointer, Gus, was lying next to it on the narrow, twin-sized bed. He wasn't taking any chances that she'd forget him, he was staying with that bag. “Relax Gustafer, I'm not going to forget you. See? Here's your chewy bone and your tennis ball, I'm putting it in the bag.” His stubby little tail wagged vigorously. When the door chimed she didn't stop folding clothes, instead calling over her shoulder, “It's open, c'mon in!”  
 
    The door slid open and Truck's sizable bulk stepped into the room. He was just barely shorter than the doorway but ducked out of reflex, the dog jumping off the bed to greet him. “How're you doing Mr. Gus?” he said, dropping to a knee. The dog leaned into him and snuggled, while Truck's big hands patted him down. “You getting everything squared away Ms. Lisa?” 
 
    She stopped her task and plopped herself on the edge of the bed. “Yeah, I guess...” 
 
    “You don't sound so sure.” 
 
    “It's not just a matter of packing, Truck. I'm... kinda...” her eyes watered. 
 
    “You're not scared, are you?” 
 
    “No. Yes, maybe. I don't know.” She watched his face plump as he smiled. “No, it's just that everybody's been so good to us...” 
 
    “You have friends with us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, standing up.  
 
    He stood too and moved over to her. “You need a hug?” 
 
    “Uh, huh,” she nodded, tearfully. His arms wrapped around her, squeezing gently. She felt like she was being hugged by a grizzly bear, her arms only reaching half way around him. “I'm going to miss you, Truck.” 
 
    The door swished open and Nina entered hand-in-hand with Layora Cress. “Oops,” said Nina, “didn't mean to interrupt...” 
 
    “We're just saying goodbye,” sniffed Lisa. 
 
    “She needed a hug,” offered Truck. 
 
    “Hey, whatever,” replied Nina, “no judgment.” 
 
    “No really...” insisted Lisa. 
 
    Nina shrugged, “I just stopped in to tell you I'm not going...” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I'm staying here, with Layora...” 
 
    Lisa watched Layora shrug, her hands waving outward in dismay. “You can't stay here, Nina, this is a military ship.” 
 
    “I keep trying to tell her that,” volunteered Layora. 
 
    Truck shifted his bulk. “Ms. Lisa's right, Commander Ribundell would never allow that, she's very by-the-book. She's never been fond of civilians on her ship.” 
 
    “That's not fair,” stomped Nina, “I finally find someone I love and I have to leave her.” 
 
    Layora hugged Nina, comforting her, “It's a small universe, Ne-Ne, we will be seeing each other again. Don't worry.” She steered her gently toward her bed, “Now you really need to pack, sweetie, or the Commander will have my head. Let's go Truck, they need to finish up.” 
 
    Finally alone, Lisa looked at Nina. “Ne-Ne...?” 
 
    Nina blushed, “That's what she likes to call me.” 
 
    Lisa just shook her head, “Whatever.” 
 
    “I have a name for her too.” 
 
    “Oh please,” waved Lisa, “don't tell me, I'm sure I don't want to know...” She watched Nina make a pouty face. “Oh for the love of... I know I'm going to hate myself for asking, what is...” 
 
    “Layme!” interrupted Nina happily. 
 
    “Ew, I think I just threw up in my mouth a little...” 
 
    “You did not. Besides,” she said coyly, “it's cute.” Gus sat in between the beds watching the exchange like a ping-pong match. 
 
    “If by cute you mean, shoot myself in the head revolting, then yeah, I guess it's cute.”  
 
    “You're just jealous...” 
 
    Lisa plopped down on her bed, next to her finished bag. “Of what?” 
 
    “Of having fine, sensual, earth shattering sexxx...” she hugged herself, sliding her hands playfully up and down her own body. 
 
    Lisa put her face in her palms. “Oh. My. God! Just kill me now...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Sir, incoming message from - the Revenge?” 
 
    Pappy looked up from the screens at the Freedom's command seat. “Who?” He waved his hand, “On screen.” A video insert appeared on the big screen, Jack and Brian standing on an empty bridge. “What the fu...” he caught himself. “Skipper, where the hell are you?” 
 
    “On the bridge of our new ship, Pappy... a brand new missile frigate...” 
 
    “I thought it was supposed to be a research vessel.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was the cover story. The reality is quite different. This baby is all black ops and loaded for bear. Including a GOD drive and a Valkyrie anti-ship missile system.”  
 
    “Jeez-us! I can't fathom someone abandoning that. What the hell's been going on down there?” 
 
    “Suffice it to say it's been a strange trip so far.” Brian nudged him in the ribs. “I am reminded by my cohort here, to extend greetings and salutations from the Queen...” 
 
    “So you found the royal family then?” 
 
    “Yes. And no.” Steele watched Paul's curiously baffled expression. “The royal family fell as casualties of the revolution. The Princess is the new Queen of Veloria.” 
 
    Paul's eyes widened and more than a few faces on the Freedom's bridge looked up from their stations. “Your Princess? As in, Alité? Your wife? Please tell me you're pullin' my leg...” 
 
    “Wish I could.” 
 
    “What...? How...?” 
 
    Jack waved off his question, “I'll tell you all the details later, Pappy. We just wanted to test the ship's comms. She was stowed in a hanger with all her towers down; we wanted to be sure everything was functional now that we got her outside.”  
 
    “Crew,” reminded Brian. 
 
    “Right,” nodded Jack. “And we'll need a few people to run her, just a skeleton crew for now. I need Ragnaar for navigation, Raulya for tactical and Toncaresh for engineering. Pick another ten. I'll probably use a couple of our Marines as well. Brian will bring the Zulu back up tonight, but he needs to come back on the shuttle, I'm going to need him here.” 
 
    Paul was taking notes. “Heken Noer's probably going to want to see that GOD drive...” 
 
    “You're right. Send him down on the shuttle with the crew; we'll get him back to you in a few hours.” 
 
    “Will do. By the way, the convoy has arrived. The engineers are on the way down, you're probably going to see several trips, they've got about two-hundred guys. The supply ship is also in-atmosphere but she's taking her sweet time - she's heavy.” 
 
    “The guys in the tower will guide them down, no sweat. Everything quiet up there?”  
 
    “Almost too quiet. They know we're here though, that atmosphere GOD jump proves it. I just can't believe we missed them.” 
 
    “Don't worry, they'll make another mistake. We'll find them...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Air and Space Port was starting to look a little more like an actual operational base. Shuttles depositing waves of Army Engineers and their gear on the concrete near the control tower stayed just long enough to disembark their human cargo and under direction of the tower, rotate away, taxi a short way out and lift off again to repeat the process later. 
 
    The lights all around the field and facility were the bright spot on an otherwise darkened planet, a welcome beacon of light that drew the shuttles and ships like moths to a flame. The tower greeted the first real traffic it had seen in months. The terminal and hangars accepted personnel and equipment; coming to life like a sleeping giant awakening from a long nap. Marines driving repurposed vehicles shuttled the newly-arrived soldiers from the landing zone to the entrance of the subterranean base, a flat, unassuming, concrete building between the two main hangars. This is where they would set up shop, their home away from home for the duration of their stay, with all the amenities of any permanent operational base.  
 
    Sitting out under the stars in front of Hangar Two, the Revenge's long, black hull caught a lot of glances from the soldiers as they passed while being shuttled to the underground entrance and disembarking in her shadow. She looked fast and stealthy. 
 
    “Zulu One, Skipper, see you in a bit.” 
 
    Standing at the base of the missile frigate's ramp, studying her specs and systems on an e-Pad, Steele keyed his mic, “See you in a bit, Bri.” 
 
    Alité walked up from behind him, her carbine slung over her shoulder, helmet dangling from her hand. “She's beautiful...” 
 
    Steele smiled, “Yeah she is.” He grabbed her free hand, pulled her closer and kissed her, just long enough to quicken their pulses. “But not as beautiful as you... So how was your meeting?” 
 
    “I think it went well, we covered a lot of ground. The biggest topic will be food and water. It's available, it's just getting it to them. We still don't know why they never left the city. People in the small towns and outlying areas seem to be doing much better than the people in the city.” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Sure, people in rural areas are more self-reliant, and they work together better. There's a reason city living is called a rat race...” 
 
    “A what? I've never heard of that,” her brow knitted. 
 
    “In the city, it's all about who gets there first and can fight to take the most.” Jack shrugged, his armor barely moving, “It makes for competitive commerce, but it's not too good for the humanity in humans.” 
 
    “But what do rats have to do with it?” 
 
    Jack snorted, clenching his teeth to keep from laughing. “Nothing sweetie, it's just a saying. So, we were busy today too,” he added, changing the subject. 
 
    She looked up at the Revenge, “I can see that. Where'd she come from?” 
 
    “There's a subterranean hangar right below this one attached to the base. She was sitting on the elevator pad. They charged her systems and bought her up. She's a ghost ship, no records.” 
 
    “Well she's not the Maultier you were hoping to steal... does this count?” 
 
    “Pssch,” waved Jack, “this is way better.” He leaned closer and whispered into her ear, “She's got a GOD drive and a Valkyrie anti-ship missile system.” 
 
    “EXCUSE me!” 
 
    Jack spun on his heel, faced with the Army Engineer's command officer. “Major, good to see you, welcome to Velor...” 
 
    “Is this how you people behave in the Marines? Officers fraternizing with enlisted personnel?” He motioned to Alité, scowling. “Marine, didn't you learn how to salute a superior officer?” 
 
    She glanced sideways at Jack, not sure how to respond. 
 
    Steele was determined to do his best to clarify the situation diplomatically. “Sir we are in fact, in Indian territory. The natives are not fully compliant as of yet, we are working on...” 
 
    “We're in a secured location, Captain. I expect protocols to be followed completely.” He stood with his hands on his hips waiting. Jack glanced at Alité and shrugged, saluting. She did likewise, mirroring him, using the opposite hand. Seeing this, the Major looked like he was going to go apoplectic. “By the Gods,” he exclaimed, slapping his forehead, “I have never seen such a sorry excuse...” 
 
    “I beg you not to finish that thought, Major,” interrupted Jack. “It wouldn't be a good idea.” 
 
    The Major had an evil smirk, “Idea? It'll be a sad day in Hellion when I need a couple Jarheads to give me an idea. Now point me to your base commander.” 
 
    “Ugh,” breathed Jack, taking a deep breath. He knew Admiral Kelarez would be forced to write yet another report on his behalf if he popped this ass in the mouth. “Let's try this again, Major,” he said calmly, extending his hand. “Jack Steele, Captain of the jump carrier, Freedom, and the temporary Base Commander.” He got a stunned, blank stare and a motorized, halfhearted handshake. “And this,” he motioned to his left, “Is Alité Galaýa Steele. My wife. And the Queen of Veloria. The whole planet.”  
 
    “What...?” The Major's voice was deadpan and his face changed from ruddy to completely blanched, then to an odd pale green. Jack almost felt sorry for him. Almost. He decided to have a little fun at the officer's expense. 
 
    “She is armored for her safety and she is under the protection of the UFW Marines, since she is the last remaining member of the Velorian royal family.” He turned to Alité and winked slyly, “I am sorry for this, your Majesty, he is simply uninformed... a little boorish, perhaps, but I'm sure he meant no disrespect...” he turned to the Major, “You didn't, did you?” 
 
    “N-no of course not,” replied the wide-eyed officer. 
 
    He turned back to his wife, “See? His is apologetic for his behavior, please forgive him...” 
 
    “Yes, please forgive me, your Majesty...” 
 
    Jack grabbed her by the shoulders and stared into her eyes, “You are a wise and kind Monarch, my Queen, please tell me it is unnecessary to spill his blood over this indiscretion...” 
 
    “What?” The Major's eyes turned to saucers. 
 
    Alité caught her husband's game, a curl turning at the corners of her mouth. She turned away, her nose in the air. “He has my leniency. Remove him from my presence, immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you your Majesty,” bowed Jack, “thank you.” He turned to the Army officer, “I'd get going, if I were you.” He leaned close to the man, whispering, “See that sword over her shoulder? I saw her cut a man in half with one stroke yesterday,” he motioned across his mid-section. “Horrible,” he shuddered. 
 
    The Major never looked back as he hustled off, hoping he hadn't stepped into some sticky inter-planetary quagmire. 
 
    Hand-in-hand, the pair walked up the ramp of the Revenge, laughing. “We have her all to ourselves for the next few hours,” said Jack, “want to save some water and share a shower...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa's heart pounded, she was unsure of what to expect, standing there on the concrete, Nina and Gus standing with her. They watched the soldiers from their shuttle pile into a truck that looked different yet the same as any truck back home on Earth. Back on Earth. That was a concept that was increasingly harder to come to terms with. Traveling through space was difficult enough to wrap you head around, but hey the astronauts were capable, so it wasn't that foreign. But then there were the jump gates, created by the Ancients, architects of the universe... who no one knew or could identify. She was told the gates had existed for as long as anyone could remember and longer than records had been kept. Suddenly there was nothing that could be labeled as familiar, even the stars looked different.  
 
    But the air smelled, well, like air. A blast of it hit them in the back as the shuttle they had arrived in, turned and slid away to the first runway before lifting unceremoniously off. And then they were alone, the Three Musketeers of sorts, standing on a landing pad of an alien world. Alien world. That thought made Lisa's stomach jump. Like her heart wasn't pounding hard enough. She was somewhat comforted by the fact that she and Nina were both wearing their Glocks, but you can't kill fear. She took a deep breath and held it, trying to slow her heart rate and quiet her nerves. 
 
    “Hey! What are you doing out there? Get off the landing pad. I have more ships coming in!” 
 
    They looked around but could not see the owner of the disembodied voice anywhere. “Where do we go?” yelled Lisa. 
 
    “Go into the terminal! The gold building in front of you!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The driver dropped them off under the nose of the Revenge in front of Hangar Two, the building's massive main door, yawning widely. He zipped away as soon as they were clear of his vehicle.  
 
    “Where are we supposed to go from here?” asked Nina, looking over her shoulder, watching the hover car head back to the main terminal.  
 
    “No fucking idea,” replied Lisa, hefting her duffel bag on her right shoulder. “Let's go look around.” The walk to the door was curiously deceptive in its length, both of the girls tiring under the weight of their hefty duffles. “I feel like we're walking under a city block on stilts. This thing is huge,” she said, looking up at the underside of the hull.  
 
    “That whole no tires thing on their cars is kinda weird, doncha think?” 
 
    Lisa adjusted the bag on her shoulder as she walked, “We've traveled in a spaceship, to a different galaxy, looking for my brother on an alien world, and you think no tires is weird?” She couldn't help laughing, “Holy shit, woman, you're weird.” 
 
    “HEY! Where you going?” 
 
    They stopped in their tracks looking around. “Who said that?” whispered Nina. 
 
    “I don't know,” replied Lisa, “but this bodiless voice thing is annoying...” Gus broke to the right, crossing in front of her and disappeared, her duffel blocking her view. She unshouldered it and watched Gus sprint toward Jack coming down the ramp of the missile frigate, Alité behind him. They were both dressed in camouflaged tactical pants and a white 2ndSkyn, their armor left on racks in the ships' small armory. 
 
    A wave of relief washed over Lisa, she didn't feel so completely lost now.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Marines stationed at Boney's farm were back on base by the crack of dawn, replaced by a smaller contingency of Army Engineers that would install some new defensive systems around the farm to protect the new Prime Minister of Veloria. A formal meeting with the Major assured Jack and Alité that the security and progress of her planet would be ensured in the manner her new government outlined. Confident the Major was a better officer than a diplomat, it was clear there would be no more misunderstandings. 
 
     With the temporary crew of the Revenge aboard, including a few of the Freedom's Marines, the only ones left on the ground were Ensign Tusker who would fly the ship's shuttle up and Jack, with Lisa in the rear seat of the Remora fighter. Once in orbit, they would recover to the missile frigate.  
 
    Jack made sure Lisa's gloves and helmet were on and properly sealed to her flight suit. “OK, now when you get up there, the lineman will connect all your leads and strap you in.” 
 
    “Then what do I do?” 
 
    “Enjoy the ride,” he grinned, tapping her helmet. He pulled his own helmet on and secured it, watching his sister climb the long ladder to the cockpit. Being a Remora that nestled to the belly of the frigate, the vertical stabilizers for atmospheric flight were on the bottom of the craft instead of the top. The landing legs were longer than all the other fighters he'd been in; they looked so fragile in comparison.  
 
    He hefted himself up the ladder and dropped into the cockpit, scanning the controls. Fairly standard except for the specialized docking controls over on the left console. A wash of cool air filled his suit as the lineman connected his umbilicals. Strapped in, he waited for the ladders to disappear. “How you doing back there, all tucked in?” 
 
    “Snug as a bug in a rug.” 
 
    “Can you hear me OK?” 
 
    “Yep, just fine.” She wiped a bead of sweat off her eyebrow through her open visor. 
 
    “OK, cool. Now you'll feel some G forces in the atmosphere, but almost nothing once we get out above it...”
“You're not going to go crazy are you?” 
 
    “No... and the gravity balancing system inside helps reduce felt Gs. So even if I did, you wouldn't feel much. It's much more responsive but less strenuous than a jet aircraft at home on earth.” He began flipping switches, the screens and systems winking on. 
 
    “Just don't make me sick.” 
 
    “I won't. If you feel funny for any reason, there's a green knob all the way on the right in the low corner, see it?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “That's your oxygen. The little dial next to it shows the flow. Turn it up if you feel funny and it will make it go away. Don't wait though; ralphing breakfast in your helmet would be really sucky.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Obvious.” 
 
    “A couple more things, if for any reason the ship loses cockpit atmosphere, your helmet's visor will come down automatically and seal your suit.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “If we need to eject...” 
 
    “Eject?” 
 
    “Yes eject. If we need to do that, there is a loop under your seat between your legs. It's red and yellow striped, you put both hands on it and pull. Hard.” 
 
    “Swell. Looking forward to that. That's sarcasm in case you're wondering.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I got that,” he smirked to himself. 
 
    “Have you ever ejected?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Let's not start, OK?” 
 
    “Promise. OK, sealing cockpit...” he pulled the canopy lever and it motored forward on its track, locking down automatically with a hiss. “You're going to be able to hear all our communications, but I'm the only one who hears you.” 
 
    The lineman saluted sharply and waved them out, Jack returning the salute. The dark form of the Revenge had already disappeared, and its shuttle was just taxiing out into the daylight ahead of the Remora. “Rem One to Tower, taxiing.” 
 
    “Clear to taxi Rem One.” 
 
    Jack rotated the anti-grav grip on the throttle and it bounced gently off the concrete. He barely nudged the throttle and the fighter began to slide forward, heading for the open rectangle of daylight at the end of the hangar.  
 
    He angled his visor to cut the sun's morning glare off the gold terminal as they taxied around the end of it. The Engineer's transport ship sat on the parking pad north of the Tower, a swarm of men offloading and distributing equipment and gear, trucks moving about.  
 
    He didn't need the full runway, hell he could just about launch anywhere, so the tower directed him to the first clear area and turned him north towards the highway that lead into the capital city.  
 
    “Clear to launch, Rem One. Clear skies...” 
 
    “Thank you, Tower. Launching.” He flipped the igniters for the burners and heard the throaty bump. Easing the throttle forward and twisting the anti-grav grip simultaneously launched him off the runway in less than fifty feet. Standard forward flight achieved in a matter of a couple seconds, he released the twist and switched off the toggles for the anti-grav, retracting the landing gear. “Anti-grav off, gear up and locked.” 
 
    “Wow it's beautiful. So green...” Lisa looked to the left, her eyes following the cluttered ribbon of highway to the capital city. “What's that gray stuff over there?” She squinted. “Are those buildings?”  
 
    “That used to be their capital,” he shook his head inside his helmet, “not any more. You'd think if you're going to have a revolution, you'd want to take something over, not just destroy everything. What's the point of that?” 
 
    After a circuit over Boney's farm, the city and back over the Air and Space Port, Jack pointed the Remora up the valley toward the crystal blue ocean. The planet was feeling a little familiar and he was getting attached to his little corner of it. When they passed over the downed space station, azure blue waves lapping against its shining steel hull, he explained to Lisa what they surmised had happened, sad as it was. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    She took a deep breath, bracing herself. “Go for it.” 
 
    He added a little power before pulling the nose up and bumping the throttle hard, sucking them both back into their seats. “That's not too bad,” she grunted, “how fast are we going?” 
 
    “About twenty-thousand.”  
 
    “Oh, is that all,” she replied, attempting nonchalance. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Heken Noer spent several hours in engineering inspecting the Revenge's GOD drive, engines, and power cells before returning to the Freedom with an impressive spread of notes, readings and observations. But not before sharing his wisdom with Toncaresh and the Marines' best engineer, Draza Mac.  
 
    Sitting in the ship's command station, Lieutenant Brian Carter was busy studying and learning on-the-job. It was a good feeling being in command - even if it was temporary. He keyed his mic, “Go ahead, Shuttle One.” 
 
    “On final approach,” said Tusker's voice in his earpiece.  
 
    On a frigate, there was no tower or flight control, the bridge handled it all. “Copy Shuttle One. Get it done, as soon as we have you and the Skipper aboard we're going to test the jump system.” He looked over at Raulya, “Tactical, location of our Remora?” 
 
    She flicked her display and brought up a 3D view on her screen. “He's coming up through the atmosphere as we speak. ETA less than ten minutes.” 
 
    “Good.” Weapons all charged?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. All power cells at full charge.” 
 
    Brian rubbed his forehead. “Did we figure out who handles the jump system?” 
 
    “That would be me,” Ragnaar raised his hand. “Navigation or helm could do it, but navigation is probably best choice.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Just sitting still and holding station above Veloria, the Freedom was the busiest ship in the task force. Pappy keyed his mic, “Bridge to tower, did we get all our shuttles and Cyclones back from the surface?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. All personnel from the surface, back aboard. Currently we have four Lancias on patrol and the Zulu is launching momentarily to do some surveys and surface mapping.” 
 
    They still needed to find that mine... or mines as the case might be, because they needed to pay a little visit and serve an eviction notice to the current tenants. Tenants that seemed to have some questionable ties and business practices.  
 
    Paul Smiley shifted in his seat. “The Revenge will be testing her GOD drive, out and back, folks. So since we expect her departure and return, let's see if there any telltales that the sensors pick up that might be used to predict a GOD event. It might help us combat these things in the future.” 
 
    “Incoming message from the Archer, sir.” 
 
    “On screen.”  
 
    The Admiral appeared as an inset video on the big screen. “Commander,” he acknowledged, nodding. “It seems UFW Directorate has seen fit to assign the UFW77 to our little task force. We are now five,” he smiled. Something he didn't do much. 
 
    “I guess they like the job we're doing?” asked Paul. 
 
    Kelarez's smile screwed to something resembling distaste. “Or we're not doing enough and they want us to do more. Never can tell with them.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” snickered Paul. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Remora was nearing the edge of the atmosphere, streaking straight upward, leaving the blue and green marble behind, swirls of white scattered clouds obscuring some portions of the marble. Steele looked back over his shoulder, “Almost looks like home.” 
 
    Lisa took a deep breath, her eyes watering. It was both beautiful and amazing. She could actually see the upper layer of atmosphere as they left it, a soft blue transparent bubble surrounding the planet. And then the stars, it was like you could reach right out and touch them. Touch the face of God. The enormity of it gripped her and took her breath away, seeing it unhindered for the first time. Seeing it through portals or on view screens just didn't do it justice. “Oh my God,” she whispered, tears rolling down her cheeks. 
 
    “You OK?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she shivered. “It's beyond description... It's like my heart wants to jump out of my chest... In a good way,” she added. 
 
    Jack angled toward the Revenge in the distance, only visible on his sensors. “Yeah, it's something... never ceases to thrill me. The New Vanus system was my favorite so far. It has these amazing streaks of iridescent blue dust that stretch across the entire system... like something out of a video game. But wait till you see an ether storm...” 
 
    “A storm in space?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he laughed, “it looks like living tie-dye in the sky, spread like a wall across a system...” 
 
    “Revenge to Rem One.” 
 
    “Rem One, go...” 
 
    “Sir, we have a GOD event on sensors.” 
 
    “What?! Where?” 
 
    “Our GOD system picked it up before occurrence. It's an incoming jump, starting now, about four thousand feet off the surface of the planet.” 
 
    “Quick, feed me the coordinates. Inform the task force, I want fighter backup, NOW!” He snap-rolled the Remora over so he could look up at the planet. “Contact the surface; inform the base and the Prime Minister they may have some weather heading their way.” Steele pulled up his tactical systems, arming weapons and powering shields. 
 
    The screens in front of Lisa lit up, her controls suddenly active. “Uhhh, stuff is coming on back here...” 
 
    “Your controls and screen operate a rear turret.” The coordinates locked into his navigation system and he hammered the throttle hard, pointing the nose of the fighter back at the planet. “Hold on, kiddo, re-entry might get a little rough.” 
 
    “Turret...? Wait, re-entry?”  
 
    “Yeah, listen closely; I'll explain how it works - just think of it like a video game...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    TYRILLIUM-VANADIUM MINE: NO HONOR AMONG THIEVES 
 
    Mining was a dangerous and dirty business. There was no glamour, no glitz, no fancy equipment, at least not here on Veloria. Who needed expensive, specialized, hard to transport equipment that needed constant maintenance when you had cheap disposable slave labor?  
 
    Sure there were the standard things like borers, conveyors, rock crushers and continuous miners, but most of the work was done the hard way. Mind numbing, back breaking, lung blackening, bone crushing labor. Mine 01 was the largest and busiest on the planet with five actual mines, a maze of tunnels that stretched for miles into the mountains of the third continent. A continent the miners had nicknamed Hellion. The farmers on the continent had been left alone by the mine consortium; they were useful to provide food for the extensive needs of the facilities' workers. But the cities and most towns were empty, lifeless, hollow shells, bare of inhabitants except for a few that were practiced at hiding from the recruitment patrols.  
 
    Once a beautifully green, forested area, the canyons around the mine were clear cut for their timber and the working space needed for massive transport vehicles and ships to land on the rocky, bare ground. The nearest airport was nearly twenty miles away and while not designed for space ships, was occasionally used for the largest ore ships. It was no matter, abandoned, it served no other purpose.  
 
    Nearly six thousand slave miners lived in an unused portion of Mine 01, in squalid conditions. They were poorly fed, some were in poor health, forced to work in shifts around the clock, then killed or left to die when their usefulness had run out.  
 
    As far as the mining consortium was concerned, it was a race against the clock before the entire project came to a screeching halt when things went south, which seemed inevitable. They had taken a lot of risks with this project and had been pushing the limits for a couple of years, but the last several months had been relentless. It was an extremely large score of both Tyrillium and Vanadium. A rare find indeed, to locate an area with two key metals for shipbuilding, both in their original forms and used in specialized alloys. While gold was a commonly traded commodity and used for monetary purposes, the combination of these two metals and the sheer volume of their presence here, made them significantly more valuable. 
 
    “Mr. Dantos, the grunts are restless... is there anything we can give them to do?” 
 
    Reiger Dantos leaned back in his chair, adjusted his eye patch and scratched his beard, eyeing his aide in the office doorway. The morning sun pouring through the windows behind him, across the dusty mine office. “No. They do any work and we'll have no place to put the ore, we're overflowing already. Feed them and give them some alcohol. Maybe that will shut them up. If they can't behave, shoot a couple.” He glanced down at the e-Pad on his desk and back up again, “Nobody useful, though.” 
 
    His aide nodded. “So when's the next ship due in? This stoppage has got to be costing us a fortune...” 
 
    Reiger waved his hands lazily above his head, “Not until after those UFW clowns up there bug out.” He folded his arms across the top of his shaved head, then leaned forward and let them drop to the desk. “And yes, it's costing the company a fortune. And me a bonus, so please don't remind me.” 
 
    “Sorry, boss.” 
 
    “Yeah, just remember your bonus comes out of mine.” He wiped the sweat off the top of his head, “So until they leave, no work, no ships, no supplies and no electricity - we can't afford them picking that up. I'm hoping we're invisible enough that they can't locate us from orbit.” 
 
    “The last thing we want is a visit from them,” confirmed his aide. 
 
    “Obviously. We'd want to be gone from here if that happens. Is our shuttle ready if we need it?” 
 
    “Yes. And I personally saw to it that all the mine entrances have been wired.” 
 
    “Good, good.” Reiger Dantos put his elbows on his desk and his face in his hands, “What about what's-his-name at Mine 02? Does he got his shit all prepped?” 
 
    “Setzel?” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever his name is.” 
 
    “He said he's got everything ready.” 
 
    Reiger sat back and put his feet up on the desk. “Because y'know if we get caught, it'll be that asshole's fault. He's such a royal fuckhead.” He folded his arms across his chest. “That moron pulls any more stunts like sending out that ore transport the other day... GOD activation in atmosphere...” he muttered, “goddamn ass, I'll kill him myself. Who does shit that stupid?”  
 
    “He said he was worried about missing his quota.” 
 
    “Oh good,” quipped Reiger, “get us all caught or killed for a motherfucking quota.” He took a deep breath. “Say, where's his ship? Maybe we should pay it a visit and pull a few choice system boards.” 
 
    The young man wiped the sweat off his face, adjusting his hat, “He's got it in a hidden bunker at the Air and Space Port, about twenty miles south of the Capital.” 
 
    Reiger blinked, dumbfounded. “He's on the middle continent and his ship's on the first continent, a third of a planet away...? Bwahahahahaa...” he roared, holding his chest. “I cannot fathom that level of stupidity.”  
 
    “Maybe tonight we should take a ride out to the airport and check our systems and power cells?” 
 
    Reiger Dantos nodded, “Good idea. We'll wait till everyone's asleep.”  
 
    The aide shifted, leaning against the doorway, “What about the fighter pilots?” 
 
    “They've got their own birds, let them do some work for once. They're here to cover our asses. Lords know they haven't done anything except play Ruge and fuck the local girls for months.” He waved the aide out, “Alright, get outta here, I've got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sy Setzel was a frenetic little man who never seemed to stop moving. Had he visited a mental health professional on Earth, he would probably have been diagnosed with a Napoleon complex, a bit of attention deficit disorder, some paranoid schizophrenia, intense delusions of grandeur and various nervous twitches and tweaks. Of course, on a rare occasion there was more than one personality presenting itself, but that was just the voices in his head arguing. Today his ADD was driving him to clean his already spotless office. He despised dirt and dust... working in a mine environment was probably not the wisest choice for his wildly erratic condition. It was however, very profitable. 
 
    “Timmian!” shouted the little man, dusting madly. “Timmian! Where are we on tube forty-two?!”  
 
    Timmian limped into the office, leaning through the doorway, not wanting to step on the spotless carpet. “About three-hundred and fifty yards...” 
 
    “Three-fifty!” Sy Setzel stood up behind his desk and paced vigorously. “They have to be farther than that... No they're always slow,” he countered himself. “They need to speed up!” He put his hands on his hips, “You're not going to get any more out of them unless you motivate them...” He banged his hand on the desk, “Then do it, and stop bothering me...” 
 
    Timmian stiffened apprehensively. He was used to seeing this and knew better than to interrupt one of Sy's ongoing conversations. He was limping because one of them shot him in the foot during an argument - with himself. Yeah, it didn't make much sense to him either. He wasn't sure which one did it and truthfully he didn't have the brain power to figure it out. But it sure made his job as mine manager a lot more difficult. As if four thousand angry slave miners and Setzel's impossible dig quotas weren't enough. “Sir, I thought we were going to stop production until we got transportation restored.” 
 
    “And who told you that?” 
 
    “Dantos over at Mine 01 said...” 
 
    “Dantos? Screw Dantos! I run this mine. Mine 02 is my mine!” Timmian dodged a flying ashtray that flew past him, through the doorway. “You get them to four-hundred by the end of the day, we have a transport coming!” His face twitched at the out of place ashtray, “Pick that up!” he pointed. 
 
    Timmian's eyes widened. “The UFW is nosing around; Dantos said we need to be as invisible as possible...” He ducked out of the doorway as the laser shot passed so close to him he could smell the air burn. 
 
    “Say his name again! Go ahead, say it! I'll shoot you in the face! I swear it!” Sy pounded his empty fist on his desk. “When that transport gets here, I want it full, we have a quota!” he screamed. “Get those grunts to four hundred. I don't care what you have to do! Understand? The UFW can't catch these transports, so it doesn't matter.” 
 
    “But we don't have mineral rights or a land lease for this mine,” said Timmian, half-hidden behind the door frame, “only Mine 01 does... Does it matter that they can't catch the transport? They can still catch us...” Timmian flinched when Sy Setzel twitched, his face contorting and his arm jerking. “I mean, what about the damn miners? If we get caught with them, we're screwed. Not to mention all the other stuff...” 
 
    Sy shrugged and tossed the laser pistol on the desk. Then picked it back up and placed it down again so it lay in a straight line with his e-Pad. “You made the preparations on the tunnels, right? All the charges wired and in place?” Timmian nodded. “Good, then stop worrying about it. They'll never find my ship, they can't catch us, and they won't be able to track us either. We'll be long gone while they're still digging for grunts.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Commander of the transport vessel didn't like jumping back and forth between the vacuum of space and a heavy atmosphere; it was stressful on the hull and rough on the crew with all the turbulence created by moving from one extreme to another. Flying in or out of atmosphere was a fairly gradual event, but jumping in and out was a violent, risky transition.  
 
    The ship vibrated and bounced, lurching, the view screen a blur, her hull groaning under the strain, crew members clinging to their stations. Warning chimes sounded. 
 
    “We've lost attitude control!” The ship began to roll to one side. 
 
    “Helm!” barked the Commander, “go to manual!”  
 
    “Aye sir, manual control.”  
 
    “Altitude?” 
 
    “Four thousand and dropping...” 
 
    “Stabilize us, helm. ”  
 
    “Working on it, sir.” The helmsman wrestled with the manual control inputs, fighting the lazy responses of the ship, the ground continuing to rush closer.  
 
    “Anytime, helm, I'd rather not become a smoking crater in the ground...” 
 
    “Aye sir...”  
 
    “And somebody silence that damn alarm.” The vibrations and gyrations gradually lessened, slowed and finally smoothed out, the ship finding it's equilibrium at about a thousand feet. There was a collaborative sigh from the bridge crew, their collective white knuckle grips finally relaxing. 
 
    As instructed, they'd come in over the first continent to prevent the storm they'd create, from affecting Mine 02, their destination. Nearly over the coast, the navigator set course. 
 
    “Time to the 02 landing zone?” 
 
    “Present speed, twenty-five minutes.” 
 
    The Commander took a deep breath. Good, right on time. “Communications, notify the mine. Do we have a damage report?” 
 
    “No damage, sir. We're resetting the control systems computer and recharging the jump cells.”
  
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa tried to reach forward and slap the back of her brother's helmet, but her restraint harness kept her firmly in place. The ship bucked and bounced as it blew through the outer layers of the atmosphere, headed straight down at the planet. “What the hell are you doing? This thing is going to come apart!” 
 
    “It's fine...” Jack said nonchalantly, “relax.” 
 
    “It's not fine! I see fire!” 
 
    “We're OK, that's the heat from the atmosphere, the shields will protect us...” 
 
    “I don't feel very protected,” she quipped. 
 
    “That's the nature of sitting in a fighter. You feel exposed. Alone. But that's also the beauty of it...” 
 
    With the rear turret active, Lisa played with the controls, watching her video screen, the gun camera sweeping with the turret's movement. “So what are we going to do when we get there?”  
 
    “I'm hoping to catch up and track the ship to the mines. They've gone out of their way to stay dark and anonymous... makes me think they're up to no good.” 
 
    “One of your gut feelings?”  
 
    “They rarely lie to me... I'm not exactly sure how yet, but I'm convinced the mining consortium has something to do with what went on here.” He adjusted his sensors as the planet grew ahead of them, almost filling his entire view. “I don't know how deep they're involved, but I want to catch them doing it.” Individual trees became distinguishable and he snatched the throttle back and yanked back on the flight stick, the Remora fighter screaming into a thunderous break of direction level with the ground at a little over a thousand feet. It made them both grunt under the momentary G forces before the cockpit's gravity generators balanced the stresses.  
 
    “Wow,” panted Lisa, “a little warning would have been nice...” 
 
    “Sorry bout that.” The fighter's sensors instantly picked up an energy exhaust trail heading east out over the water toward the second continent. “Gotcha,” he breathed, triggering his mic, “Rem One to Freedom, I've picked up a trail. On my mark, on my heading...” 
 
    “Copy, Rem One, your location and heading locked in. Directing Red Flight to rendezvous and assist. ETA to rendezvous - fifteen minutes.” A target marker popped into existence on the edge of Jack's tactical screen as the fighter's sensors swept the curvature of the planet. The blip triggered a schematic on screen two, identifying the transport ship as a Maultier, still in flight, but descending. “You'd better hurry that up, Freedom. I just picked up our target, she's a Maultier transport.” 
 
    “You heard the Skipper, boys, fifteen won't do, let's light 'em up.” Lieutenant Mike Warren hammered the Vulcan's throttle to the far stop, the rumble of his engines intensifying. “Red Leader to Rem One, make that ETA ten-minutes.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Commander, we have a craft approaching from behind...” 
 
    The Commander of the transport vessel stiffened in his chair. “What kind of craft, tactical?” 
 
    “Information updating now... A two-seat fighter. No ping.” 
 
    The Commander winced mentally, they were low and slow, a bad position. “Yellow alert, gunners to their stations.” An alert horn sounded, the bridge and corridors filling with flashing yellow light. “Communications, contact Mine 02, see if it's one of theirs... Helm, punch us in some exit coordinates, and ready the GOD drive, we're not sticking around for a fight.” 
 
    “From this altitude sir? We're liable to wipe out whatever's beneath us...” 
 
    “I don't give a shit about what's under us, I'm more concerned with what's behind us. Do it.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The communications officer turned in his chair, “02 says it's not theirs...” 
 
    “Helm! Get us out of here!” 
 
    “Aye sir, dropping shields, initiating GOD system.” 
 
    “Commander, I'm getting a ping, it's UFW! Uh, oh...” 
 
    The Commander snapped his attention up from his screen. “There's something else?” 
 
    “I have a flight of Gogol fighters coming off the surface 
 
    “Great we're going to be in the middle of a gunfight... HELM?!” 
 
    “Jump bubble at thirty percent...” 
 
    “Comm coming from the UFW fighter, he is ordering us to cease our jump...” 
 
    “Send no response... Helm?” 
 
    “Jump bubble at seventy-five percent...” 
 
    “He's firing...” Hot, searing green streaks passed across their bow, making the crew stiffen.  
 
    “Bubble complete.” A series of hits shook the ship. “Jumping.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” growled Steele, watching the neon tendrils and transparent jump bubble reach around the entire transport. “Here's a little parting gift...” He targeted the engines and squeezed the trigger, the Boron pulse lasers singing loudly, flickers of color dancing through the bubble and marking across the stern. Holding the trigger until the power pods on his guns ran down to zero, the familiar clacking noise reminded him the cells needed to recharge. 
 
    The ship disappeared as the bubble collapsed around itself, a thundering sphere of clouds swelling around the vanishing point like an explosion. It seemed like all the atmospheric moisture for hundreds of miles was instantly drawn to one point. And it wasn't happy about it. 
 
    “Uh, oh...” 
 
    Lisa leaned to one side to look around him, her eyes widening, “Holy crap! What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Trouble... Hold on!”  
 
    A crisscross of phosphorescent white streaks passed by the cockpit on both sides, above and below them. “And what the hell was that?!” shouted Lisa. 
 
    Jack snapped the stick to one side and stood the Remora on a wingtip, pulling it through a tight twelve-G turn, the gravity generators fighting to keep the cockpit at a very bearable, four-Gs. “Cobalt canons... I think,” he grunted. “Bad guys.”  
 
    “I wanna go home,” she breathed, her vision dropping to black and white, a tunnel forming.  
 
    “Stay with me kiddo, turn up you air...”  
 
    “Air...” she repeated, the word having no meaning. 
 
    “The green knob, turn it to the left. Your oxygen, turn it up!” 
 
    “Oxigair...” she slurred, searching for the knob. Her arms felt like they were weighed down with lead, and in her condition she couldn't focus on it or reach it. In a moment, she was out like a light. 
 
    “Dammit,” he grunted, reversing his turn. He squeezed his mic button and broadcast on an open UFW channel, “Rem One is in a five-to-one, I'm in trouble down here...” The Remora lurched as hits pounded across its hull and wings, pulling down most of its shields. With the gun pods mostly recharged, Jack snapped off shots as a form flashed past in front of him, a moment before the visible world vanished. The shock wall of the storm enveloped them with angry black clouds and explosive force, carrying the fighter with it, rolling it, tumbling through the swirls of grayness. Jack could not read the instruments or get the fighter to respond to the controls, the comm systems were dead and he fought to maintain focus. “Lisa! LISA!” 
 
    The collision slammed him against his restraints and he watched the right wing fold over the top of the canopy in slow motion, crashing through the canopy before tearing off and fluttering away. His visor snapped shut instantly, his suit producing a flood of cold fresh air, the cockpit awash with blinking warning lights. Birds don't fly well with one wing, and neither does anything else. “Mayday - Mayday! Midair! Punching out!” He realized she was still out like a light. “LISA! LIIISAAA!” 
 
    Her eyes popped open, mind unfocused, thoughts scrambled. “What's going on?” 
 
    “Are you with me?” 
 
    “Yeah I'm here...” 
 
    “Take a deep breath! Are you with me?!”  
 
    She breathed deep and her mind suddenly cleared, sharpening, color returning to her vision. “What happened, what's going on? Where's our wing?” she asked, looking out through the shattered canopy. It felt surreal, like a dream and her mind scrambled to put it in order and make sense of it. 
 
    The antigravity was still working and Jack had it cranked as far as it would go, but they were still falling, tumbling out of the sky in a lazy, wobbling, flat spin. “We're going down. Are you with me now?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, what do we do?” 
 
    “Both hands on the red and yellow striped loop. Pull!” 
 
    She had both hands on the loop between her knees and hesitated, “I don't want to do this...” 
 
    “PUULLL!” he screamed, “EJECT EJECT!”  
 
    She closed her eyes and yanked. The rapid fire of explosive bolts sounded like a machine gun, the canopy disappearing above her. Her seat rocketed out into the atmosphere, the Remora disappearing below, her scream crushed out of her by the instant acceleration. The world turned black and white again, a tunnel forming in her vision. As she became weightless at the apex of the ejection ride, her lungs found themselves once more, gulping air, returning visual clarity. But all around her were the dense gray-black clouds, flashes of blue-white lightning flickered past her... and she was alone. Uh oh, wait, what do I do now? Is there a parachute? “Jack! JAAAK! What do I do now?!”  
 
    His responses sounded far away, broken and full of static, but her best understanding was to stay in the seat. Then there was nothing. No static, no visibility, no Jack, just the driving rain and the sensation of falling. There was no sky, no horizon, no ground, just the howl of the wind and the feeling of weightlessness. When the seat fired and deployed the parachute, it took her by surprise and she yelped, looking up at the unfurling canopy. She found herself clenching the harness that held her in her seat. She couldn't remember ever feeling so alone. Or terrified. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Red flight leveled off over the angry tempest at about ten-thousand feet, their sensors sweeping to the curvature of the planet in all directions. “Red Leader to Tower, we've lost all signals. We're not seeing any pings or signals...” Mike Warren eyed the lightning dancing through the clouds below them. 
 
    “We've got your altitude and position, Red Leader, any chance of surface scans?” 
 
    “Negative, Tower. We can't read a thing though that mess. And judging by the Skipper's last report, we can't drop into this stuff either.”  
 
    “Copy that. How long can you stay on station?” 
 
    Mike checked his fuel status, “An hour, tops.” 
 
    “Copy Red Leader. Return to home plate for refueling, we'll get you back out there as soon as we can.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Timmian stuck his head into the doorway of Sy Setzel's office, “You ready to go sir?” 
 
    Sy was emptying the office safe into his bag and he never looked up, cursing under his breath, “I'll meet you at the shuttle. I can't believe that bastard left without picking up our load...” 
 
    “Well he was under fire...” offered Timmian. 
 
    “Coward,” muttered Sy, “we'll never make our quota now.” 
 
    Timmian shook his head and headed down the corridor, there was no pleasing Setzel when he was in a frenetic episode. He snagged his bag from where he left it and headed out into the pouring rain, running across the concrete apron to the waiting shuttle, a hundred yards out, the pilot already inside.  
 
    “Where's Mr. Setzel?” asked Digger, double-checking his systems. 
 
    Timmian shrugged, “You know Sy, he'll get here when he gets here.” 
 
    The pilot hung his head and sighed. “No fighter cover, the UFW flying around, and he wants to play games. 
 
    “The fighters are gone?” 
 
    Digger lit his cigar, “Well the transport created this hellstorm when she jumped out. I have no idea if the fighters survived or not. I can't read through this stuff,” he waved, indicating the angry swirling clouds. 
 
    “The employee shuttle leave already?” 
 
    “Yep, we're the only ones left. And if he doesn't get his skinny, paranoid little ass in here, I'm going to leave that fucking freak here by himself.”  
 
    Timmian stared at the remote control in his hands, fingering the buttons, impatiently waiting for Sy Setzel.  
 
    “A week's salary if you push the button...” 
 
    Timmian locked eyes with the pilot who didn't blink. “But Sy is still in there...” 
 
    “Uh-huh. You fancy going to prison or dying for him?” The pilot adjusted the shuttle's sensors. 
 
    “No, but...” 
 
    “Didn't that fruit bat shoot you a couple weeks ago?” Digger let out a halo of smoke. 
 
    Timmian nodded, “Well, yeah, but...” The pilot cocked his head to one side, searching the mine manager's face for a reaction. There was none. There was still none when the mine entrances exploded, one by one in a violent chain reaction sequence, tons of rock collapsing, sealing the mine, a shower of gravel reaching across the concrete towards the shuttle. The belching dust dissipated quickly in the downpour. Timmian smirked and tossed the remote out onto the ground and pulled the door shut, latching it.  
 
    “Feels good, don't it?” the pilot grinned. The shuttle lifted off the ground and accelerated away, leaving Mine 02 behind. And Sy Setzel sealed inside by several hundred tons of rubble... with four thousand angry slave miners. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Reiger Dantos swung his heavy departure bag up into the cargo compartment of the waiting shuttle, “Did you set all the charges?” 
 
    “Yep,” his aide grunted, chucking the heavy weapons case through the hatch. “The entrances are blocked with the heavy equipment and the charges are set on a delay. It'll bury everything after we leave. The employee shuttle just took off.” 
 
    “Good.” He looked around, adjusted his eye patch and stroked his beard. “Dammit, this was the most productive mine I've ever had... I hate to let it go.” He turned and climbed into the shuttle, “Maybe we'll get to come back when things quiet down,” he mused. “Let's get the hellion out of here.”  
 
    As the shuttle lifted off, Reiger looked over his shoulder at his aide, “If the UFW doesn't catch our little friend, I'm gonna hafta kill him...” 
 
    “Setzel?” 
 
    “Yeah, him,” said Reiger with distaste. “And I'm gonna make it slow...” 
 
    “Sorry boss,” commented the pilot, pointing the shuttle toward the airport, “I'm afraid you won't get the chance...” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Digger gave me the details when he notified us of the alert. He didn't have to prod Timmian too hard; he pushed the button on the little freak himself. Sealed him in.” 
 
    “No shit! Good for him,” nodded Reiger. “I guess he earned himself a spot on our crew then, huh?”  
 
    His aide chuckled, “I guess he was still sore about that whole shot in the foot thing...” 
 
    The pilot eased he throttle back as they approached the vacant airport. “And getting Digger on Sy's staff was a stroke of genius, boss. It really saved our asses here. Gave us time to get our shit and get out.” 
 
    “It took a little scheming to get him in, but it always pays off to have ears inside.” He wiped the sweat off his shining head. “Worked out good for us.” 
 
    His aide unbuckled as the shuttle touched down and settled on the landing pad. “Not so good for his original pilot though... poor bastard.”  
 
    They all chuckled. 
 
    Reiger checked his chronometer, “How far out is Digger?” 
 
    “Ten minutes and we're outta here,” replied the pilot, “I've never known him to be late...”  
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    CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    VELORIA: REMORA ONE - HOSED, PRANGED AND PUNCHED OUT 
 
    After punching out, there was nothing to do but hold on and wait it out; the seat would do the rest, in space or in atmosphere. There was no controlling the canopy or the descent in the near gale-force winds. Steele was at the mercy of the weather. He looked up and watched the red and white striped chute undulate and ripple like a jellyfish in the water, the ejection seat swinging like a pendulum. He tried calling Lisa but the comm in his helmet only produced a soft static hiss. He couldn't believe he was thinking of it, but his mother would kill him if anything happened to his sister.  
 
    He watched the swirls below him, searching for some indication of how high he was, but between the movement of his chair, the streaks of rain across his visor and the darkness that surrounded him, that was proving impossible. He turned up the airflow on the oxygen bottle attached to the seat to fight the nausea caused by the wild ride. It was just a glimpse but he thought he caught a low ridge line to the East, but then it was gone. Did he really see that?  
 
    The wind threatened to collapse the canopy, folding it, twisting it, the seat standing out horizontally... When he slammed down into the water it took him by surprise, the seat landing on its side on a pendulous downswing, stunning him. The canopy and lines collapsed around him, still partially inflated, dragging him and the seat down as it quickly began to sink. Fighting panic and disorientation, his gloved fingers struggled with the harness release, finally opening the latches as the water crested over his sealed helmet.  
 
    Reflexively, Steele held his breath, forgetting his suit was sealed and he had air, though not more than a minute or two once his umbilicals disconnected from the seat. It sank away as he pushed off, only to be caught in the canopy lines and the sinking chute itself, dragged down by the ejection seat as it disappeared below him. The watery world around him darkened and the canopy clung to him, dragging him down as he struggled to get free. No! No, not like this...! The panic attempted to override his cognitive mind, triggering one of his deepest fears, drowning. The fight for life, for breath, denied by a force that was all-enveloping, cold, crushing, terrifying. 
 
    The survival knife came cleanly out of its sheath. He slashed at the material and the lines, trying to cut himself free in the darkness. He was not wet but he was suddenly aware of the extreme cold that surrounded him as breathing became more labored. Was he rising? He couldn't tell, there didn't seem to be any up or down. Dammit all to hell! His heart thudded in his ears, he couldn't tell if he was free of his entanglements or not and continued to kick as he felt around himself for clutter. It was difficult to feel with the gloves and the cold. His joints felt stiff and his mind was getting foggy, he had used up all the oxygen and he knew it... Had his vision gone gray? It was almost impossible to tell. Was it getting lighter, or was that his imagination? Was hypoxia affecting his judgment already? His eyelids were heavy and his lungs ached, crying for oxygen, his muscles exhausted almost to the point of failure. Good God, where was the surface? 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa Steele's ejection seat swung between the trees about thirty feet off the ground, her red and white canopy caught on the limbs far above her. She looked down at the ground as she swayed in the wind. Terrific. What the hell am I supposed to do now? “Jack, are you out there...?” There was nothing, not even a hiss. Fuck. She would take her helmet off if it wasn't for the hail clattering down on it, mixed in with the rain. The motion of her seat gave her an idea and she began flexing like a child on a swing, increasing the pendulous arc. If she could reach the nearest tree branch, she might be able to get herself down. Just a little more... Got it! But the weight of the seat tore it out of her hands. Fuck! Shit! She examined the harness clasps as she continued to swing, having to rebuild her momentum. She'd have to time it right or the seat would likely dump her out, and that was a long fall. She really didn't see any other options.  
 
    The branch was easily in her reach, next cycle. Here it comes... on the forward swing she released the buckle, tossing the straps aside, reaching out, the seat slamming her painfully against the branch before swinging free, leaving her clinging weakly to the tree, her umbilicals tugging on her as they disconnected from the seat with a pop. 
 
    It was deceiving how strong the wind was while she was swinging in the ejection seat, but the hand of God that swept her free from her perch made it perfectly clear. She bounced and grabbed at branches on her way down, attempting to slow her decent, tumbling, bouncing, blown free, hitting the soggy, muddy, forest floor with a mind-numbing, star-producing, squishy thud. She lay there on her back for some time, gasping for breath, unable to move. Oh good, I'm so glad the ground was here to break my fall... Laying there, pins and needles shooting through her entire body, she watched the empty ejection seat sway in the wind above her as she wiggled her toes and fingers to see if everything was still attached. She weakly reached up and released her visor, cracking it open and sucking in the fresh air, as the rain dripped onto her face. Thankfully, the hail had passed.  
 
    The hooded face that appeared above her set her rigid, startling her so badly she yelped. He leaned over and looked down at her with a weathered, aged face, filled with warmth and kindness. “Lisa,” he said pleasantly, “you really ought to get up now...” His voice was deep and penetrating, grandfatherly. She blinked at him, watching the rain fall through him. “Really dear,” he urged, “now would be a good time...” Her mind was stuck on the fact that the rain seemed to be falling though him. “MOVE NOW!”  
 
    It resounded throughout her entire body. With that, her muscles fired, and she rolled to her side, staggering to her feet, motoring stiffly to a tree, clutching it, leaning on it for support while looking around for the old man who had so suddenly come and gone. Above the sound of the wind and rain was the sound of screaming, splintering wood and tearing fabric, the ejection seat crashing to the forest floor where she had been lying. A shower of mud splattered her and the surrounding trees as the heavy seat dug itself a small crater. “Holy fuck,” she muttered out loud. She looked around for the old man again, but there was no one. She was alone. “Thank you!” she yelled. “Whoever you are...” she breathed. She hugged the tree as broken branches and debris rained down from above, the tattered and torn red and white parachute still clinging limply to the trees, the shreds flapping like ribbons in the wind and rain.  
 
    Taking a precursory inventory, wiping away the layers of mud as best she could, Lisa checked and double-checked that her Glock and spare magazines were still in her shoulder holster and pouches. Although muddy, they were no worse for the abuse they'd taken in the fall. She wished she could say the same for her aching body. 
 
    She hadn't noticed it before, but there was a short blaster carbine imbedded in the frame of the seat. Searching the frame closely, she recovered the carbine, two extra magazines and a small survival kit mounted on the other side. Unfortunately the seat's automatic EPRB - Emergency Pulse Rescue Beacon, had been crushed in the fall. “Of course,” she muttered, slinging the carbine over her shoulder, “because that makes the day just perfect.” She emptied the survival kit's contents into her flight suit's many pockets, discarding the tin in the mud near the seat. Now what? 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    There were mega- storms raging on two continents and the atmosphere was so electrically charged it affected the ship's look-down sensors. Lieutenant Brian Carter was in the Captain's ready room of the Revenge, doing his best to quiet Alité's fears. “We'll find them, I promise...” 
 
    She paced back and forth past the chart table, a glowing map of the system suspended above it. “But the Freedom recalled all the fighters from the surface... why aren't they looking for them?” 
 
    He stopped her in her tracks holding her by the shoulders. “Easy, calm down. You know we're not going to abandon them. Birds can't fly through that stuff and they didn't have enough fuel to loiter. They recalled them to refuel; they'll send them back down in a little while with the Zulu.” She leaned her head against him and he did his best to comfort her, feeling a little uncomfortable in the process. 
 
    “Why didn't they go to the Air and Space Port to refuel...?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Because that's where one of the storms was headed. We didn't want to risk it.” 
 
    The door to the bridge chimed before opening, sliding into the bulkhead, Raulya leaning in through the doorway. “Outgoing GOD event activation occurring over the third continent...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The hollow tree had proven as good a place as any to hide and wait out the storm. The carbine lay across Lisa's lap as she closed her eyes, letting herself rest, even though she was too afraid of what might be lurking in the forest to fall asleep. Little slivers of sunlight played on the soggy forest floor as she emerged from her protective little spot. But which way to go? She closed her eyes and pictured the coastline as they passed over it, pursuing the transport vessel. It should be on her left. She wasn't sure how she knew that, it was more a feeling than anything. Intuition? Her intuitions always seemed to be quite good. She checked the survival compass tucked in her breast pocket but the needle swung back and forth. Yeah, you're a big help. She thought about the GPS unit in her thigh pocket, but remembered Jack mentioning there were no satellites around Veloria. 
 
    Discarding the now useless helmet, she tucked her comm unit in a pocket, slung the carbine across her chest with her right hand resting on the grip, and marched off. Her eyes searched her surroundings as she walked, feeling like she was not alone. Periodically she would pause and listen before walking on. By the chronometer on her wrist, she had walked over an hour and about two miles. The sun was setting, the forest becoming heavily laden with darkening shadows. She pushed on. 
 
    Twilight came on quickly, and knowing there was no moon, she considered backing herself up to a tree to sit the night out. Her aching muscles cried out in pain and there was nothing low enough that she could see herself climbing for protection. But it never got quite dark, at least not the absolute darkness she experienced on family camping trips she remembered in the mountains. The inky blackness that had seemed to absorb all light. No, this was different. And it took a while for her to recognize the oddity... the blackness of the sky, flecked with stars, peeking through the leaves, was the darkest part of her world. The leaves seemed to radiate light. A soft, barely discernible glow, a canopy of light, as if they had absorbed the warmth and light from the sun and gently stored it for the night. It was surreal, mesmerizing. She found herself standing motionless more than once, staring up at the leaves as they rustled in the night air, looking like so many butterflies. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, it was just enough to be able to navigate without running into trees or tripping over obstacles lying on the forest floor. She trudged on, almost mechanically, willing her aching body forward. 
 
    Several places where the forest canopy grew less dense, presented her a larger glimpse of a spectacular spread of stars. Stars so foreign that nothing was recognizable. The sight filling her with an emptiness, a weariness, a hopelessness, a sense of loneliness. It sent a chill through her and she pressed it down, refused it access, blocked it out. That's when a new sound presented itself, something mechanical, cutting through the rustle of the breeze playing through the trees, through the sounds of the night birds and chirping insects.  
 
    She paused, listening quietly to a rhythmic sound, like the put, put, put, put, of an old outboard boat motor somewhere in the distance. Cupping her hands over her ears she effectively made dog ears, turned from side to side, trying to determine the direction the sound was coming from. Satisfied she had localized the direction, she took up her new heading, following the sound. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    When the employee shuttle from Mine 02 landed at the Air and Space Port to board Sy Setzel's missile frigate, Black Shadow, they were more than a little surprised to be surround by UFW military units and tanks. It was painfully clear that some drastic changes had occurred since they had hidden the ship on the base. An attempt at escape would have met certain disaster, as the UFW units had waited until the shuttle was settled and most of her systems secured and shut down. Spooling up her engines and shields would have taken far too long, especially when staring down the barrel of a hover tank's main gun.  
 
    Feeling lost and abandoned, most of the employees provided any and all information requested during interrogation, especially if there was any chance of helping themselves in regards to prison sentencing. But, there were a few hard-assed, holdouts that refused to cooperate... the ones that of course, knew the most, and had the most to lose. That is, until the Prime Minister of Veloria, Nitram Marconus, inserted himself into the mix.  
 
    “Major, I understand your reservations,” said Boney, “but these men have information we need, no matter the cost. Lives hang in the balance...” 
 
    “This is a military inquiry, Prime Minister; I cannot allow you to interfere with the interrogation process...” 
 
    “I wouldn't dream of interfering, Major, I want to speed up the process. Let me rephrase that, sir, we need to speed up the process.” 
 
    “Some of these things take time, Prime Minister. We will get all the information, but I must follow UFW Military interrogation protocols.” 
 
    “Your protocols are taking too long. We need answers fast...” 
 
    “I understand your concerns, Prime Mini...” 
 
    “No I don't think you do,” interrupted Boney, who was coming to the end of his substantial patience. “I don't think you grasp the magnitude of what's going on here, Major. Let me be perfectly clear. The lives hanging in the balance are my people, not yours... save one. The Queen's husband. You remember the Queen, don't you...?” 
 
    “Well yes, I...” 
 
    “Captain Steele, is not only an important member of the UFW Space Services, but as the Queen's husband, is vitally important to the well-being of this planet.” He stepped forward, nose-to-nose with the Major. “And I'm sure Admiral Kelarez would be pleased to know that your protocols are all that's standing in the way, of not only finding his highly valued officer, but saving hundreds, if not thousands of my people. Not to mention possibly apprehending some prime enemies of the Federation.” 
 
    The Major took a step back, “Torture is forbidden by the UFW. I don't want to see any torture in there...” 
 
    “Then I suggest for your sake, Major, don't watch.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Who's there...? Who's out there?” 
 
    “My name's Lisa...” 
 
    “What do you want?” the gruff voice from the house interrupted.  
 
    No longer under the luminous canopy of leaves, Lisa squinted but could not see the man's figure in the darkness. “I'm looking for my brother...” 
 
    “He ain't here.” 
 
    “You didn't even ask me his name,” called Lisa. 
 
    “What's his name?” 
 
    “Jack Steele...” 
 
    “He ain't here.” 
 
    Lisa sighed, “Look, I'm sorry to bother you, but I need help. I'm lost, I'm thirsty and I'm hungry...” 
 
    A spotlight came on, flooding the grass with light, searching for her. “Step into the light...” 
 
    So you can shoot me? I don't think so. She stayed crouched, hidden as best she could in the bushes along the gravel road.  
 
    “Who is it Nevin?”  
 
    “Stay in the house, Helen. Some girl, says she's lost, looking for her brother...” 
 
    “Well darnit, Nevin, let the poor thing in, you know those recruitment patrols never had no girls in them...” 
 
    “You can't be too sure, Helen...” 
 
    A large rectangle of warm, interior light appeared in the darkness, a plump woman's form silhouetted in it. “They wouldn't want your scrawny old ass anyways... C'mon in dearie,” she waved an invitation, “I won't let him hurt you. And turn off that light, Nevin; you're probably scaring her half to death...” In the back somewhere, the put, put, put, put, of a generator droned on. 
 
    Lisa stood, the searing pain in her thighs stabbing her sharply. She slid the carbine to her side in an attempt to make it less visible, her hand still on it. She walked slowly toward the house, the warm glow of the interior splashing out across the porch and the grass. She suddenly became self-conscious of the fact that she was covered in dried mud from head to toe. Nice first impression... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Nevin was a tall lanky man of about seventy with a perpetual frown on his face who never seemed to take his eyes off Lisa. In total contrast, Helen was a smiling round woman with sparkling blue eyes like tropical water. “I hope the shower was warm enough... A piece of pie, dearie?” Helen slid a plate with a generous slice in front of her. “So how in heavens did you get so black and blue? You look like you've been in a terrible fight.” 
 
    The pie was still warm and the intensity of the fruit was almost thrilling, making Lisa smile out of reflex. It was a little slice of heaven. She pulled the robe around her, its softness comforting. “I fell out of a tree... a really tall tree.” 
 
    “Oh my. What were you doing up in a tree?” 
 
    Lisa explained the story. The pursuit across the ocean, the transport ship jumping out causing the storm, the fighters that tried to shoot them down, having to eject from their crippled craft, pretty much everything up to the present... including how amazing the pie was. Helen beamed at the compliment.  
 
    And for the first time, Nevin seemed to lessen his frown. “So you were lookin' for those bastards who run the mine, then. Your brother was trying to catch them...” 
 
    “Nevin, language...” corrected Helen. 
 
    “Yes, sir. He's a UFW Captain, his ship is in space. They...” she shrugged, realizing she was a part of it too, now. “We are here to try to help Veloria.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Well I got here yesterday, or was it the day before...” she stared at her plate for a moment, then shook it off. “Anyway, the task force has been here a week or two I guess. I really can't say for sure.” 
 
    “Task force?” Nevin's eyes lit up. 
 
    Lisa nodded, “There's five ships up there now...” 
 
    For the first time, Nevin cracked a smile. “I knew there was something going on... the air traffic hasn't been the same lately. Didn't I tell you, Helen?” 
 
    “Yes you did, Nevie. Now I think we ought to let this young lady get to bed, she looks absolutely exhausted.” With grandmotherly care, Helen helped Lisa to her feet, guiding her back upstairs, tucking her into her daughter's bed, laying her equipment and weapons on the floor. Helen laid out some of her daughter's clean clothes for the morning and was going to say goodnight but realized the young woman was already asleep. 
 
    Nevin poured himself another cup of coffee and sat back down at the kitchen table. “She's a good, sturdy girl...” 
 
    Helen sipped from her cup. “I can't believe how black and blue she is. I'm surprised she can walk at all, much less six miles through the forest.” 
 
     “In the dark,” added Nevin looking up from his coffee. “She's gonna be awful sore tomorrow.” 
 
    “I slipped some Pattahoolia powder into her milk, it should help some. Maybe she'll sleep better too.” 
 
    “Let's hope so. Well, I ought to get to bed too,” he stretched, “I'll crank up the radio in the morning and see if a few of the boys will take their skimmers out. See if we can find this fella.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” sneered the mine boss, his hands shackled through a hoop on top of the stainless steel table. The mine's shuttle pilot sat to his right, shackled in the same manner, coolly eyeing the new player in the room. 
 
    “I am Doctor Nitram Marconus,” said Boney, setting his medical bag on the table. “I'm not particularly interested in your names, I'm here to check on your health and see if you boys have been treated according to United Federation of Worlds, protocols.” 
 
    “Really...?” It was a mixture of curiosity and distrust. The pilot remained silent. 
 
    “Of course. We can't have you dropping dead in an interrogation, it wouldn't look good.” He strolled around behind them, seeing their ankles shackled to the legs of the stainless steel chairs. Taking out a package of carefully wrapped medical devices, he set about the task of unbuttoning the miner's shirt, taping electrode patches on his chest, neck and down his stomach to his belt line.  
 
    “What the hell is all this for?” 
 
    “So I can make sure you'll remain alive during questioning.” 
 
    “Pssch,” the man shrugged, “you might as well take all this crap off, I ain't saying nothing anyway.” 
 
    “Interesting,” nodded Boney, “a double negative. Not the brightest light bulb in the mine, I take it...”  
 
    The Pilot cracked a smile without speaking, watching Boney apply electrode pads to the legs of his chair, his stomach near his belt line, one over his heart and one on the underside of the chair below his groin. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Boney pulled a bottle of his wine and two glasses out of the bag, laying a corkscrew on the table. Then a bottle of water, a glass tumbler and a remote control with more than a dozen buttons on it 
 
    The shackled men exchanged curious glances, the miner scowling at the doctor. “Are you nuts or something?”  
 
    “Or something,” responded Boney, winding the corkscrew into the bottle's cork. You see, as a doctor, I have an extremely unique set of talents and experience suitable for getting anything out of you two, that I want...” 
 
    “Yeah, like what?” asked the pilot. 
 
    “Like being able to inflict any number of painful treatments on you, kill you, then revive you so I can do it all over again. All without leaving a mark.” He poured a glass and a half of wine, keeping the full glass for himself and sliding the other within reach of the miner's shackled hands. He poured a tumbler full of water and slid it in front of the pilot. “Care for a final drink?” He up-ended his wine glass, draining it, pouring himself another. 
 
    “What the hell? Water? How come I don't get wine?” asked the pilot, sarcastically. 
 
    “Because I like him better.” Emotionless, Boney grabbed the large tumbler of water and sloshed it in the pilot's lap, soaking his pants, leaving him sitting in a puddle of water.  
 
    “Hey! What the fuck...?” He turned to the miner, “He is nuts!” 
 
    Boney looked the miner square in the eye, “Will you drink with me?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” he replied, deadpan, flicking the glass off the table, smashing it on the door behind the doctor. 
 
    The door behind Boney opened, “Everything OK in here?” 
 
    “We're fine. Having a little drink,” he held up his wine glass. The Major's face skewed into perplexity. “You're really going to want to leave now, Major,” suggested Boney, calmly picking up the remote control. “I'll come out when we're done...” The door closed as he sipped his wine, “Mmm, you really don't know what you're missing, this is truly delicious.” 
 
    “Fuck yo...” 
 
    Boney squeezed one of the buttons on the remote in his hand, firing voltage through the pads on the miner's body, his muscles contracting violently, curling him, slamming his forehead on the stainless table with a blinding impact. The man sat back up, dazed. “Wow, that looked like it hurt...” the Doctor said calmly, sipping his wine. “Now just so you know, nobody's coming in here to save you. Nobody cares. It's just you boys and me.” He held up the remote, “And these are fresh batteries, I can do this all night. Can you?” 
 
    “You bastard,” breathed the miner.  
 
    “Ever wonder what a heart attack feels like?” Boney held the button for the chest pads only, sending a current across the chest through the heart, watching the gasps of agony on the man's face. He let the button go when the man went pale and slack, his lips turning blue, the pads auto-firing the pacemaking pulse to restore his natural rhythm.  
 
    He gasped and sat back, the color returning to his face, his eyes rolling around. “But you didn't ask me anything,” he panted. 
 
    “Well you said you wouldn't say anything, so I didn't ask,” replied the doctor, pouring himself some more wine. “I was taking you literally, at your word. You're such a tough guy, so I figured you'd stick to your word.” 
 
    “I demand to talk to the Major...” ordered the pilot. 
 
    “Not an option,” replied Boney. He chose the button, stabbing it once, the pilot momentarily flexing plank-rigid as the voltage passed between his stomach and the underside of the chair, kicking him in the family jewels, eliciting a sharp verbal bark. “Ooh, good, we have enough water.” 
 
    “You can't do this,” moaned the miner, “this is torture, the UFW doesn't allow torture...” 
 
    “You are of course right, my friend, they don't.” He looked around the room. “But as you can see, the UFW isn't here, it's just the three of us...” He laid the remote down and sipped his wine. “The UFW also doesn't allow slavery, but that didn't stop you clowns, did it?” 
 
    The pilot's reactions were more measured, more controlled, but the mine boss was an emotional man. Someone who had difficulty controlling his temper... and his mouth. “I demand to see counsel...”  
 
    “Aah, also not an option I'm afraid...” Boney reached down and mashed the button of the remote on table and the man doubled over, slamming his face against the table again, a spattering of blood appearing on the stainless table. “Ooh! That's gonna leave a mark. I know that had to hurt.” The man sat up, his nose crooked, his eyes rolling, blood covering the lower half of his face. “Now see,” he pointed, “I'm a doctor, I can fix that for you...” 
 
    “What do you want...” asked the pilot, eyeing the miner without really looking. 
 
    “I want the coordinates for all of the mines. I want to know how many of my people you have, who the mine owners are, and who started this mess on my planet. I want to know everything.” 
 
    “I don't know...”  
 
    Boney didn't wait for the full denial, he mashed the button and held it, the pilot screaming in agony as his body locked into a near-fetal position in the chair, his gonads in gut-wrenching, explosive pain, his heart pounding, his breath locked in an exhale. When the doctor finally released the button, the man's head dropped heavily to the table, gasping for air, moaning in residual agony, drenched in sweat. 
 
    “He won't be able to talk for a little bit, so now I'll ask you...” 
 
    The miner looked wide-eyed at the pilot. “I can't...” His face suddenly skewed into a lopsided grimace, a guttural low scream coming through his clenched teeth. 
 
     “That's what an embolism and brain aneurism feels like together. Interesting, isn't it?” He let go of the button and the man collapsed on the table huffing. “Now, I can combine that with the heart attack... might kill you though.” He shrugged, “That's OK, I can bring you back...” He sipped his wine. “Mmm, you know, I'm actually enjoying our little talk here. But I feel like I'm doing all the talking. I think it's your turn. I know, let's see if we can make you boys scream in harmony. Won't that be fun...” he poised his thumb over the remote. 
 
    “Wait,” breathed the pilot, “wait... please,” he squeaked. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    When the doctor walked out of the interrogation room, bag in hand, jacket draped over his arm, he handed the Major a sheet of paper with the coordinates of all the mines on it. “The entrances have been purposely sealed... we have people inside. Almost ten thousand by their estimation. My people. They've been using them as slave labor...” 
 
    “Good God...” The Major glanced at the windowless door. “Are they still alive?” 
 
    Boney nodded, “Yep. Not that I wouldn't have loved killing them, but then I'd just have to revive them again.” He rubbed his chin, “Might be an interesting sport for scum like that, though...” 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “Seeing how many times I could kill them and bring them back before I got bored and just left them dead...” 
 
    The Major did a double take, not sure if he really heard what he thought he heard. Deciding not to comment, he called the base control room on his comm, “Sergeant, I want two loaded and equipped shuttles ready to go within the next thirty minutes,” he eyed the Prime Minister, “twenty men each, for a rescue dig.” 
 
    “Copy that, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Major,” Boney extended his hand and they shook. “I appreciate your cooperation. And the people of Veloria are grateful.”  
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 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA: BROTHERS IN ARMS 
 
    “So how're you doing, Brother?” Chase Holt tossed the tennis ball for Allie, the Shepherd sloshing ankle deep in the water. Flat, even waves, ebbed and receded on the sand, the surface of the Gulf nearly featureless. He adjusted his sunglasses, the sun dropping to the surface of the shining water.  
 
     Sitting next to him on the sand, Dan Murphy stopped picking at the label of his long-neck beer and took a swallow. “Not too good. I'm getting nowhere...” 
 
    Chase watched a bead of condensation roll down the side of his bottle before taking a swallow. “I hate to say it, but I think you're beating you're head against a wall, Dan. The fact that Caroline got as much as she did was pretty astounding... they screwed up and she caught them big-time because they never saw her coming. I don't think that's likely to happen again, they know your end game and they've buttoned everything up tight. 
 
    “I need to know who took her from me...” 
 
    “We kinda know who did it...” 
 
    “I want to know specifically... so I can beat him with a baseball bat until his head splits open like a rotten pumpkin. ” 
 
    Chase tossed the ball for Allie again. “You know as well as I do, that's not gonna happen, Brother. It's too complicated. You're just gonna bring a ton of shit and grief down on you and everyone around you... Shit rolls downhill and as far as those fucks in Washington are concerned, us little folks are at the bottom of the proverbial hill. And none of that will bring Caroline back.” 
 
    Dan downed a couple swallows of his beer, letting the frosty suds slide down his throat. “And Washington never gets its hands dirty...”  
 
    “No, of course not.” Chase gave Allie's rump a pat as she plopped down on the sand next to him. “They never do their own dirty work. They always have culpable deniability.” He took a swallow of beer, deciding where to start. “Look, the government, specifically the Air Force, was responsible for all UFO investigations starting way back in 1947. It went through a couple iterations until the program officially became known as Operation Blue Book in 1952, which ran until 1970. The Roswell crash in July of '47 was probably the catalyst for the initial program called Project Sign which only ran about a year until the Roswell dust cleared...”  
 
    “Didn't they attribute that crash to a weather balloon...?” 
 
    Chase chuckled, “Yeah. They made up some official sounding classified program called Project Mogul. The poor Army Lieutenant, tasked with issuing the press release stepped on his own dick by actually describing what he saw; a flying disk and alien bodies... instead of the cover story of a high-altitude classified balloon. It ruined his career.” 
 
    “Thrown under the bus to keep their hands clean...”  
 
    Chase rubbed Allie's ears. “Yep, pretty much. I don't see a weather balloon being able to scar the land in a crash like they showed in the photos. Anyway, in '48 they decided maybe there was a continued need and the program rebooted under a new name and structure in '49, called Project Grunge.” 
 
    “So where was this all going?” 
 
     “Well, they wouldn't have been spending time, manpower, resources and money on UFO investigations, if there wasn't something they were concerned about. Or some kind of payout. The Air Force consulted with the FBI for assistance in the investigations and the two entities worked together for awhile until the Air Force investigators were better trained. By the time Operation Blue Book was born the FBI was out of it, consulting on rare occasions only when the flyboys needed their investigatory tools. Ultimately, when Blue Book matured, they developed their own networks and tools, and the FBI was out of it altogether. 
 
    “I remember reading about Blue Book,” said Dan, “though it was a little before my time...” 
 
    Chase nodded, “Yeah, mine too. But I always found it interesting so I'd studied it in some depth, but not as much as Jack. He'd studied this stuff pretty heavily - he could actually tell you about specific investigations. Here's an interesting little factoid for you, there were over twelve-and-a-half thousand UFO investigations fielded by Blue Book... and not one had any indications of extraterrestrial origins, according to the reports. Misidentifications of natural phenomenon.” 
 
    “So all those people saw weather balloons and swamp gas...? That's horseshit.” 
 
    Chase shrugged, “Of course it was. But here's the angle, if you're keeping secrets, keeping your citizens in the dark, you're also keeping the enemy in the dark...” 
 
    “The Russians?” 
 
    “Exactly. They've never trusted us and we've never trusted them. Information is power and disinformation is just as useful. Now, here's where it gets downright creepy... after a redesign, Project Blue Book was born in 1952, as a major program...” 
 
    “OK...” 
 
    “The NSA was born the same year, four months later.” 
 
    “You're shitting me.” 
 
    “Nope.” Chase reached back behind him into the small cooler, pulling out a chilled bottle. “Want another beer?”  
 
    “Or two, or three...” nodded Dan. 
 
    “So,” continued Chase, handing him another frosty bottle, “ever hear the stories of families disappearing after being interviewed by the Air Force investigators?” 
 
    “Yeah, whole families disappearing overnight...” 
 
    “By the men in black suits...” 
 
    Dan Murphy took a couple swallows of beer. “The NSA? I thought the disappearances were just stories...” 
 
    “Not according to Jack. All real. But as media became more prevalent, more probing, more investigative, some of those things became more difficult for the NSA to pull off, so they changed their tactics to include intimidation and ridicule. Discrediting a witness became commonplace and easily effective. By 1970 when they closed Blue Book, it was partly because they had such a reduction in reports; it was a waste in funding.” 
 
    “Nobody wanted to subject themselves to the harassment and embarrassment...” 
 
    “Right.” Chase set his sunglasses on top of his head as the sun slipped below the horizon, the sky decorated with alternate splashes of gold and orange. “People had lost their jobs, families, friends... who wanted to have to deal with that? The government had conditioned its citizens to simply keep their mouths shut. So in 1970 the NSA took over for Blue Book, except they never gave it a name, it just stayed under the umbrella of a national security investigation.” He took another pull off his beer. “Now here's another odd coupling, DARPA and NASA, both born in 1958.” 
 
    “Dude, you're giving me a headache...” 
 
    “Should I stop?” 
 
    “No, you're just scaring the crap out of me.” 
 
    Chase chuckled. “OK, so, the NSA is the key component of the US intelligence community, pretty much the pinnacle of the DoD. They handle all national security concerns for code breaking, cryptography, communications and intelligence. They get fed information and communication from all branches of the military, the CIA, FBI, CSS, DARPA... and a few more I'm probably forgetting. They have ears and eyes everywhere. They can listen to any phone call or read any email on the planet.” 
 
    “You're joking...” 
 
    “I wish,” replied Chase. 
 
    “DARPA, that's the agency with the creepy logo of the all-seeing-eye over the pyramid that watches the entire planet, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “But what's their connection with NASA? I thought NASA was a civilian space exploration program...” 
 
    “Well that's the public face. The dark side of NASA is the launch and control of all the satellites used by the CIA, NSA, Air Force Space Command, and the Central Security Service. NASA's in it hip-deep with all the rest of them.”  
 
    “Jesus...” 
 
    “About a year before Blue Book closed its doors, a privately funded, non-profit was born, in '69, called MUFON - Mutual UFO Network. It was created to give people a place to report their sightings without government oppression and they worked to keep reports out of government hands. The NSA didn't see it as much of a threat, and for the most part left it alone because at the time it didn't have any credibility, but secretly monitored their communications as a national security measure. The NSA fell to quiet observation and monitoring, doing little to interfere, and the MUFON investigators did some pretty good work and continued to grow for a couple of decades before coming to the attention of a billionaire named Robert Bigelow...”  
 
    Dan raised an eyebrow, “Why does that name sound familiar?”  
 
    “The guy initially made his money in hotels, but he's had a serious interest in UFO information and technology. I'm not sure when or how that interest developed, but he ended up buying a piece of property out in the Utah desert called Skinwalker Ranch.” 
 
    “Man that's a pretty creepy name...” 
 
    “No shit, right? That ranch had been a hotbed of sightings and experiences and he wanted it for research. He also paid a sizable funding into MUFON, acting as a benefactor, but sucked a ton of information out of them in the process... Rumors say it included UFO technology.” 
 
    “What was his end game?” 
 
    “ His research funded by a DoD grant, and Bigelow Aerospace, founded in 1999...” 
 
    “Holy shit,” breathed Dan. 
 
    “Yeah,” nodded Chase, “he is now supposed to be the go-to guy for UFO reports and sightings. The government refers inquiries directly to him. His facility builds modular orbital facilities and commercial space stations.” 
 
    “He has his own space station? In orbit?” 
 
    “From what I understand, yeah. He basically became a privatized NASA, that did what NASA couldn't. He's stupid-rich, with big-boy funding and Top Secret clearance. This is not only secret alien technology dangerous - beyond Top Secret dangerous, beyond national security dangerous, but billion dollar business dangerous. Danny-boy, I know this is hard, but you've got to stop digging, stop pushing... These are not people to be fucked with - it won't end well. I know you'd like to do right by Caroline, but do her right by staying alive for all of those around you, who depend on you. For the NSA to have gone after Caroline in such a public way was a total divergence from their behavior over the past twenty years. It was not a predictable outcome.” 
 
    Dan Murphy took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, “Yeah, It's hard,” his voice wavered, “I'm a cop and I still couldn't protect her...” he picked at the label on his long neck. “What kills me is it wasn't a criminal, a murderer, but my own fucking government. How do you protect against that? How do you make them pay for what they've done?” 
 
    “I don't have an answer for that, Dan. When you say they, you're covering a huge cast of characters and players. The people you're talking about have clearances well above Top Secret, they're out of reach.” Chase stared at the half-empty bottle in his hands. “We see it happen in so many other countries... governments manipulating their citizens, silencing their voices... but we never expect it to happen here. But it does. Hell, Steele's family is a prime example of the crap that they're capable of dishing out...” 
 
    “Above Top Secret? I thought Top Secret was the highest level...” 
 
    “Nah,” countered Chase, “there's thirty-three levels.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chase nodded. “The three standard levels are; Confidential, Secret and Top Secret. Then there are thirty other levels under the Top Secret umbrella, spread out laterally, specific and compartmentalized. Sound familiar to something else we know?” 
 
    Dan's eyes widened. “Yeah. Like... Masonry...” he almost whispered.  
 
    “Right. And additional levels achieved have more to do with your choice of direction, of specialty, allowing you to branch in any direction. There was a lot of Masonic influence in government back then; presidents, cabinet members, upper echelon military... It affected a lot of facets of our government.” 
 
    “I wish it played a bigger part nowadays, we might know who to trust.” 
 
    “Too many liberals interfering, diluting the integrity, muddying the truth with their revised morals.” 
 
    Dan Murphy rubbed his forehead. “Man, my head hurts. I think I need to change the subject.”  
 
    “Fine by me. Feel like getting a pizza? I'm starving.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, my stomach's growling too.” They stood up and brushed off the sand. “So this whole shitstorm started when Steele disappeared... you knew him better than I did, what happened, exactly? Do you know?” 
 
    “Jack got caught up in some secret CIA op that went south. He wasn't a player, he was just transport. Had no idea he was in the shit, until it hit the fan. When it fell apart, it went downhill fast and hard. Somehow he managed to pull himself out of it...” 
 
    “But how did the NSA get involved in a CIA snafu?” 
 
    “Well, he was on the run when his plane disappeared, so did two F-18s off the Shenandoah. Over the Triangle.” 
 
    “Shit. As in the Triangle?” 
 
    “Yeah. They disappeared because they were pulled aboard an alien ship and when it departed, it took them with, out into space...” 
 
    “Alien abduction? So we're back to the UFOs and the NSA then.” 
 
    Chase shrugged, “You can't tell me you don't believe, you saw one, for fuck's sake. I didn't get to see it, but after spending some time with his parents, I have no doubts.” 
 
     “Yeah, I did... though I wish I hadn't.” Dan Murphy drained his bottle. “I see that damn thing every time I close my eyes.”  
 
    “You might get to see another one...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “According to his mom and dad, Jack's sister left them a note the night she was picked up, basically it said they'd be back.” 
 
     “Holy shit... I don't know if I want to be around for that or not. Wait, but why? If he's really out there, why would he be coming back?” 
 
    “For his parents. Maybe to settle a score,” smiled Chase. “He couldn't make it back himself, to pick up Lisa. The ship that showed up was another ship from his fleet...” 
 
    “Fleet?” 
 
    “Yeah. And his dad told me that ship was only about a third the size of Jack's ship.” 
 
    Dan grinned, “You're so full of crap...” 
 
    “No joke. Brother Jack has himself a carrier.” 
 
    Dan frowned and shook his head, “Carrier of what?” 
 
    “Of fighter craft. Like an aircraft carrier in space...” 
 
    “Please tell me you're shitting me...” 
 
    “On the level,” replied Chase. “He's the Captain. And the F-18 pilots that disappeared at the same time are part of the crew.” 
 
    “How... How...” Dan's mind reeled; he couldn't think to formulate a complete thought. 
 
    “Personally,” continued Chase, “I'd love to see one in person.” 
 
    “No you wouldn't. Believe me when I tell you, you absolutely, positively, do not...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    MISSILE FRIGATE, REVENGE: ABOUT FACE 
 
    Much smaller than the Freedom's bridge, the Revenge's bridge could almost be considered cozy. Almost. Sitting in the command chair, Brian was reviewing the atmospheric report and live weather map of the surface, watching the storms slowly break up and dissipate.  
 
    “Freedom's shuttle is away, Lieutenant. Miss Alité's on her way back to home base.” 
 
    “Thank you Ms. Raulya.” Brian let out a low sigh of relief. For some reason, Alité's transition in his head from Princess to Queen was more complicated than he had anticipated. Maybe it was the realization that she was the Monarch of an entire planet. The Princess title seemed to be just that, a title, it didn't have any tangibility. It was almost cute. But Queen had suddenly become more substantial, more imposing. He worked to push it out of his mind. OK, back to work. “Take us back down to the surface, Mr. Ragnaar.” 
 
    “Aye sir, plotting course to Rem One's last known position.” 
 
    Raulya turned in her seat, “Red Flight is departing the Freedom now, they'll rendezvous with us over the second continent to begin the search pattern.”  
 
    “Have we picked up any signals now that the weather's cleared?” 
 
    “No, sir,” she replied. “No comms, no EPRBs.” 
 
    Brian didn't like the sound of that. A bird down, no locator beacon, no comms, no emergency broadcasts... There was no good news there. We need a break. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
     The cruisers, Archer and Bowman, with the corvette, UFW77, were spread out across the system, patrolling. The Freedom maintained station near the planet where she could monitor her patrol flights across the system as well as the search craft in the planet's atmosphere. The bold GOD jumps of the transport ships in Veloria's atmosphere had Admiral Kelarez convinced the pirates were too accustomed to free rein in the system and was concerned they might not give it up so easily. He'd put out an encrypted message requesting reinforcements in Veloria Prime as well as the neighboring systems in case they were being used as a staging area. Whether he would get that support, or if there were any ships in reach, was still in question. 
 
    Myomerr turned from the Freedom's tactical station, “Commander, Red Flight departing to rendezvous with the Revenge. Blue Flight launching, White Flight prepping for launch.”  
 
    “We've routed Zulu One with Red Flight?”  
 
    “Aye, Commander. Zulu One is in Red's formation.” 
 
    “Understood.” The floor vibrated as two Lancias of Blue Flight catapulted from the Freedom's launch tubes. Commander Paul Smiley rose from the command chair, “You've got the bridge Walt, I need to head down to the flight tower...” 
 
    “Right-O. Will you be taking a flight?” 
 
    “I'm not expecting to, but I'm gonna suit up just in case. We're a little short handed for flight leaders so I'm putting myself on the roster for Yellow Flight. Keep me apprised...” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    From the cockpit of his Cyclone, Lieutenant Mike Warren glanced left and right, checking on the other members in Red Flight. “Red Flight entering atmosphere in; three, two, one...” The Cyclones buffeted some as they penetrated the outer layer, their formation wavering. “And we have penetration. How you doing back there, Zulu One?” 
 
    “Right on your six, Lieutenant.”  
 
    “Atta boy, Fidos, but keep it loose.” Ensign Fidos was one of the Freedom's new pilots, untested in combat, but who'd proved himself to be reliable and steady-handed. Mike chose him for the gunship because he'd have the assistance of two other crew members and gun turrets if things got a little thick. “How're we doing on time, Santine?”  
 
    “Right on schedule...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa stood in front of the steamed mirror in the bathroom, towel draped across her shoulders examining her naked body. The hot shower had felt good and helped some, but she still felt like she'd played through a pro football game. As the football. A slight change in hue from purple towards the blue spectrum and she figured she'd probably be able to pass as a Smurf in a pinch. Good thing she had been wearing a helmet... 
 
    “Good morning, dearie!” Helen's voice was almost musical, but Lisa yelped in surprise, trying to cover herself up with the towel, eliciting an uncontrolled whimper as her muscles protested loudly over the sudden movement. “Oh, for goodness sakes girl, you'd think I've never seen your type of equipment before. I have two grown daughters of my own... Of course neither one of them had ever been so purple, but that's beside the point, isn't it.” It wasn't so much a question as a statement. She set a little silver tray on the vanity with a pitcher and glass of pale pink liquid and pulled a little glass tub of yellow cream from her apron pocket. When she unscrewed the lid, it filled the room with a flowery scent that reminded Lisa of Jasmine. “You might as well unclench, sweetie, this is going to help you...” 
 
    Lisa relaxed some, “That smells wonderful, what is it?” 
 
    “Extract from the flowers of the Pattahoolia tree... it increases circulation, so it will relax your muscles, reduce pain and help the bruising go away faster.” She took Lisa's towel away and threw it on the floor, “That is just going to be in the way. Here drink this...” Helen handed her a glass of the pale pink juice and pulled out the small chair from the vanity, sitting her sizable bottom gingerly on it. Taking a dollop of the cream from the little container she rubbed it between her hands and began firmly but carefully massaging it into Lisa's bruised body. “My goodness, child, did you manage to hit every branch on the way down?” 
 
    Lisa noted the cream went on coolly and warmed some, her skin feeling electrified as Helen massaged it in with grandmotherly care. The juice wasn't a citrus, but had a taste like grapefruit without the tang, sweeter like it was mixed with papaya. “This is yummy, what's it called?” 
 
    “Pattahoolia fruit, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Lisa drank the juice with introspection, wondering why it felt less uncomfortable for an old woman, a stranger, to be massaging her bruised body than her actual mother. Would she ever let her mother do this? she wondered. Not as an adult... at least not while she was capable of doing it herself. Did she look that much like a lost puppy? Looking in the mirror, she'd have to say yes. The crisscrossing patterns of bruises had joined forces overnight, conspiring to take over, blending together, spreading out. She had bruises on top of bruises. If that was even possible. 
 
    Helen gave her a playful tug on her hair, “OK, I think that's all of them. I've laid some clothes out for you,” she said, rising from the chair, “but give yourself a few moments for the cream to soak in before you get dressed. I washed that flimsy little white bodysuit you had on, but that outer thing - well, I wouldn't know how to get clean... it looked like someone used you as a plow to dig up a field,” she chuckled, her turquoise eyes sparkling. “Jenitee's clothes should fit you fine, you're about the same size, her work pants should be able to carry all the things you had with you.”  
 
    “I can't thank you enough...” 
 
    Helen waved it off, “It's nothing I wouldn't do for my own children.” She pointed at the pitcher, “And drink as much of that juice as you can, because what the cream does on the outside, the juice does on the inside.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Nevin swung the farmhouse screen door open, strolling in, “Well good afternoon, sunshine.” 
 
    Lisa looked up with alarm from her breakfast, “Afternoon?” 
 
    “Stop it Nevie,” scolded Helen. “He's teasing you, dearie. He loves to poke fun at anyone who gets up later than dawn...” She poured him a cup of coffee. “Find anything?” 
 
    “Found where she came down,” he said, indicating Lisa. “That was quite a walk young lady. If you had chosen any other direction, you would've either walked into the ocean or would still be out there somewhere. You're very lucky you found us, lots of wilderness out there...” 
 
    “And lots of wildlife,” added Helen. 
 
    “Anything dangerous?” asked Lisa. Nevin and Helen looked at each other for a telling moment, before looking back at her, giving her a chill. “Really? Anything I couldn't kill with my carbine?” 
 
    “I suppose,” replied Nevin. “If you have enough ammunition.” He sipped his coffee, “You almost ready to go?” 
 
    “Where are you headed now?” asked Helen. 
 
    “The boys want to meet in town and we'll fan out inland of where our young lady landed, check the washes and canyons...” 
 
    “How about the shore?” 
 
    Nevin shook his head, “Hutthorn and his boy were goin' that way and his skimmer broke down. Soon as he gets it runnin' again, he'll head that way and radio us if he finds anything.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The skimmer was a utilitarian looking machine, resembling a Jeep with no wheels, an antigravity hovercraft of sorts, propelled by directional air jets. Despite it's obvious age and rather rough, homemade, work-weary appearance, the ride was smooth and fast, though not the quietest.  
 
    “How fast will it go?” shouted Lisa over the engine noise while adjusting her goggles. 
 
    Nevin didn't take his eyes off the gravel road. “On a flat, like this road, an open field or water, two-hundred or so. The only drawback is, she don't stop so fast.”  
 
     “What do you do, if you have to stop fast?” she shouted. 
 
    “Crash...” he hollered back. 
 
    That was not what she wanted to hear. “Swell,” she muttered, checking her safety harness. 
 
    “Don't worry, young lady,” he hollered, glancing in her direction, “I haven't had a crash in over twenty years...” 
 
    “That's just not reassuring,” she shouted, watching the fence posts whip past along the side of the road. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “ Lieutenant, you have a scrambled comm coming in from the Archer...” 
 
    Brian rose from the command chair, “In my ready room, please. Ragnaar, you have the bridge. Tusker, take my seat, keep an eye on the scans.” 
 
    Hustling into the Revenge's ready room, Brian logged on, the screen winking to life with a video conference of all the task force's ship commanders. “OK, that's everybody,” said Admiral Kelarez. “Lieutenant Carter, where are we on the search for Mr. Steele?” 
 
    “We've just reached the last known coordinates of the Remora, Admiral. We've initiated search patterns for Red Flight, Zulu One and the Revenge...” 
 
    “Anything to report at this point?” 
 
    “No sir, we literally just began our search patterns...” 
 
    “What type of patterns are you using?” 
 
    “The birds of Red Flight are flying individual overlapping parallel sweep patterns, and with the Zulu's advanced sensors, she's flying a sector search over the top of them...” 
 
    “Sounds pretty thorough,” commented Gantarro.  
 
    “Agreed. Good patterns,” added Paul Smiley. 
 
    The Admiral looked like he was struggling with his conscience. “Any way to hasten our results?” 
 
    Brian found the question out of place. “Sir?” 
 
    The Admiral pursed his lips, his brow furrowed, aging his face. “Intelligence reports reflect a higher than normal volume of pirate traffic in our sector... Much higher.” 
 
    “How far out, Admiral?” asked Gantarro. 
 
    “Three and four systems,” he replied. “With an increase in numbers.” 
 
    “D'you think they're assembling a fleet, sir?”  
 
    “The intelligence is limited and inconclusive, but my gut tells me that it's a distinct likelihood...” 
 
    “Is the UFW Directorate aware?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. And as soon as I saw the reports I requested additional ships, but I don't know that any of our ships are within immediate reach. It appears the lines of conflict have shifted, and we are now on, or very near, the front lines.  
 
    “What's our time frame, sir?” asked Paul Smiley. 
 
    “Inside, a couple of days. Outside, a week.” 
 
    Commander Renae Ribundell was leaning casually back in her seat with her arms crossed. “What else is your gut telling you Admiral?” 
 
    “That they want whatever is on this planet, back. That we're the target...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa was stunned by the generous turnout of the farmers and ranchers in the area, all working to help find her brother, who none of them knew. Unbelievably, some of their skimmers looked rougher than Nevin's. In fact, some of them looked like a patchwork of parts held together with scraps from a junkyard, spare screws and tape. But they ran... most of them like a bat out of hell. They met in town and set up a search plan, splitting up in pairs to search the expanse they called the Wilderness, and the canyons inland. There were twelve skimmers, each with at least two occupants, six search teams in all. About an hour after they left town, Nevin's neighbor, Hutthorn and his son radioed to let the teams know he was back in service, they had managed to get his skimmer running again and they were headed to the coast. 
 
    The Wilderness seemed endless... rolling hills, forests, lakes and valleys. The other skimmer on their team was barely visible off to their left, occasionally dipping out of sight and reappearing as they navigated the undulating terrain.  
 
    Nevin pulled the throttle back, letting the skimmer coast, the air jets redirecting to slow them down. 
 
    “Did you see something?” 
 
    Nevin pointed ahead “The Wilderness ends up here, beyond it is the Unexplored... very rugged, can't cross it in a skimmer. Need wings.” The skimmer coasted to a stop near the edge and they unbuckled, climbing out. Walking to the edge of the tall grass, the ground dropped off nearly a thousand feet to a rugged valley below. A muddy brown river with sparse green along its edges wound its way through the valley's canyons.  
 
    “What do we do now?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Nothing,” replied Nevin. “We're almost a hundred miles from where you came down, and I sincerely doubt he would have landed this far from you. If he did come down out there,” he waved, “he's already dead. Nobody survives out there.” He lifted a pair of scanners to his eyes and adjusted the magnification, studying the valley floor and the slopes of the valley on the other side nearly six miles away. There was nothing but rock and scrub.  
 
    A whistle from the other skimmer got their attention, one of the occupants standing in his seat with a rifle, pointing at the tree line off to the right of Nevin's craft. Nevin took a fast look through the scanners. “Get in the skimmer, quick!” 
 
    Lisa broke into a sprint, “What is it?” 
 
    “A pack of Volkens!”  
 
    Lisa vaulted, clearing the side of the skimmer and ducked under the roll cage, dropping into her seat. The name Volkens had no meaning, but pack was something that generated visions of being torn apart by something vicious. A streak of magenta sizzled close by on its way toward the tree line, smelling like burnt air. She could see them coming, six of them, howling, barking snarling... it made her blood run cold. They were big and fast. Very fast. “C'mon Nevin!” she screamed, snatching her carbine off the floor and standing up on her seat. They looked a little like wolves but as large as a bear, with saber teeth. “Jesus,” she breathed. Another shot passed her and one of the Volkens stumbled and rolled, getting back to his feet, continuing to charge. She shouldered the carbine and rested its hand guard on the top of the windshield frame, clicking off the safety. When the sight picked up the first target, it instantly outlined it in red. She squeezed the trigger and it vibrated in her hand, releasing a three-round burst. The lead Volken nosed over into the dirt and rolled, coming to rest in a heap. Dead.  
 
    The skimmer dipped as Nevin climbed in, not bothering to belt himself in. “Hold on, young lady!” The vehicle swung around, rotating on its own axis, and he slapped the throttle, dropping Lisa unceremoniously into her seat, tightening her grip on her weapon, lest she lose it.  
 
    She looked over her shoulder and realized the Volkens were not giving up; they were gaining on the skimmer, close enough that she could see the color of their eyes. “Faster Nevie!” she yelled, rotating in her seat to face backwards. Kneeling, she wrapped her arm around the seat for support, resting the carbine on the top of her headrest, and glancing down, thumbed the selector to full auto. Flicking her eyes back up, she realized she didn't have time to aim; he was inches from the back of the skimmer and his eyes locked with hers. Time slowed down, she could see the muscles in his shoulders flexing as he ran, the wetness of his nose as his nostrils flared, drool trailing out of his mouth between his teeth, his eyes narrowing as he focused on her, preparing his leap... she squeezed the trigger, letting loose with a spray of full-auto fire. It passed him, grazing his shoulder, hitting a trailing Volken, and she adjusted mid-fire watching the streaks cross him as he went airborne for her. He took a hit square in the face as his paws landed on the skimmer, nails extended, a red mist blooming as his head twisted around and he fell loose, tumbling off, cartwheeling through the grass to a sprawl. Another beast stumbled and slowed, limping heavily. She realized as time came rushing back, that she was still holding the trigger but the carbine was silent. She fumbled with the mag release and dug for another magazine as the empty clattered hollowly on the skimmer's metal floor. Pulling a new one free she slammed it home into the receiver, charging the gun. She sighted-in, but as the skimmer picked up speed the remaining Volkens fell behind, finally giving up the chase. She realized she'd been holding her breath and gulped air, the picture of their piercing green eyes burned into her brain. Clicking the safety back on, she rotated her body and slid back into the seat, panting. “How fast were we going...?” 
 
    “They kept up with us until we passed about eighty.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” she huffed. “So that's what you meant when Helen said wildlife...” 
 
     The other skimmer pulled abreast of them a hundred yards off and they exchanged waves. “That was some mighty fine shootin', young lady.” Nevin adjusted his goggles and gave her a smile. “Saved our butts. Yeppir. Wait'll I tell momma how you did!” He let go of the controls momentarily to fasten his harness. “That'll get your blood pumpin', won't it?” he added, adjusting the throttle. 
 
    “Yeah, wonderful,” she muttered weakly, fastening her harness. Now if I could get my hands to stop shaking and swallow my heart. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The radio call from one of the search teams pulled Nevin and Lisa off their search route to a place called Glitter Canyon. Nevin explained it was because the rock had been superheated, probably millions of years ago and turned the rock surfaces into glass. In the sun, the faces and edges of the canyon glittered and sparkled. 
 
    Lisa sat on pins and needles all the way there, her stomach doing somersaults, not knowing what to expect, what they would find. As they entered the canyon, they passed bits and pieces lying about, fresh crash debris. The high sun angle caused a million points of light all across the rock walls. Further down the canyon she could see a tail and a wingtip sticking up into the air, two empty skimmers parked around the wreckage.  
 
    As they approached, Nevin wound them slowly past the boulders, scrub trees and debris, passing an intact landing leg standing in the sand on its own. Her heart pounded and she felt nauseous.  
 
    There was a friendly wave from a rancher standing atop the partial fuselage of the wrecked fighter. Nearing the largest mass of the wreck, most of it dug into a trench that scarred the floor of the canyon, Nevin brought the skimmer to a stop and they climbed out, Lisa leaving her carbine on the floor between the seats. “No Volkens here, right?” 
 
    The old man shook his head as they walked over toward the wreck, “They don't come here to the canyons, it's too sparse for them. They like the forests.” 
 
     “Anything like the Volkens here?” 
 
    “Nope. Some big lizards and snakes...” 
 
    “Big, as in Volken big? Or big, as in you need boots to squish them, big?” 
 
    Nevin chuckled, “You can stomp on most of them.” 
 
    “We saw part of a wing about five miles from here,” said the rancher from on top of the wreckage, “so we knew there had to be more of it around somewhere. He never made it out,” he added, pointing at the shattered canopy. The limp form of a pilot hung in his harness at an angle, the ship lying mostly on its side. There seemed to be blood inside the face shield of his helmet. 
 
    Lisa wanted to look more closely, but she abruptly realized it was a single seat fighter craft. “It's not him!” She felt nearly elated they hadn't found him, a swell of relief washing over her. “It's not him...” she repeated. “Bastard,” she stomped angrily, “Where the hell is he?” 
 
    Nevin was busy describing the encounter with the pack of Volkens to the others like a proud papa, and Lisa was doing her best to be humble while the others offered congratulations and praise. Like she'd done something heroic. Hell, she was simply trying her best not to be lunch.  
 
    “Nevie!” called a farmer standing next to his skimmer on the far side of the wreck, “Hutthorn's on the radio...!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The peal of the church bell in his head matched his heartbeat, bringing Steele to the realization he wasn't dead. He blinked, trying to clear his mind, taking a mental inventory of his body. What the hell am I looking at? He fought to focus through his fractured visor, a spider web of lines spreading out from a hole off to one side. Rocks. He was lying on rocks... big rocks. Boulders. He was draped like a discarded beach towel over a boulder the size of a small car. With his survival knife still clutched tightly in his right hand and his left arm folded numbly underneath him, he rolled gently over, laying back, staring through his broken visor at a beautiful sky with more blue than clouds. Holy shit, how long have I been here? He locked the knife back in its sheath and flexed his stiffened fingers.  
 
    His aching muscles protested as he worked himself into a sitting position one-handed and scooted himself off the rock, dropping to the beach. A dizzying move. On weak knees he raised his visor and sucked in as much fresh air as he could get, like a thirsty man gulping water. His left arm was so numb it felt like it wasn't attached. He attempted gentle testing but it refused to operate as ordered. Dammit, it was broken. As far as he could tell it was the Ulna, about halfway between the elbow and wrist. He hung his left hand gingerly against his body in the strap for his shoulder holster and let it relax. For now that would have to do. His favorite watch was crushed beyond repair; he removed it carefully from his left wrist and tossed it on the sand. 
 
    He left the scarred and battered helmet sitting on the rock like some kind of odd memorial, it was of no use to him any longer. It had done its job. Divine providence had seen fit to rip him from death's bosom and toss him to safety, albeit none too gently. But, he reasoned, had there not been a break in his visor he would have died a quiet death, slipping into fatal hypoxia. And he had probably been quite close as it was. A broken arm was a cheap price to pay for life. Now if he could only find Lisa safe, he and the mystical powers that be, could stay on friendly terms.  
 
    Feeling overheated from lying in the midday sun in the dark suit and helmet, he knelt at the water's edge and slurped the cool, fresh water from his hand, dousing his head and neck thoroughly to cool himself. Standing slowly, he unzipped the flight suit to his waist. 
 
    By his guesstimation, since she had ejected first, Lisa should have come down a little farther south of his position, maybe a little further east - inland. The tree line stood about a half a mile from the beach, the rest open flat grass and sand. His artificial eye zoomed in as he scanned, hoping to see some sign of her. He stopped and listened, hearing only the sounds of nature, the waves washing ashore, the breeze and an occasional bird. No man-made sounds... he didn't know why he expected any, there were no signs of life on the first continent until they ran into Boney's farm. Hmm, that was a thought, keep an eye out for a farm. He headed south along the coast. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Hovering on antigravity about fifty feet off the surface of the ocean, the sleek, black frigate, Revenge, was using its sensors and downward looking cameras to scan the depths of the water. Using MRS, Magnetic Resonating Sensors, they located a fairly large section of the Remora in three hundred feet of water. The 3D imaging showed the canopy missing, and an empty cockpit. It was evident both seats had ejected from the craft before it crashed. Other pieces of it were scattered for some distance across the floor of the ocean and they followed the direction of the debris trail. They eventually found an empty ejection seat three miles farther down the coast, a half mile off the beach, in about a hundred feet of water. 3D imaging showed the seat was empty. 
 
    Brian looked up from the images on his screens. “Any way for us to tell if that's the front or rear seat?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Brian sighed, “Dammit, where do we go from here?” 
 
    “Zulu One, to Revenge...” 
 
    Brian keyed the comm, “Tell me you have some news, Zulu One.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. A downed ejection seat in a heavily wooded area. No occupant.” 
 
    “Can you put down anywhere, Zulu? Check out the area?” 
 
    “Negative. Closest clearing is nearly four miles away.” 
 
    “Anything on thermal IR?” 
 
    “We've seen a few things, a couple fairly sizable. Nothing humanoid though. A side note, we did see a few farms and ranches about six to ten miles north of here.” 
 
    Raulya pulled up a map grid with the Zulu's current position. “Lieutenant? The Zulu is five miles inland from the coast and five miles north. I think that may have been the back seat, and the one here is the Captain's seat.” 
 
    Brian nodded, “Jack would have gotten her out first... You're probably right; this one is much closer to the crash site.”  
 
    “Red Leader to Revenge, we have bogies in the air...” 
 
    “Move to intercept, Red Leader...” Brian slapped the red button on his console and the klaxons blared through the missile frigate, bathing her corridors in flashing red light. “All hands to battle stations!” 
 
    “Copy that, Revenge. They're low and slow - no ident ping, we'll intercept in a little over sixty seconds.” 
 
    Red Flight passed the nose of the Revenge within sight, about a mile off. Looking like a formation of comets, the Cyclones flashed past in a blink, headed out over open water. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The radio call from Boolie Hutthorn was short and full of static, but sounded urgent. “Let's go, Missy,” waved Nevin. 
 
    Lisa had no problem keeping up with his quick, stilted gate as they headed back to their skimmer. “Where are we headed?”  
 
    “We're calling everybody back in, we're headed to the shore.” 
 
    “Did they find something?” 
 
    “They found a helmet and some wreckage... But it's more about the ships they've been seeing...” 
 
    “Ships? What kind of ships? Wait, helmet?” 
 
    “The black kind...” The Skimmer spun around, followed by the others, winding their way quickly out of Glitter Canyon, heading for the two hour run to the coast. Nevin tapped the digital readout on the dash, “We'll need to stop in town or at the farm and fill up, we're running low on juice.” 
 
    Lisa was still tightening her harness, “Nevin, I don't understand...” 
 
    “It runs on FloJuice, darlin', we need to stop and fill her up. The other boys are probably low too...” 
 
    “No, not that,” she waved, shouting over the engine. “The thing you said about the black kind. What did you mean?” 
 
    “Pirates or miners... either way, if they find your brother first, it won't go well for him.” 
 
    She understood the dangers of pirates, but... “Miners? Why would miners be dangerous?” 
 
    “I'm assuming your brother's probably a strapping young lad, just the type of man the miners look to recruit...” 
 
    “Recruit? He's not going to want to join...” 
 
    “Their form of recruitment doesn't offer a choice,” interrupted Nevin. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Mike Warren switched to an all-hail channel, keyed his mic and broadcast his UFW identity as Red Flight screamed in on the two intercept targets, “Identify yourself or be shot down,” he ordered. 
 
    A UFW military ping winked on from each of the two unidentified ships. “Friendly, hold fire! Hold fire! We're UFW Army transports!”  
 
    “Copy Army...” Mike pulled the throttle back and lifted the nose on his Cyclone and climbed to a new altitude, followed by the other members of his flight. Crap. I really wanted to shoot something up... “You might want to leave those pings on, Army... Where are you boys headed?” 
 
    “To a mine facility on the Second Continent. We have a report of miners trapped in that facility.” 
 
    Mike turned Red Flight back toward their search grid. “Understood. Good luck, Army.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Revenge coasted mere feet off the surface of the beach at the water's edge where they encountered a ground skimmer which disappeared into the trees.  
 
    Brian stared at the big screen, searching the tree line for any signs of movement. “Is he still out there?” 
 
    “Aye, Lieutenant,” nodded Raulya. “About fifty feet inside the tree line, at the marker.” An open red diamond appeared on the big screen to mark the location. There was a small flash and a ping on the hull of the ship that was barely noticeable. “And we're still taking small arms fire from him.” 
 
    Brian scratched his head, “What the hell? What's the deal with this guy?” 
 
    Ragnaar turned in his seat, “It is possible he does not know who we are...” 
 
    “So you shoot at anyone you see? That's just not neighborly.” 
 
    “We are unmarked, Lieutenant. We do not know what his previous encounters might have been...” 
 
    “Yeah I get it, Lieutenant,” grumbled Brian. “But I don't want to put anyone out on the beach to get shot at... and I don't want to hurt the guy. He's probably just a local... Any way we can contact him?” 
 
    “They're using local short wave radio,” replied Raulya. “I can see the signals but I have nothing I can broadcast with down on that frequency. It's very low tech... probably very old.” 
 
    “Probably like my uncle's HAM radio, back home,” noted Brian. “Hmm... anybody got two cans and a string...? 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Never mind,” he sighed. 
 
    “Zulu One to Revenge...” 
 
    Brian keyed his mic, “Talk to me, Zulu One...” 
 
    “You've got ground units headed your way.” 
 
    “You want to be more specific Mr. Fidos?” 
 
    “I count twelve; private hover-craft type vehicles headed your way, with two or three occupants each. Small arms only, but they seem to be in a hurry. They're scooting along at a pretty good clip, should get to you in a couple minutes.” 
 
    “Ahh, terrific,” grumbled Brian, “Our little sniper out there called his friends. All I want to do is ask him a few questions and move on, dammit...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Stop shootin' at it, Boolie! Stop shootin' at it...! Hutthorn, can you hear me?!” Nevin dropped the mic because he needed both hands on the controls as they raced towards the beach. “Dammit, Missy, he can't hear us.” 
 
    “What's he shooting at?” shouted Lisa. 
 
    “Somethin' big and black caught him out in the open. He should just be runnin', those patrols can't catch us in the trees.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” 
 
    Nevin glanced over his shoulder, checking on the column of skimmers trailing behind them. “I'll tell ya when we get there... hold on!” The skimmer catapulted off the dunes bordering the beach and became airborne, Lisa feeling light in her seat, thankful for the safety harness. 
 
    The feeling was akin to the first drop of a roller coaster. “Whooaaa...!” She grabbed for the strut of the roll bar and her carbine with her free hand, as it levitated off the floor. “Fuck! Slow down, you crazy old man!” 
 
    Nevin grinned, “Yeehaa! Gets the heart pumpin', don't it?” The skimmer dropped smoothly, flatly to the sand, bouncing like it landed on jello, shooting out over the water as the old man cranked the controls to the left, obviously in his element, the vehicle swinging south in an arc.  
 
     “Holy shit.” Lisa caught two skimmers abreast of each other shoot off the dunes behind them, watching them complete the same maneuver she had just experienced. In any other circumstance it probably would have been fun. As it was, she was too busy trying not to be scared to death. A brutish looking gray ship passed over their heads with little more than a rumble, moving in the same direction at several times their own speed. In a few seconds it angled left, disappearing over the treetops paralleling the beach.  
 
    “Well, they know we're comin'.” 
 
    Lisa's heart was pounding and she was struggling to push back the edge of panic that was creeping up in her stomach. “Nevie, my carbine won't even scratch something like that...” The adrenalin flooding her body was making her buzz like a caffeine overdose and she was fighting her fight or flight reflexes, trying to stay in her own skin. The beach and parallel tree line arced gently and she was fixated on the beach ahead as it gradually revealed itself. “Holy fuck! Holy fuck...!” she yelped, her body going rigid. Her foot reached for the non-existent brake pedal at the same time Nevin yanked the throttle back past the zero mark to apply the braking blowers.  
 
    The other skimmers quickly slid up next to them, coming to a stop in a group, everyone staring at the long black ship that was hovering inches off the sand, less than a mile ahead. “Where's Hutthorn, Nevie?” 
 
    Nevin was studying the beach, tree line and ship with his scanners, adjusting the magnification. “I don't see him... All I see is some wreckage lying on the beach.” 
 
    A spike of clarity worked its way through the panic Lisa was fighting against. “My ear thingie...” she said, frantically patting herself down, “where's my ear thingie?” She knew it had to be on her somewhere; she just had to have it. She dug through her pockets and pouches. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORIA, SECOND CONTINENT: THE NOSE KNOWS 
 
    “Has our little friend stopped taking pot shots at us?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Maybe he's run out of charges?” 
 
    “We can hope...” 
 
    Raulya turned in her seat, “Invader from the Freedom on final approach...” 
 
    “What is this, a convention?” Brian nodded, “Alright, have it set down on the beach. Where are our little friends?” 
 
    “A mile north on the beach, just sitting there...” replied Ragnaar. 
 
    “Comm signal coming in... it's garbled...” The signal broke and fractured as it came in stuttered bits and pieces.  
 
    “Can you clean it up?” 
 
    “It's not us, it's them. Nothing I can do with it.” Raulya broadcast a reply, informing the contact their broadcast was not received.  
 
    “StOopid mud...” the signal cracked, “can yOou hear me now?” 
 
    “Better. Who are you?” asked Brian. 
 
    “WhOo are you?” 
 
    Brian snorted a chuckle, “We asked you first...” 
 
    “Lisa Steele...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “It's my people!” shouted Lisa, “Let's go!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” called one of the ranchers. “We've seen unmarked ships before...” 
 
    “I'm positive! The Commander is my brother's friend; it's the ship they found hidden at the Air and Space Port.” 
 
    Nevin was studying the Invader that had just landed on the beach alongside the black frigate. “Something coming down the boarding ramp, Missy... looks like an animal...” 
 
    “Lemme see, lemme see...” Overexcited, Lisa snagged the scanners out of his hand, adjusting the dials to magnify and focus. “Oh my God, it's Fritz! We gotta go!” She dropped into her seat waving them ahead. “C'mon! Let's go, let's go!” 
 
    “What's a Fritz?” asked Nevin, sliding down into his seat, none too quickly. 
 
    “Jack's dog... he can help us find Jack.” 
 
    “A pet?” He slid the throttle forward. 
 
    “He's way more than a pet...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Fritz paced the beach between the Invader and the hovering frigate, his nose to the damp sand, oblivious of the Marines standing around, protecting him. He moved in a natural pattern, searching for a familiar scent, pausing when the breeze carried it past his nose from a stand of boulders at the water's edge, perhaps twenty-five yards from him. His head went up and his nose moved back and forth, measuring, testing the quality of the sample. His concentration broke with the commotion of the Marines calling a halt behind him, and the unfamiliar sound of a group of approaching vehicles distracted him. What he did recognize was the sound of the voice shouting his name. “Lisa!' he barked, spinning around and sprinting through the group of Marines.  
 
    Jumping up on the side of the skimmer, it was hard to tell who was more excited as they hugged... Lisa crying, clutching his collar, or the dog whining, hopping up and down on his hind legs, his tail wagging madly.  
 
    Boolie Hutthorn's skimmer appeared and approached from the tree line, joining the others gathered at the water's edge near the landed Invader. He was a stocky man with a round face and a flat, wide-brimmed hat that nobody could figure out how he kept on while driving a skimmer. It was still a mystery, his little secret, a running joke that he enjoyed prolonging. “Good thing you fellas showed up, I was about to shoot that thing down,” he joked, indicating the Revenge. 
 
    “It's a good thing they didn't shoot back at you, you half-wit,” called Nevin, “there wouldn't be enough left of you to put in a pouch... your Missus woulda had my scalp.” The ranchers and farmers all laughed. 
 
    “Ma'am, I take it you'd be the missing, Lisa Steele?” asked the Marine Corporal, standing off the fender of Nevin's skimmer, his carbine at rest across his body. 
 
    “That'd be me,” she smiled, hopping down.  
 
    She took his hand and they shook. “Corporal Dunnom, ma'am.”  
 
    “Lisa,” she smiled politely, “call me Lisa. Have you found Jack?” 
 
    “No ma'am... er, Lisa. The Captain's still missing. Queen Alité thought Fritz would be able to help locate him,” he added nodding toward the Shepherd. 
 
    “He was here,” said Fritz slowly. 
 
    “Then this must be his!' shouted Hutthorn, standing up in his skimmer, holding up a white helmet. “We found it sitting on that boulder over there, pretty-as-you-please. Like someone had set it there.” 
 
    Fritz turned and sprinted toward the stand of boulders, sloshing through the water, Lisa running all-out, attempting to keep up, her slung carbine slapping against her back with each step, Corporal Dunnom close on her heels. The Shepherd jumped up, moving from surface to surface inspecting the tops and flats with his nose. “He was here... he not gone long.” He launched himself off the top down to the sand and began making circles, his head down. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Hours...” 
 
    “Which way Fritz? Which way?” urged Lisa. The dog paused and pawed at the surface, pulling something loose that had been partially buried by sand carried by the low waves rolling up onto the beach. Lisa bent over and picked it up. “His watch... it's smashed.” She studied it for a moment, catching movement in the water out of the corner of her eye, looking like someone swimming, pointing south... 
 
    “He went this way!” Fritz turned and began trotting south along the beach, “C'mon!” 
 
    She glanced up at his call, then back, but nothing was there. A sudden chill raced up her back as she studied the mostly featureless water, gentle little waves lapping at the sand. How could that be? She pushed it out of her head and ran after Fritz.  
 
    “C'mon!” he barked, “This way...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Standing on the beach amid the cluster of skimmers, Nevin tossed Boolie a charge pack for his rifle, “You were out, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Looks like her brother went south; how far is the fisherman's place from here?”  
 
    “You mean the crazy old man who talks about sea serpents all the time?” 
 
    “Yeah, him.” 
 
    “About ten miles, maybe less. Haven't been out there for awhile. Think he still lives there?” 
 
    Nevin leaned back against the fender of his skimmer, “I don't know. Why don't you take a couple of the fellas and go pay him a visit? It might be better if we did it, than if he see's all these folks show up on his doorstep. I'll stay with the girl, the rest of you guys can go home I suppose. Other than dealing with the old man, I think we've done about as much as we can.” 
 
    “You want me to stop by your place on my way home and let Helen know you should be home for supper?” 
 
    Nevin glanced at his neighbor, “If you don't mind. And she just harvested some Pattahoolia fruit if you need to pick some up.” 
 
    The man climbed into his skimmer, “I'll do that, Nevie. See you later.” 
 
    The group of ranchers broke ranks, heading out in different directions, most heading back the way they came. Hutthorn and a neighbor went south in their skimmers, passing Lisa and the Shepherd, while Nevin stayed close behind the pair, making their way steadily along the beach.  
 
    The long black frigate rose up off the surface, holding station about a thousand feet up a half a mile off the coast, the Invader staying put. Such was the strange parade traveling south along the beach; dog, girl, Marine Corporal, skimmer and a squad of heavily armed Marines trailing behind. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “What's the news on your search for Mr. Steele, Lieutenant?” 
 
    Brian shifted forward in his seat, leaning towards the screen in the ready room of the Revenge, happy to have something to report. “We're getting close, Admiral. We've recovered Ms. Steele; she had the assistance from a group of very helpful locals. She is with the dog now; they are tracking the Captain's trail...” 
 
    “Did you say the dog is tracking...?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” interrupted Brian. 
 
    The Admiral's brow furrowed. “You want to explain that to me, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir. Dogs have a very heightened sense of smell. He is tracking the Captain's scent on the ground...” 
 
    “You can't be serious...” 
 
    “Yes Admiral. And Fritz's capabilities are even more advanced because of his CABL hardware...” 
 
    “So, a super nose?” 
 
    Brian couldn't help but smirk, “That's one way of looking at it, Admiral.” 
 
    “And why are we having to resort to this tactic when you're in a ship sporting the gold standard of sensor hardware?” 
 
    “Well,” began Brian, “the forest canopy is very dense. It appears the trees in this area have a very strange property, their foliage absorbs energy. So, our sensors aren't penetrating to the ground unless there's an opening in the trees. We were able to detect where Ms. Steele came down because her seat tore a hole in the branches and foliage.” 
 
    “And that allowed you to find her...” 
 
    “No, sir,” replied Brian apprehensively. “With the assistance of the locals, she found us...” 
 
    The Admiral inhaled deeply to calm his aggravation. “You have units on the ground, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. An Invader from the Freedom and a squad of Marines.” 
 
    “Fine. At this point I think we need to leave it to them to finish the task. We're calling you and your support flights off the surface, I need you up here.” 
 
    “Sir, I...” 
 
    “Not open for discussion, Lieutenant Carter. The Revenge is the only ship in our happy little group with a GOD drive, and I need to put you and that ship to better use. We'll monitor progress on the surface through the tower at the Air and Space Port.” 
 
    Brian felt torn, Jack was his best friend but it was hard to argue with an Admiral - especially when he was right. Still, it was like hearing your mother when she was angry and used your full name to compel you to obey - a bit grating on the psyche. “Yes, sir,” he replied, none too happily, his jaw set. The screen winked out unceremoniously, flipping back to the UFW logo. 
 
     Brian gathered himself for a moment before walking out onto the bridge. “Prepare to break station,” he said as he emerged from the ready room, the door swishing closed behind him. 
 
    “Aye, sir. Breaking station. Heading, sir?” 
 
    Brian plopped himself into the command chair, angry for being forced to abandon his friend. “Set course to rejoin the task force...” 
 
    Ragnaar swiveled around, “Sir? We're abandoning the search?” 
 
    “Orders from the Admiral,” Brian replied gruffly.  
 
    “Sir,” began Raulya, staring at her screens, “Red Flight and Zulu One are breaking off and leaving the surface... they're heading off-planet!” 
 
    “That is correct, Lieutenant. We have been recalled.” 
 
    “What? What about the Invader and the Marines? Fritz...?” 
 
    “They will be remaining here to continue searching,” he replied flatly, interrupting. 
 
    “Incoming signal from the Archer.” 
 
    Brian sighed pensively; he still hadn't had enough time to unclench from the first communication. “On screen.” 
 
    The Admiral's face appeared as an inset on the big screen. “Sorry for the interruption, Lieutenant, I know you're busy. Just one more thing, your rank has been changed to Lieutenant Commander. Pending review.” 
 
    “Sir...?”  
 
    “That is all. Carry on, Lieutenant Commander.” The Admiral's picture winked out, leaving the bridge in an awkward silence. All eyes momentarily turned to Brian, and he wondered if he had just been bribed, or rewarded. 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREERANGER - DD217: ZENDER'S TREK 
 
    Ensign Grinah sat down at the table across from Commander T. B. Yafuscko, with a cup of dark Nadarian coffee and a pastry. “We just entered Zender's Trek, Tibby,” she said, blowing the steam off her coffee. The galley was between meals and occupancy was light, a small handful of crew members picking up a light snack or a beverage. 
 
    “You come all the way down here to tell me that?” he asked curtly, without looking up from the reports on his e-Pad. 
 
    Her head bobbed back like she's been slapped in the face. “T. B. Yafuscko,” she snapped quietly, glancing around and leaning in, “what is with the attitude?” She pointed at the empty bowl near his elbow, “Did you find a bug in your cereal this morning or something?”  
 
    He snorted and looked up smiling. “Sorry my dear... I can always count on you to keep me balanced, can't I?” 
 
    “So what's the deal, mister?” she demanded, leaning on her elbows. 
 
    He exhaled deeply, “Agh,” he waved, “it's all these lame assignments they keep sending us on. It's irritating. I want to be in the hunt for that bountied ship. We'll never get there running all this other garbage. I can't even seem to get any intel on what's going on.” 
 
    “What do we have here in Zender's Trek?” 
 
    “Emergency distress call from a Maultier - some cargo transport that ran into trouble...” 
 
    “Whose is it, do we know?”  
 
    Tibby glanced at the e-Pad. “McSuddeth Mining. Don't ever think I've heard of them before... have you?” 
 
    Grinah sipped her coffee. “Aren't they a sub of VirTech Mining?” 
 
    “Really? That's interesting... That's the same outfit that lost the freighter in Haruna Tier a few months ago... they're not having a very good year...” 
 
    “Mining's a dangerous profession,” said Grinah, biting into her pastry.  
 
    “Yeah, but transporting ore shouldn't be...” 
 
    “The Oceania...” 
 
    Tibby nodded, “Yep, that's the one. I read the report that Izzy sent us...” 
 
    “Major Izadore - your friend from supply...” 
 
    “Right. He got it from VirTech. As long as it doesn't have anything confidential in it, it's public domain. VirTech never said where the Oceania had picked up its load and the UFW wasn't very happy about that. But VirTech claimed it was a privacy and security intrusion that could jeopardize its mining operation with competitors if the location was revealed. So the UFW didn't pursue the point, probably because they'd destroyed the ship and were concerned about a liability push-back from VirTech.” 
 
    “Was there any information about why they destroyed the ship?” 
 
    “Yeah, the UFW part of the report had some very disturbing descriptions of the crew all being bludgeoned to death. The boarding team said it was pretty gruesome. It seems there may have been some kind of fighting amongst the transport's crew, maybe a mutiny. The boarding party encountered some major mechanical anomalies that were incongruent with an undamaged ship...” 
 
    “Anomalies? Like what?” 
 
    Tibby waved at the steward for a coffee refill. “Like the anti-boarding defense systems coming on automatically after system startup, and mining automatons attacking the boarding party...” 
 
    Grinah lifted an eyebrow, “How is that even possible?” 
 
    Tibby smirked and shrugged his shoulders. “The ship was totally dead. They had to do an absolute cold start using a firing tool. Maybe something went wrong.” 
 
    Grinah waited until the steward had finished pouring and was out of earshot. “You, Mr. Yafuscko, know damn well that's not possible.” She blew on the steaming coffee, “I've never heard of anyone having to do an absolute cold start before, but a startup could never automatically initiate core systems on its own. They're designed like that for a reason...” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So, what then?” 
 
    He was still smirking, “All I know is they had to fight their way off the ship and they lost some men.” 
 
    “Sounds like they panicked, to me. And made the rest up to cover themselves...” She cocked her head, “What? Why are you smirking like that?” She waved her hand dismissively, “Oh please, not the phantom story again...” 
 
    “Or wraiths,” he added. 
 
    Grinah sighed, “For such a smart and well traveled man, I find it hard to understand how you can believe in such things.” 
 
    “It's not so hard to understand when you've actually seen what they can do. And I have.” He frowned, “I just wish I knew where they picked up that load, it might explain a lot.” 
 
    Grinah opened her mouth to reply but was interrupted by the ship's comm system. “Skipper to the bridge, please.” 
 
    The Commander rose and leaned over the table, kissing Grinah on the forehead, “Gotta go, see you topside?” 
 
    “Yep,” she smiled, “I'm going to check something in engineering first.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Go to yellow alert...” ordered Tibby. 
 
    Aye, sir. Yellow alert.” The horn sounded twice and the ship's lighting flashed yellow, the corridors filling with crew members hustling to their stations. “She's in pretty bad shape, Commander...”  
 
    The tactical officer manipulated the image on the DD217's big screen, zooming in for a better view of the damage. Tibby watched the crippled Maultier hobble along, trailing bits of itself, a steady stream of atmosphere and bodily fluids, her port engine shredded and blackened, twisted metal extending outward like some kind of bizarre sculpture. “I'm guessing that was not an accident...” he said sarcastically. “Open a channel and hail them, please.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Hailing...” 
 
    The transport's Commander appeared on an inset in the big screen, a hazy pall hanging in the air behind him on the bridge. “Thank you for coming, Commander. As you can see, we're heavily damaged...” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that,” replied Tibby, “Who did you piss off?” 
 
    “Commander, I'd love to discuss it with you in detail, but our hull is badly compromised and our systems are struggling to keep up. For the safety of my crew, we really need to get off her as soon as we can.” 
 
    “I think you need to answer my question first, Commander,” replied Tibby, sternly. 
 
    “A UFW fighter.” 
 
    “One fighter? It caught you with your shields down, then...” 
 
    “We were in the process of a GOD jump, Commander. Our shields were offline.” 
 
    Tibby pursed his lips and nodded. “What were you carrying that they objected to?” 
 
    “Nothing. We're empty...” 
 
    In Tibby's mind, that just didn't make a whole lot of sense. It was either a lie or the transport Skipper wasn't telling the full story. “And where did this all take place?” 
 
    The transport Commander hesitated, his face lined. “I'm not at liberty to say. It would violate my contract with McSuddeth Mining, on location and operation confidentiality.” 
 
    Commander T. B. Yafuscko leaned forward in his seat, his elbows on his armrests, fingers steepled, his face foreboding. “You might want to rethink that answer, sir, or violating your contract may be the least of your worries. It doesn't sound like you have anything to offer us for the effort we're putting forth, here...” 
 
    A voice from off screen prompted the Maultier's Commander to look away, informing him there were several system failures pending, that the earlier fire had weakened hull supports just forward of the port engine and the hull was buckling. Seriously concerned about his crew's predicament, he was feeling a little desperate. “You do understand, our indemnity contractor will pay you for our ship's recovery or salvage...” 
 
    Tibby sat back and laughed, “Recovery? Does this ship look like a tug to you? Anything I get through official channels, I have to split with the Council. I need something... extra. And from what I'm hearing, you have nothing to offer us...”  
 
    “Gold. We have gold credits...” 
 
    “See there, that's what I'm talking about,” he waved. “You should have led off with that information; it would have saved us some time. How much?” 
 
    “About a million credits...”  
 
    Tibby's face reflected annoyed skepticism. “About?” 
 
    “A little over a million, I don't know exactly.” 
 
    “Fine. That'll do for a start. But we're not finished with the discussion about your encounter with the UFW. Understand?”  
 
    “Understand.” 
 
    “Good, prepare to evacuate your ship. Personal effects are fine, no weapons...” 
 
    “Thank you... I've been informed our hull has buckled and cargo doors are jammed, we cannot get our shuttle out of the bay.” 
 
    “Use your emergency pods, we will pick them up.” Tibby leaned to his right, “Ready both shuttles, rig for E-pod recovery.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander T. B. Yafuscko and about half his crew knew the uncertainty of abandoning ship, having had a cruiser shot right out from underneath them. Whether in a pod or evacuation shuttle, it was not a pleasant experience. Though certainly more pleasant than dying, it was disconcerting, frightening, nerve wracking, physically abusive, even terrifying. But the Commander had no compunctions about leaning on the Maultier's Skipper and using his circumstances against him... After all, Tibby wasn't running a charity; he was in the business of making money for the council... and himself. Would Tibby have left them to die? No, that wasn't in his nature, but it was useful to make the Skipper think it could go that way. They were still better off than if the UFW had gotten to them first. Dead or prison were the only two choices there, and prison was only marginally better than dead. 
 
    Of course, it was different between actual FreeRanger ships, they were literally brothers-in-arms and nothing was spared for their support of each other. Corporate ships and personnel were different. Not that those people's lives were actually worth less, but the corporations were not part of that fighting brotherhood. The odd instance arose where a retired FreeRanger stood on a corporate bridge, affording him, his ship and crew a considerable amount of extra consideration. This had not been one of those instances. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The DD217 had made the necessary recoveries, stood down from yellow alert and were again under way, over a million gold credits in profit for a glorified cab ride. The galley was considerably busier than it had been earlier and Tibby sat down at a table across from the Maultier's Commander, whose crew was taking advantage of a real meal for the first time in over twenty-four hours. “You got your boys all squared away?” 
 
    The man smiled wearily, “Yes, thank you, Commander.” 
 
    Yafuscko extended his hand, “Tibby.” 
 
    The other man shook his hand, “Hitada, good to meet you. So where are we headed? I assume you'll drop us off somewhere.” 
 
    “Raefer Station. It's not the closest, but it'll probably be the safest for you and your folks.” Tibby glanced around at the dirty, worn crewmen of the transport ship, quietly eating without the usual banter, joking or animation that would accompany a meal.  
 
    Hitada nodded, “I know Raefer, not the prettiest station, but it's homey.” 
 
    Tibby chuckled, “Definitely not the prettiest.” He sipped his steaming coffee. “You lose anybody?” 
 
    “Two in the port engine room and two more from engineering. Almost lost a couple more in the fires...” 
 
    “You couldn't vent?” 
 
    Hitada shook his head, “The stress of the jump and the heat warped the struts and several bulkheads. We weren't airtight, the doors wouldn't seal. It kept leaking atmosphere into conflagrated areas and feeding the fires. Took us forever to put them out.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear about your men,” Tibby sighed, “it's rough, I know from experience. We had a cruiser shot out from underneath us in Haruna Tier. The biggest drawback of the GOD jump... no shields or weapons.” 
 
    “It happened to you too?” 
 
    “Yep, we were jumping in. Our Captain overextended our reach and we were in a power depleted state. They were all over us; we didn't expect them to be there.” 
 
    “Oh Lord...” 
 
    “Yeah, it was bad,” admitted Tibby. “We lost more than half the crew. The only thing that soothes my conscience is that I was second in command, it wasn't my stupidity that caused it.” 
 
     “We were jumping out,” volunteered Hitada, “they were on us so quick we couldn't jump off the surface fast enough...” 
 
    “Wait,” waved Tibby, astounded, “you were in atmosphere? That's gutsy.” 
 
    “It's definitely wicked. Very stressful on the hull. But we had no choice, it's the only reason we're alive now.” 
 
    “No doubt...” confirmed Tibby. “So, tell me what happened, and don't leave anything out. Pretend I'm your best friend, wife, mother - whatever makes you happy. It's not going in any reports, in fact, it's not going any further than me.”  
 
    “Can I have that in writing?” joked Hitada. 
 
    “Nothing in writing,” smirked Tibby, slyly, “just you and me, no records...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Tibby sat on the edge of the bed and Grinah knelt behind him, kneading the knots out of his shoulders and neck in the semi darkness. “So where are we going after we drop them at Raefer Station?” 
 
    “Velora Prime...” he mumbled, lost in what her hands were doing. 
 
    “Why, what's in Velora Prime?” 
 
    “That's where the Freedom is. We're following the bounty...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORIA: LOST & FOUND 
 
    There was a moment that he saw movement out on the water from the corner of his eye, something gently breaking the surface. But by the time Jack Steele could actually look up and focus, it was gone. If he had even seen it at all. He couldn't seem to shake the feeling he was being watched but he contributed it to the bouts of wooziness that attacked him from time to time, passing quickly when he concentrated, forcing them away. Or at least that's how it seemed. He figured he could add concussion on the list with the broken arm. So each time he made a decision, he contemplated it slowly trying to stabilize his thinking, hoping he was making sane, rational decisions. How long did the effects of hypoxia last? Surely they should be gone by now... Then of course having your mind wander all over was not helpful either, calling into question and introspection every single little interpretation of... Stop it! Shut up! 
 
    At some point, like it or not, you just have to flip that mental coin and make the leap of faith that the little voice in your head guiding you is the sane one, not the one with the concussion. As long as the sane one could get the concussed one to shut the hell up. 
 
    If pressed for a reason as to why he turned inland and away from the beach at that particular time or place, Jack probably couldn't have clearly articulated why. It was a whim, a hunch, not even as substantial as a gut feeling or intuition. Maybe it was because the shade of the trees looked inviting. He paused and sipped several handfuls of fresh water from the clear, crystal blue ocean; splashing some on his face and neck before heading across the sand toward the tree line. 
 
    That was about an hour ago. At least that's what it seemed like, it was hard to gauge with mush for brains and no watch.  
 
    The battered, dark gray ejection seat was embedded in the dirt on the forest floor, canted to one side, the shredded olive drab parachute stretching up into the trees, clinging to the limbs and branches, the lines hanging limply like so much spaghetti. The seat had to be from one of the Gogol fighters. Steele had never seen anything quite like it, such an odd configuration. It almost looked like it was meant to be straddled like a motorcycle, facing what would normally be the back, legs bent, indentations on the sides for the knees. But that didn't make a whole lot of sense, there didn't seem to be any way to work the rudder and directional jets like that. They must have a much different type of control system, he mused. It would be interesting to see one up close. Then there was the other obvious question, was Gogol the name of the fighter craft itself, or the people who flew them?   
 
    Oh for God's sake, shut up. Who cares? His vision wavered and he backed himself against a tree to steady himself, sinking into a crouch, his left arm still cradled in his shoulder holster's strap. He was working to mentally block out the aching tingles that throbbed in that side from his elbow to his fingertips. 
 
    Steele studied the seat while fishing through his pockets one-handed until he found the last power bar, tearing the wrapper open with his teeth. It was possible some of the effects he was feeling were from a lack of food, not having eaten anything substantial for, what, thirty-six hours? He tried to do the math but his mind refused to cooperate.  
 
    The power bar was more nutritious than delicious, but at least it was something to quiet the grumbles in his stomach. Hmm, advanced technology, space travel, alien cultures, exotic foreign foods, and still, nobody could make a nutrition bar that didn't taste like honey-covered tree bark. 
 
    The crunching of the power bar had a stereo accompaniment somewhere on the forest floor and it stopped Jack in mid-chew. The footfalls sounded sizable but slow, and the spike of adrenalin cleared his vision, sharpening his senses. He rose slowly, quietly, to a standing crouch, the empty food wrapper drifting silently to the ground. Deftly, he released the snap on the shoulder holster with a gentle pop, the 1911 charged particle blaster, sliding out into his hand, his heart thudding in his ears. It, whomever or whatever it was, seemed to be coming from the forest beyond the ejection seat. Was it the pilot? Steele carefully picked his way back around the tree, watching his foot placement, being as quiet as possible. Ninja-quiet would have been nice, but it simply wasn't possible in flight boots. The sounds of movement paused and he peeked cautiously around the tree, his left eye zooming in and scanning the shadows and foliage. Nothing. Then a few steps and movement... the sounds separating. There were at least two and they were both being cautious, although stealth was not one of their strong suits. He backed away from the tree, watching his feet, to the next tree, skirting quietly around it, looking around and up. There was nothing climbable, even with two good arms, the lowest of branches at least ten feet off the floor of the forest. Even so, what would that get him? Cornered.  
 
    When they moved, he moved, when they stopped, he stopped, a nerve-wracking game of live chess. Were there three of them? He had the distinct impression he was being hunted... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Orders coming in from the Archer, Commander. Sending to your console.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant” replied Brian. The image popped up on his left screen. “Looks like we have a little scouting to do,” he said, reading the outline of star systems. “Send an acknowledgment, please.” 
 
    “Already done, sir.” 
 
    Brian sent the list to Ragnaar at navigation. “Recommendations Mr. Ragnaar?” 
 
    “Stand by...” He reviewed the star chart on his center screen, rotating the image back and forth, examining the statistics, viewing the reach of the GOD drive system in comparison. “Cariloon is the next system by gate, but Zender's Trek is actually closer. It would be more expedient to GOD jump from here to Zender, then to Cariloon, than it would be to go to Cariloon first...” 
 
    “Good. Let's hit those two first before planning anything else.” 
 
    “Aye, Commander, laying in coordinates for Zender's Trek.” 
 
    “Time to system?” 
 
    “Just under three hours.” 
 
    Brian nodded and keyed the ship's address system, “Preparing to initiate GOD jump, everyone be on your toes.” Brian glanced around the bridge, “OK, Mr. Ragnaar, let's do this.” 
 
    “Aye. Initiating GOD drive...” replied Ragnaar, narrating the steps. Barely audible, a deep hum started, smoothly increasing in pitch like a turbine as the drive spun up to speed where the sound all but stopped. “Drive at speed, initiating jump bubble... twenty-five percent...” Electric tendrils of shimmering color began to appear over the ship like liquid lightning, visible through view ports and the bridge's view screen. “Fifty percent.” As the tendrils began to multiply, filling in the spaces between themselves, the reflected color filled the bridge. “Seventy-five percent...” It was like looking through a transparent ball of colored plasma, the swirling cocoon of color surrounding the ship completely. “Jumping...” In a moment the color withdrew, disintegrating into random particles, the flecks of light blown away like dust in the wind, the familiar starless, satiny silver lining of a jump tunnel appearing, replacing the jump bubble. “Jump successful,” grinned Ragnaar, “Zender's Trek in two hours and forty-seven minutes.” 
 
    A first for all present, it seemed like everyone on the bridge sat back momentarily and took a deep breath before resuming their duties. “That was cool,” breathed Brian. 
 
    Without turning from their stations, both Ragnaar and Raulya were nodding in agreement. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Army Sergeant had his hands cupped over his ears, trying to hear the Major in his comm piece, over the roar of the bulldozer, jackhammers, generators and air machines. “Yes, sir, the collapse was intentional. It buried the mine's equipment in the mouth of the entrance... Yes, sir, on purpose. Probably to prevent the miners from using it to get out and prevent rescuers from using it to get in.”  
 
    He looked back over his shoulder at the work the engineers were doing. “We're making good progress, sir. We've created an opening at the top and we're pumping in fresh air. When it's big enough, we'll send a hover probe in with live video and see what the conditions are inside. Maybe we'll make contact with survivors.” He winced as a boulder rolled off the pile, slamming to the ground, a small landslide following suit. “The Lieutenant took Shuttle Two over to the registered mine on the third continent. No, sir, I haven't heard from them. I expect they will report in to you as soon as they arrive...” He glanced up at the transmission antenna on the cargo shuttle which was using the Freedom as a relay to reach around the curvature of the planet. “They have to set up their gear before they can transmit, Major. As long as that jump carrier stays put, we're golden.” He nodded, “Yes I agree, we need some relay satellites, but where are we going to get them from?” He wanted to slap his forehead. “No, sir, I don't think that's a good idea... because it's under water. That station cannot be stable. It crashed from space; anything on it is going to be worthless junk!” 
 
    The Sergeant sighed, trying to maintain his composure. “Get me the materials and we'll build relay towers on a few choice peaks around the globe and we're done.” He raised one eyebrow, “We power them with solar collectors, they're everywhere on this planet... No, once we set them up, they're automated.” He watched the bulldozer muscle the fallen boulder across the ground and out of the way, the turf beneath his feet vibrating. “We don't need that many, they use Atmospheric Bounce Technology... we could probably cover the whole planet with six towers.” 
 
    A soldier ran up with a field ruggedized e-Pad and showed him the atmosphere quality report from the electronic probe they'd fired into the mine's opening. No explosive gasses, Co2 levels falling, oxygen content at acceptable levels, dust levels low. He nodded and the soldier ran off. “Sir, I really need to get back to my team... Yes, sir, as soon as I have some more information.” His earpiece chirped as the connection ended. “Aaauurggh!” he bellowed. 
 
    “Problem, Sarge?” shouted one of his men over the machinery. 
 
    “I want to know whose brilliant idea it was, to put a neophyte administrator in charge of an engineering company...” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    The Sergeant snorted, “Next to worthless.” He stopped mid stride, waving his hands, “Y'know he had the audacity to suggest we salvage parts and materials from the space station?” 
 
    “The one, under water?” laughed the Corporal. “Yeah that's not too bright...” 
 
    The Sergeant resumed walking, “There's a reason they call us engineers and not fish,” he grumbled. “Stupid people piss me off...” He pointed at the blockage as they neared, “OK!” he shouted, “Let's get some small shaped charges on some of these bigger pieces and see if we can nudge them off...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele was about fifty yards from the seat, listening intently, peeking around a sizable tree, the 1911 secured back in its holster so he could use his free hand to help him make his way through the undergrowth. He seemed to have created some distance from who or what, was stalking him. A little breathing room. Something off to the left, motion, caught his eye but he couldn't separate the form from the shadows, even zooming in with his left eye, the streaks of sunlight and dark breaking up any shapes.  
 
    Until something moved on the other side of the ejection seat. He flicked his attention, focusing, holding his breath, waiting as the shadow moved around the seat, slowly, cautiously. Light streaming in from the hole in the forest canopy caused by the ejection seat and the parachute, was enough to silhouette him as he completely blocked out the seat. Slivers of sunlight played on his reddish brown fur, his head turning left and right, his nose testing the air. Light played across his face and Steele caught a flash of red from the animal's eyes, creating a sharp spark of adrenalin. The words he remembered seeing on ancient navigational charts drawn by early sailors, popped into his head, “Here there be monsters...” he exhaled, trying to control his breathing. The thing locked eyes with him and he remained motionless, holding his breath again, praying he was invisible in the shadows.  
 
    When it looked away, it began to circle the seat, sniffing the ground, and Steele breathed, fighting the panic. It was the biggest wolf he'd ever seen. Or dreamed of. Easily four feet tall at the shoulder. He could confirm one, with probably two more. He started to shake and his vision blurred, forcing him to take a deep breath. As silently as possible. He almost wanted to cry... For God's sake, not now! Taking a quick peek he backed away from the tree, retreating yet again, being as silent as possible.  
 
    The howl took him by surprise and chilled him to the bone, his hair standing on end, quickening his pulse to a thundering drum solo. He swallowed dryly, his mind racing. The first howl prompted a reply from the left. Then the right. Then two more farther out on the flanks. There were five of them. Stay calm, they're trying to flush you out and get you to rabbit... He looked around, there was simply no defensible position. Defensible, that's a laugh. “I need a bigger gun,” he breathed.  
 
    You need a tank... “Shut up, you're not helping,” he whispered to himself. Could he make it to the beach? If he did, there was no real advantage there, except that he'd be able to see them coming. The water was of no help, they could probably swim better than he could. An unobstructed field of fire was the only upside... he just hoped the charged particle blaster was substantial enough to take one down. Five. He'd have to take five down. He didn't think much of his odds. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Missy!” shouted Nevin, holding up the radio mic, “Hutthorn's calling...” 
 
    Lisa paused and the dog stopped, standing in the gentle surf as it rolled in, cooling his feet. He took advantage of the short respite to lap up some water. “What does he want?” she shouted back. 
 
    “The fisherman's place is about another two or three miles from here. He says he hasn't seen your brother. He must've left the beach and gone inland somewhere.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch...” 
 
    “He still walking here,” said Fritz, sitting in the cool water.  
 
    “You're sure?” asked Lisa. “We haven't missed him?” 
 
    He blinked, not sure which question to answer first. “Not missed.” 
 
    “We gotta keep going,” she called back, trusting the dog's judgment. 
 
    Nevin nodded and spoke into the mic before moving the skimmer forward again. “He says they have a Gogol pilot though.” 
 
    Lisa looked over her shoulder, “Not interested in him, just my brother.” 
 
    Corporal Dunnom touched her elbow, “The Gogol pilot may have seen your brother...” 
 
    Lisa sighed, “Fine, whatever... c'mon Fritz.” The Shepherd trotted off with Lisa close behind. 
 
    The Corporal signaled to Nevin to radio Hutthorn back, then notified the Invader they would be needed for a prisoner pickup. “Don't worry, Ms. Steele, we'll find him,” he said, catching up. 
 
    “Please, no platitudes, Corporal. You know as well as I do, things don't look good...” She cleared her throat, her eyes welling up, “But if anyone can find him, Fritz can.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Volkens were having as much trouble seeing their prey in the splintered light and shadow as he did seeing them, but they had picked up his scent, and now they were tracking him. As they got closer, their eyes picked up the heat signatures of his footprints, places where his hand touched a tree, where he brushed up against the leaves of a bush. He would not be able to hide from them. They were nearly infallible hunters... the closer they got, the more vivid the heat signatures. Their eyes didn't work that way in open sunlight, but here in the forest the trail was unmistakable. The prey was winding its way through the trees, forcing them to slow down to navigate their bulky frames through the narrow clusters of timber. They caught a flash of red as his body passed between the trees, running all-out, spiking their chase and kill reflex. They could now smell him without having to resort to tracking his trail. Flooded with intense brain-induced stimulants, barking, growling, snarling, they would run their prey down. Their short huffing howls were filled with wild enthusiasm, exciting one another to new heights of hunting euphoria. They thundered through the forest, bouncing off trees they could not weave past, ignoring the impacts, accelerating...    
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    His body functioning on pure adrenalin, Steele released his arm from the sling to help him run better, oblivious to the pain. Powerful adrenalin was pumping raw energy throughout his entire body like high octane fuel, supercharging his muscles. Ignoring the burn and approaching fatigue he pounded across the turf well beyond his normal physical limits. His mind was sharp and clear, the world reduced to slow motion, the wind whipping past him, driven forward by the relentless killing machines behind him gaining with every step. Like some nightmare that leaves the dreamer running in slow motion, legs made of lead, unable to run fast enough to escape a relentless pursuer, he wished for wings. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “VOLKENS!” screamed Lisa, hearing the howls, “Watch the trees!” 
 
    “What's a Volken...?” asked Corporal Dunnom. 
 
    “Four-legged, evil, demon werewolves from hell...!” she said, checking her carbine. 
 
    Jack burst from the tree line at a full-out run, like a wide receiver heading for the end zone... Absolutely, lit-on-fire, levitating off the ground, flying. “Oh my God, it's Jack!” she yelled. She brought the weapon and the sight up to bear as she ran forward, followed by the Corporal and his squad of Marines.  
 
    Jack was running blindly, his brain on adrenalin overload. He hadn't seen them and her screams to him were unsuccessful in turning him. 
 
    When the Volkens cleared the tree line, the underbrush literally exploded outward, a shower of branches and leaves fluttering through the air as they rampaged through like a runaway train. Before Lisa could even think to respond, Fritz launched like a rocket, fearlessly heading straight for the monsters that were easily ten times his size.  
 
    “Fritz, NO!” she screamed, “NOOOO!” 
 
    Corporal Dunnom broadened his stance, flipping off his carbine's safety. “Marines! COVERING FIRE!” 
 
    “Don't hit Fritz!” 
 
    Her heart pounding in her chest, Lisa sighted in on the Volken closing in on Jack and squeezed when the reticule lit him up, the gun vibrating on full auto in her hands, stitching the animal down the entire length of his body, rolling him at a full run, his body crashing in a wild tumble.  
 
    Fritz screamed in on their flank, launching himself through the air, landing on the back of the closest animal he could reach, sinking his teeth in the neck, with a snarl of his own, tearing its flesh open, springing off as they rolled, sprinting off after another.  
 
    The howls, cries and fury attracted more Volkens and they poured from the forest, filled with the hunting frenzy, some, more than willing to cannibalize their own. The Marines were firing furiously, some of the larger animals so filled with their own stimulants, they were the fighting dead, their bodies riddled, nearly bloodless before they finally fell without an ability to get back up.  
 
    “Reloading! Reloading!” 
 
    “I'm out, cover me!” 
 
    “Left flank! Watch the left flank!” 
 
    The machine gunner's barrel was glowing red... 
 
    “Where's Jack?” called Lisa. “Where's Jack? Where'd he go? I lost him...” She sighted in on another animal at a full charge and unloaded an entire magazine before it nosed over, rolling headlong in the sand. “Reloading...!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Moving up the beach to pick up the Gogol prisoner as requested, the Invader slid silently overhead, twenty feet off the surface of the blood-stained sand, Volkens pouring out of the tree line. Not having any communications with the ground team other than the call for the prisoner pickup, Lieutenant Maria Arroyo was stunned at what she saw, the line of Marines fighting against waves of massive wolf-like creatures, the beach crisscrossed with laser and charged particle weapons fire. Quickly activating the Invader's weapons, she flipped off the safeties and cut loose with the chin turret's twin boron autocannons, swinging their fire along the tree line, the rapid zwug, zwug, zwug, zwug, pulverizing everything in its path to a nearly molecular level, vaporizing trees and foliage, Volkens becoming nothing more than a pinkish-red mist floating in the air. After clearing several acres of forest and nearly a hundred Volkens, the smoking ground yielded no more movement. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The adrenalin had burned him out and exhausted its supply. Steele lay on the ground gasping for air, his limbs made of lead, shaking, exhausted, his lungs searing with pain, dully aware of the fury of the fight going on around the beach. He lay crumpled on the sand, his mind reeling, working to comprehend what stood before him, covered in blood, fangs bared, tongue lolling, a spike of fear running cold up his back, but there was no more high-octane left, he was on empty. He was done. This was it. 
 
    “Jack...” 
 
    “Fritz?” he panted, a spark of recognition. “Where'd you come from...?” 
 
    The dog whirled, standing over his friend, snarling, his hair hackled, a ridge down the middle of his back, his face and chest matted with Volken blood, facing down an angry, wounded beast, advancing slowly, painfully, stumbling its mass to face the fearless Shepherd who refused to let him pass. Fritz opened his mouth wide gurgling a snarl, his teeth clacking. 
 
    The Volken swiped, his claws extended, Fritz dipped underneath and danced to the side, moving back to block it's path, preventing access to his friend, clacking his teeth in the Volken's face. 
 
    Jack fumbled with the snap of his shoulder holster, his uncoordinated wooden fingers fighting his commands. Dammit! The Volken swiped again, stepping in, connecting with Fritz, batting him out of the way like a rag doll, the Shepherd hit the ground with a thud, rolling across the sand, bloody red stripes across his ribcage.  
 
    The 1911 slid heavily out of the shoulder holster and Jack saw Fritz get up slowly out of the corner of his eye. The Volken stepped over the feet of his long sought-after prey, shadowing his body, preparing to claim the prize he'd hunted and hungered for. Fritz snarled as he gathered himself, blood running out of the gashes across his ribs, steadying his footing, preparing to re-engage the Volken, clacking his teeth. He would defend Jack as long as he drew breath...  
 
    The Volken paused and glanced at the dog, considering him with one good eye, scrutinizing him, pink foaming drool dripping from his mouth and nose. Steele tucked his elbow into his side for support and angled the 1911's muzzle upward, his muscles unsteady, fatigued. His hand shook. When he clicked the safety off, the Volken looked back, disregarding the dog, locking eyes with the man, his reward. Time seemed to slow as Steele pulled the trigger, the first charged particle round entering under the animal's chin, exiting through the top of his muzzle, bone exploding outward. Steele squeezed several more times, not counting, a spray of rounds blowing the skull apart like a watermelon. The Volken toppled over heavily, a great open cranial cavity where the brain used to be, blood slopping across the sand. The 1911 flopped to his stomach still clutched limply in a hand unable to support it any longer. 
 
    Fritz lay down next to Jack, resting his head on his human's shoulder.  
 
    “You OK, Fritz?” 
 
    “Need nap.” 
 
    “Me too, kiddo. Me too...” the clouds in the sky began to blur. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “They're over here!” hollered Hutthorn, waving, “Over here!” Approaching from the old fisherman's place further south on the beach, he coasted his skimmer to a stop, throwing off his harness and hopping down to the sand near the prostrate duo, greeted by the gruesome spectacle of the mostly-headless Volken. His son stood in his seat, studying the tree line with scanners, adjusting the zoom for a better view.  
 
    The Invader crabbed sideways across the beach, simultaneously keeping the chin turret sweeping the forest edge for any signs of additional Volkens. It paralleled the movements of Lisa and the Marines as they pounded across the sand. Any additional monsters would have to make it past the ship's twin boron autocannons to get to the ground team, an extreme unlikelihood.  
 
    A mournful wail carried across the beach from somewhere in the forest, answered by another much farther away. Crouching on the sand next to the unconscious pilot and dog, Hutthorn glanced up at his son still standing in the vehicle, “What do you see, boy?”  
 
    “Nothing, Pop. Those are a long way off...” 
 
    “You know how fast they travel, keep watching. How's our passenger doing?” 
 
    His son glanced over at the Gogol pilot strapped to the rollbar of the neighbor's skimmer. “Same as when we left.” 
 
    Carrying less gear and weight than the Marines, Lisa made it first, dropping into a slide like Jack was home plate, setting her carbine alongside her legs. She forced herself not to look at the gore of the Volken laying off to one side, the sand thick with the animal's blood. “Jack, Jack...” she urged, “Fritz?” The dog's eyes fluttered open momentarily, recognizing her face, his tail thumped against the sand weakly. But Jack was unresponsive. 
 
    “He looks extremely dehydrated,” commented Hutthorn, lifting the pilot's eyelids peering into his eyes. “Hmm, one's not real, huh? Well, he needs fluids.” The farmer straightened, looking up at Nevin's skimmer as it coasted to a stop. “Hey Nevie, you got any of your wife's wonderfully delicious, magic juice?” 
 
     “Sure do...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Keep sipping,” prodded Lisa, “believe me, it will make a difference.” 
 
    “What is this...?” he slurred. 
 
    “Pattahoolia juice.” 
 
    “Sure it is...” Jack blinked slowly, looking around the interior of the crowded Invader, his eyes focusing in and out. “Lisa?” 
 
    “I'm right here...” 
 
    “I found you...” he smiled crookedly, somewhat incoherent. 
 
    She glanced around at the Marines, then back to her brother, “Yeah, OK, we'll go with that story.” There were chuckles from several of the Marines. “Keep drinking,” she prompted. 
 
    “I saw Fritz, where's Fritz?” His eyes rolled around like they were loose in his head. 
 
    “He's over here, Captain,” offered Corporal Dunnom. “He's a little banged up like you, but he'll be OK.”  
 
    Jack could see the dog's sleeping form lying across the laps of the Marines sitting on the floor, their backs against the ship's hull. “Where are we headed?” he mumbled, examining the temporary inflatable cast on his arm, realizing he was no longer in his flight suit. 
 
    “Back to base, sir,” replied Dunnom. 
 
    Jack nodded, leaning his head back against the headrest, relieved. “Good, I'll be glad to get back to the Freedom...” 
 
    “No, sir,” countered the Corporal. “We're headed back to ASP to get you some medical attention.” 
 
    “ASP?” 
 
    “Air and Space Port. Sir.” 
 
    Steele straightened in his seat, some clarity returning. “Screw that, we've got a perfectly good medical bay on the Freedom...” He began to rise, “Who's flying? Hey! Take us to...” His head swam and he lost his stability, his legs giving out, plopping him back into his seat. “Whoa... that's not good.” 
 
    Maria glanced at Dooby, who was sitting in the tactical seat. “Go back and fill the Skipper in, will you please? Before he blows a gasket.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Major, Freedom's Invader is inbound; she's about fifteen minutes out. Looks like they'll be needing the Med bay.” 
 
    The officer looked up from the e-Pad on his desk to the communications vidscreen on the wall, the Lieutenant in the control tower looking back at him “Fine, let the doctor know. Any communications from our rescue teams?” 
 
    “No, sir. All comms beyond planetary curvature are dark...” 
 
    “What!? Why?” 
 
    “The Freedom is off-station, sir.”  
 
    The Major was perplexed and his frustration showed in his voice. “So we have no communications - on or off planet?” 
 
    “That is correct, sir. It seems the entire task force has moved and the Freedom with it.” 
 
    “Why didn't they notify us? This is unacceptable!” he added, thumping his desk with his fist.  
 
    The Lieutenant shook his head without responding, he had no idea what kind of reply the Major expected, or would appease him.  
 
    “Never trust the Navy, Lieutenant... never. They're only good for getting the Army from point A to point B...” 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir,” replied the tower officer, with disinterest. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Dooby dropped back into the Invader's tactical seat with a sigh. “Skipper's definitely not happy,” he said, harnessing himself in.  
 
    Maria smirked, “Yeah, I didn't expect him to be overjoyed...” 
 
    “He's kind of pissed that there was no communication from them before their departure. I think he feels a little abandoned.” 
 
    Maria sighed heavily, “I don't blame him. I've learned not to expect too much consideration from the upper command structure. They rarely consider the people at the bottom... and right now, we're way down at the bottom.”  
 
    The signal ping caught Dooby's attention. “Signal coming in... It's from the surface...” he added, puzzled. 
 
    “Really?” she frowned. “On screen.” 
 
    “Aye, audio only...” 
 
    “Freedom, this is Sergeant Wellenir, Shuttle One, our communications have been dark for over an hour, what's going on?” 
 
    “Sorry Lieutenant,” replied Maria, “The Freedom had to break station, they are out of relay position and they don't seem to be replying to any direct communications...” 
 
    “What the hell is going on? And who are you?” 
 
    “This is Invader One, off the Freedom, we are returning to ASP with recovered personnel. Can we relay a message for you? I'm guessing as soon as we descend for approach, we're going to lose you.” 
 
    “Yes ma'am, uploading a video file now, please make sure it reaches the Major.”  
 
    “Will do, Sergeant. Might I suggest taking your shuttle up to altitude to transmit and receive if you need to communicate? It might allow you to defeat the planet's curvature... Just a suggestion.” 
 
    “Thank you ma'am, that's a good idea...”  
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 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORIA, AIR & SPACE PORT: PIECES OF THE PUZZLE 
 
    Prime Minister Nitram Marconus let himself into the exam room as the base surgeon excused himself. “So, Pattahoolia juice, eh?” 
 
    Jack smiled, happy to see another familiar face as Lisa helped him on with his shirt, his left arm in a short cast. “Boney! Good to see you...” He stuck out his hand and they shook. 
 
    “Your grip is good, you're doing better than I expected...” 
 
    “Something about that juice,” offered Jack. “The surgeon said most of my problem was severe dehydration.” He shrugged his shoulder holster and hybrid 1911 back on. “Of course, a broken arm, mild concussion and lack of food might have had something to do with it...” he added sheepishly. 
 
    Boney nodded, “My grandparents came here when my mother was just a child, and for as long as I can remember, the Pattahoolia tree was always a source of remarkable healing remedies. My mother told me stories of how my grandmother used it for curing all sorts of things. I remembered that and applied it when I became a doctor. With some research of the old ways, I used it with many of my patients. Almost every element of the tree can be used for something extraordinary... the flowers, the fruit, the leaves, bark, roots...”  
 
    Lisa lifted her shirt unabashedly to reveal her ribs, the bruises visibly lightened since just that morning. “Helen, that's the farmer's wife,” she explained, “put some cream from the flowers on my bruises this morning. They look and feel much better.”  
 
    Boney dropped to one knee and examined the bruises, “Did he do any scans?” he asked, referring to the base surgeon. Gently he turned her body to see the ones that wrapped around, over one-another. 
 
    “Yeah, I cracked three on that side. Hurts when I breathe, but I thought it was from all the bruises. He said they were unionized?” 
 
    Boney chuckled, “A union fracture. It means they're still lined up properly, there's no separation. It's possible they may not be fractured all the way through, I'd have to see the scans to know for sure.” He shook his head and stood back up. “You both are very lucky to be alive...” 
 
    “Tell me something I don't know,” snorted Jack, with playful sarcasm, “I should be dead three times over.” 
 
    “He was almost Volken lunch,” chided Lisa, “I saved his ass,” she added, pointing at him. “He owes me...” 
 
    They walked out of the exam room and through the base's medical center, headed for the administration offices. “Well, you and a squad of Marines,” replied Jack, smirking slyly. “And ranchers. And an Invader...”  
 
    “That reminds me,” she said cheerfully, “I have something for you...” 
 
    “Really? What...?” 
 
    Lisa wound up and slugged him in the right arm, above his bicep in the deltoid, a sharp shot that made him sidestep, bumping into Boney. “Hey! What the hell?” he snapped, attempting to rub his shoulder with the clumsy cast. 
 
    “You promised,” she began. “Never ejected before, you said. You promised we wouldn't have to do that. You made me eject... fucker,” she added under her breath. “I was all by myself out there...” she waved.  
 
    “We were missing a wing,” he pleaded, still trying unsuccessfully to rub his arm. “It kinda needs that to fly. It was either jump, or crash...” 
 
    “But you promised...” 
 
    “Sorry kiddo,” he shrugged apologetically, putting his arm around her shoulder. “Sometimes shit happens.” 
 
    “That was a lot of shit...” she breathed. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The video file forwarded to the Major from Sergeant Wellenir at Mine 02, showed about ten minutes of rescue, shot in segments, showing stages of progress clearing the main entrance to gain access to the shaft and to the men trapped inside. The final two minute segment showed miners emerging from the opening created by the Army Engineers, climbing across the rubble, some on their own, some with help from their fellow miners, some with assistance of the engineers.  
 
    The content reminded Jack of the horrific black & white films he saw of World War II prisoner of war camps, the Stalags, freed by the Allies when the Nazi's retreated.  
 
    Jack, Lisa, Boney and the Major watched the last two minutes over again, watching the men trickle out of the opening, shielding their eyes from the afternoon sun, some frail, some more alive than others. Grubby, dirty, malnourished. All of them with the hollow, distant eyes of a soul forgotten, wasted, desperately clinging to the bit of humanity that remained.  
 
    And yet they smiled. At each other, at the sky, the sun, at their miraculous survival, the thought of seeing their families once again, at the soldiers who'd come to pull them out of the hell they'd been condemned to. Shaking hands, hugging, breathing the free air of free men. Freedom, you could see the relief in their faces. 
 
    “My God,” breathed Boney, barely a whisper, astonished and horrified. These were his people, his citizens. He was beside himself with anguish. 
 
    Lisa stared unblinkingly, silently, in disbelief. Could this possibly be real? 
 
    Steele's bottom lip quivered, his jaw clenched in anger, eyes burning with tears, stomach knotted. He literally shook with rage. He wanted whoever was responsible for this heinous, unspeakable act of horror... In front of him. Now. So he could tear his still-beating heart out through his chest. “Major...” his voice was calm, measured, seething. “Load my bird up with medical supplies. And I'll be needing your medical staff...” 
 
    The Major only glanced briefly at the Captain whose dark eyes were boring holes into the vidscreen. “Of course, Captain.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Wearing newly issued Army uniforms and full gear, Jack and Lisa paused at the bottom of the Invader's boarding ramp next to Boney. “You stay here, Lisa. You'll be safe here with the Prime Minister...” 
 
    She grabbed his sleeve. “No way...” 
 
    “We're already overloaded, kiddo...” 
 
    She pointed her finger in his face, “Get this straight, big brother, I'm not letting you out of my fucking sight. Got it?” 
 
    Seeing the determination in her eyes, he cracked a cockeyed smirk and nodded. “OK, I get it.” With a curt nod to Boney, he swung his arm over her shoulder as they strode up the Invader's boarding ramp. “Find a lap to sit in,” he said casually as he made his way through the overcrowded interior, headed for the cockpit. “You Marines ready?” 
 
    “AahWoo!” they barked.  
 
    “Close it up!” he called out. Knowing Fritz would sleep soundly for some time in the infirmary recovering from the surgery to close up the gashes in his side; Jack felt safe leaving him behind. 
 
    With Jack silently thumbing over his shoulder, Dooby took the hint and relinquished his place at tactical for the Captain, sitting on the cockpit floor between the seats. Steele buckled in, glancing over at Maria sitting in the pilot's seat, “Fire it up, lady, let's get this show on the road...” 
 
    Looking nonchalantly over her shoulder at the packed interior, she pressed the ignition button, lighting the engines, having already completed her pre-flight. “We're a tad over capacity, Jack,” she commented sardonically, initiating the anti-grav system. “Think it'll get off the ground?” 
 
    “You want me to fly it?” he asked, inputting the destination coordinates into the navigation system. 
 
    “No, no,” she countered, “I got it. I was being facetious.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, “But then again, you knew that didn't you.” It wasn't a question and she wasn't expecting a reply, taxiing the Invader to the main runway, the lights of the field coming on as darkness fell, the stars making their appearance. 
 
    “Course laid in.” He reached forward, flipping a short row of switches, “twilight beacons on...” The landscape came alive with color and light, the stars still visible. “You'll need full anti-grav, full flaps and about half power...” 
 
    “Just what I was thinking,” she replied, adjusting the flaps and leading edges, spinning the anti-grav up to full power, which would normally lift the ship into the sky all on its own. It could only hover at about ten feet. “Y'know, I was just thinking, I hope we have enough room to land...” 
 
    “We'll be lighter on fuel. Hit it.” 
 
    She shoved the throttle forward, the engines roaring, two-hundred feet of flame trailing behind. From the far end of the runway, the Invader screamed past the tower, slowly gaining altitude, using almost all of its three mile length, clearing the highway by what seemed like feet, then actually flying as Maria applied more power, retracting the extra lift surfaces and shutting down the antigravity system. “Whew,” she sighed, “that was a little scary...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The ASP tower officer on duty saw it first, coming across the field of tall grass on the far side of the highway toward the facility, its lights illuminating the area ahead of it. “Tower to all sentries, we have a vehicle north of the highway, inbound...” 
 
    “Copy tower, eyes on... One hover vehicle, looks like three civilian occupants...” 
 
    The soldiers at the north gate illuminated the vehicle with a spotlight as it crossed the only cleared section of the highway, a choke point. As soon as the flood of light hit the old flat-bed skimmer, the driver slowed, coasting to a stop over the pavement, raising his hands above the windshield, as did the two passengers, to make it clear they were unarmed. Closely following the sentry's instructions to leave the vehicle and approach on foot, hands above their heads, they were admitted through the gate. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Having stayed late at the Air and Space Port to keep abreast of the unfolding events, Boney was surprised to hear someone had asked to see him in person. He was immediately suspicious of their intentions. Who even knew he was there? But the soldier accompanying him down the corridor assured him the men were unarmed and that there would be soldiers outside the room should he need it. “They said you would need one of these,” said the Corporal, handing him a small piece of digital gadgetry. “I pulled it from our medical bay.” 
 
    Boney raised his eyebrows, scrutinizing the small unit. “A scanner? For what?” 
 
    “No idea,” said the soldier opening the door to the conference room for him. 
 
    The three men rose from their seats at the table and briskly saluted him as the door closed behind him. “Prime Minister...” 
 
    “Gentlemen, “ he said apprehensively, “what can I do for you?” 
 
    They dropped their salute in unison and the man on the left spoke, extending his left arm, palm up. “If you please, sir,” he nodded at the scanner. 
 
    Somewhat warily, Boney passed the unit over the man's forearm, the scanner chirping from the EFID chip, Electronic Forensic Identification, implanted in his arm. A full-color photo ID immediately appeared on the screen. Studying it briefly, he looked back up, having instantly recognized the emblem on the screen. “You're a Peacekeeper...?”  
 
    The man stuck his hand out and they shook. “Yes, sir. Lieutenant Ean Marboul, 26th District...” 
 
     Boney motioned to the other two, “Are you all...” They held out their arms and he scanned each in turn, both Peacekeeper Sergeants, one from the 26th District like the Lieutenant, the other from the 44th District. “Oh my...” 
 
    The Peacekeepers were family men, forced underground during the fighting to protect their families who had become targets marked for harassment or assassination. There were many others like them, who knew all hope had been lost, who withdrew to preserve family and friends, shepherding small scattered groups. There were just as many that had gotten their families off-planet, staying behind to do what they could, now wondering what had become of their loved ones. For some of them it had been a year or more since they'd said goodbye. Were they safe? Hijacked? Sold into slavery? Since the loss of all communications, there was simply no way to know. The only thing they could do now was their job, waiting for the day when they could come out of hiding and rebuild their lives. The story of the Princess' appearance had spread quickly, and to the Peacekeepers, it appeared the day of retribution had arrived. 
 
    “How many are in your network, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “About two-hundred-fifty, Prime Minister. But we're connecting with more each day. And we may be able to bring new recruits. People that we trust, that have helped our families and our investigations.” 
 
    “That's a far cry from, what, almost five-thousand on this continent?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But we do have a bit of an advantage that we didn't have before...” 
 
    Boney cocked his head, “What's that?” 
 
    “They don't know the Peacekeepers are still here.”  
 
    The Prime Minister knew full well he was referring to the infiltrators still residing on the planet. “Do you know who they are?” 
 
    Lieutenant Ean Marboul smiled darkly, “Yes, sir. And they have no idea they're being watched.” 
 
    Boney pursed his lips, “How perfectly appropriate...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mine 02 had been easy to find in the dark, the flood lights set up by the engineers to continue working through the night shining like a beacon in the blackness below. Finding a suitable landing zone however, proved a little more difficult. They settled on a stretch of road a couple miles away illuminated by the ship's twilight beacons. It was a little rougher than they had anticipated but it worked well enough. The terrain was level enough to use the antigravity system to coast back toward the mine over the rocky field, before setting down near the Army shuttle. 
 
    The soldiers pitched in as the Marines began unloading medical supplies, food and water from the Invader, crammed from floor to ceiling in the stern of the craft.  
 
    The soldier standing next to the command tent extended his hand to the approaching man dressed in Army fatigues with Space Service rank pips on his collar, “Sergeant Wellenir.” 
 
    “Captain Steele,” replied Jack, shaking his hand. 
 
    “Navy,” he nodded, “hey, you're the guy everybody was searching for...” 
 
    “That's me,” admitted Jack, casually, “they found me...” 
 
    “Right before the Volkens ate him for lunch,” commented Lisa sarcastically, walking past with an armload of supplies. 
 
    The Sergeant shot her a glance before redirecting to Steele, “What's a Volken?” 
 
     “I'll tell you later,” waved Jack. “So update me, how are we doing?” 
 
    “Pretty good actually. We should have the entire mouth open by morning,” he pointed. “I think some of the equipment they buried might still be operational...” 
 
    “What about the miners?” 
 
    “We sent a hover-probe in, there's still more trapped farther in. There are a few unstable areas that need to be shored up before we can get to them. We need the mouth open and the equipment clear before we can do that.” 
 
    “How many miners are there?” asked Jack. “Do we know?” 
 
    Wellenir screwed his face in distaste, “About four-thousand..” 
 
    “Holy crap,” muttered Steele. “How many are out so far?” 
 
    “About nine-hundred. My corporal has been keeping a roster.” 
 
    Jack looked around at the open tents, “That doesn't look like nine-hundred...” 
 
    Wellenir shrugged in his armor, “Yeah, there's been a steady stream of families showing up, picking them up and going home.” He pointed to the left of the mine in the canyon, “See all those tents over there? Families waiting. They come and check whenever we pull a new group out. Probably won't be any more till after we finish the shoring job though.” He took off his helmet and scrubbed his short hair with his fingers. “We have to check the offices in the morning too; a couple guys mentioned there might be someone trapped up there...” 
 
    Steele's jaw tightened. “I want to be included on that, understand? You don't go in without me...” 
 
    “Sure thing, Captain, not a problem.” He popped his helmet back on his head, “Have you heard anything from our other shuttle, sir?” 
 
    “We caught a message about ten minutes before we landed. Mine 01 was wired but had failed to detonate. It's completely open, equipment parked in the entrance like here. It was too dark for them to start, so they're going wait until daybreak.”  
 
    “They've got floodlights just like us, why are they waiting?” 
 
    “The Lieutenant had some concerns about booby traps and he wants to proceed carefully, defusing everything before they enter...” 
 
    “Lieutenant's a good engineer,” replied Wellenir, “he knows his stuff. His team will do it right.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Boney sat down at the table, motioning to the Peacekeepers to do the same. “Please, sit.” He motioned out the window of the conference room and a soldier opened the door, leaning in. “Corporal, would you mind bringing us some water, please?” 
 
    “Yes, Prime Minister.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” began Boney, wiping some unseen dust off the table in front of him, “what if anything do you know about any illegal mines operating on this continent?” 
 
    The three men glanced curiously at each other before the Lieutenant spoke. “There are none...” 
 
    “Really...” muttered Boney, his eyes glazing over, staring off at the wall. “There is a fuel carrier that shows up at my farm...” 
 
    “We know,” said the Sergeant from the 44th District. 
 
    Bony refocused, “How do you know?” 
 
    The Peacekeepers looked at each other again, the Lieutenant speaking, “Yanno...” 
 
    “My son, Yanno?” Boney interrupted his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Yanno Marconus is a Peacekeeper.” He watched the stunned Prime Minister lean back in his chair and gave him a moment to process that bit of information. “He's a Regional Detective that operated out of the 29th District. The 26th District was part of his region and I saw him in our station quite often... we've worked together on many occasions.” 
 
    “Hellion, I never had any idea,” Boney said vacantly. 
 
    “You're son is extremely good at what he does. He felt it was best you not know...” 
 
    “My other son...?” 
 
    “Is not a Peacekeeper.” 
 
    “Oh thank the stars...” 
 
    “But he does know that Yanno is.” 
 
    Boney thumped his fist on the table, “For the love of the Ancients,” he groaned. 
 
    “It was for your protection,” replied the Lieutenant stoically. “And since the appearance of the Princess... er, Queen” he corrected, “and your new position, we felt it prudent to improve your security detail...” 
 
    Boney's eyes widened, “My security detail?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We realize the soldiers are skilled and efficient, but we decided an extra layer of protection would be most desirable. These are trying times, Prime Minister, and while I believe the worst is behind us, I don't for a moment believe it's over. There are twelve Peacekeepers in place near your farm. Your son is briefing the Army detail as we speak, so they are aware of our presence. We can also provide important local intelligence and communication.” 
 
    Boney took a deep breath, slightly vexed, and leaned back against the chair, as the soldier returned, entering the room with a pitcher of water and a tray of glasses. The Prime Minister poured himself a glass as the man departed, waiting until the door was closed before continuing. “Speaking of communications, do you know if any Peacekeepers are left on the other continents?” 
 
    “We've had no contact since the station fell...”replied one of the Sergeants pouring himself a glass of water. “I would expect so. But since we had the most densely populated territory, we also had the largest Peacekeeper force. The Keepers on the other territories may have been more easily overrun...” 
 
    The room fell silent for a few moments before the Lieutenant picked the conversation back up. “There is no mine on this continent, but there is an abandoned depot about eight hours from here that the scabs are using for fuel and food storage. A transport would come at regular intervals to pick up or drop off, that's where the fuel was coming from.” He sipped his water. “It has been deserted for several days now; our men say there has been no movement of any materials in or out...” 
 
    “And thanks to the UFW, there won't be...” stated Boney, dryly. “They've been run off the planet. Or in the case of the ones that showed up here, captured.” 
 
    Lieutenant Marboul smiled crookedly. “Good riddance. I'll let our people know that we can take control of the facility; there are some significant stores there. We need to redistribute the food stuffs before they go bad.” 
 
    “Is there anything you or your people need at this time?” 
 
    “Well, we're spread pretty thin, so some extra drivers and protection for the transport trucks would be really helpful. We don't have enough people out in that area to cover the facility, load and move the trucks...” 
 
    Boney nodded. “I'll speak to the Major and see what I can do. Currently there are two rescue teams out to recover stranded miners, so ultimately it will depend on his available manpower.”  
 
    “I understand. At a bare minimum, ammunition. Most of us still have our service weapons, but well, with everything that happened...” 
 
    “No need to explain,” interjected Boney. “Bring me a list of whatever else you might need and I'll do my best to get you whatever is available...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was long ago when Steele developed the ability to sleep anytime, anywhere. As a cop with odd shift hours, called in on his time off with little sleep, staying late to process a crime scene, trading catnaps with your partner on a long stakeout, the scenarios were endless for creating weird sleep habits. You learned how to function sleep deprived. Catching rest whenever the time and place was available, comfortable or not, noise and distractions be damned. That talent was serving him well now as he lay on the floor of the Invader, in the now-empty stern, an emergency medical supply bag under his head.  
 
    The steady rumble of the bulldozer's engine wove its way into his dream, becoming the sound of his Cobra's engine. The vibrations as it pounded across the ground, clearing the mine entrance, was the feel of the roadster on the winding road. The morning light playing through the Invader's view ports the afternoon sun passing between the palm trees alongside that road. When it all stopped, he had pulled the car over and gotten out to look at the view, inhaling deeply, enjoying the fresh air. His eyes flicked open and he stretched, his cast hitting the bulkhead with a resounding thunk. “Oww...”  
 
    There was a twinge of disappointment in his heart to realize it was merely a dream. He looked back fondly on a simpler, less complicated life.  
 
    Steele got to his feet and pushed it out of his mind, adjusting the shoulder holster he had never removed. The morning sun was making its way into a cloudless blue sky. The engineers were carrying materials and equipment into the mine to shore up a few areas to secure the safe rescue of the remaining miners. The heavy mine equipment looking battered and a little worse for its early burial, still appeared functional, sitting silently off to the side.  
 
    Jack met Sergeant Wellenir near the mine's entrance and the soldier filled him in on the details of their progress. After the repairs to the shaft's ceiling supports, the engineers would run power to the mine and open the sections to recover the remaining miners. In the mean time, they were ready to check for survivors in the offices. 
 
    There was nothing special about the offices, they looked totally old school, an open, steel-grate stairway going up two stories toward the short hallway, two rooms on either side. A few quick welds and the stairs were safe enough to use. Three of those rooms were open, their heavy wooden doors standing ajar. The fourth at the end was locked from the inside. The Marines positioned themselves around the door. 
 
    Jack stood to one side of the door and knocked, motioning a Marine to move beyond the door jamb on the other side. “Hello? Anyone in there?” When the blaster shot blew through the wood door and splashed on the composite wall across the corridor, everyone jumped back. “Hey! What the hell?” barked Steele. “We're here to get you out, dumbass!” Another hole appeared in the door, particles of wood showering out into the hallway, the blaster shot blackening the wall on the other side. “This guy is really starting to tick me off,” he hissed. “Hey, shit for brains, we're UFW military. You really want to piss us off?” 
 
    “Go away!” shouted Sy Setzel. “This is my mine, you can't have it!” 
 
    “Is this guy serious?” Steele pounded on the door. “Open it up and come out nicely, or...” Another hole appeared in the door, blackening the wall on the other side of the corridor. His jaw set, he ripped the hybrid 1911 out of the holster, sticking the muzzle through one of the holes in the door and squeezed off several rounds.  
 
    Things on Sy Setzel's desk, exploded into pieces as he threw himself on the floor, the charged particle rounds destroying anything in their path. Dust and debris showered him and the clean carpet, kicking his neat-freak ADD behavior into overdrive. “Stop it! Stop it!” he screamed, flailing about. “You're ruining everything!” He immediately began crawling around on his hands and knees trying to pick up the scattered pieces of broken nick-knacks and assorted fragments of debris. “Timmian!” screamed the little man in frustration, “Timmian! Bring the cleaning unit!” He hardly noticed when the door exploded inward and a small, white and black striped orb rolled across the carpet... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Still wide-eyed, dazed and partially deafened by the shock grenade, Sy Setzel wiggled at the end of Corporal Dunnom's grip on his collar. “Walk, asshole,” growled the Marine, “or I'm gonna toss you down those stairs.” 
 
      “Thanks for not killing him,” said Steele, casually. “I'm hoping we can interrogate him and get more information on all of this. I want to find out who's at the top of this fucking hellhole...”  
 
    While Dunnom's Marines searched the mine offices for information and useful intel, Jack and the Corporal escorted the wobbly Sy Setzel down the long flight of stairs to the mine entrance. The sounds of sawing, hammering, and men shouting, echoed in the cavernous area near the mouth of the mine, floating out of the darkness of the tunnels. 
 
    “My office,” whined Sy, “my office, you've ruined my office...” 
 
    “Shut up shithead,” snarled Steele. “You're lucky it wasn't a regular grenade, or your office would have been repainted with your guts...” 
 
    “Where to, Skipper?” asked Dunnom, stepping down off the last stair, steering the mine director by his collar across the dirt and gravel, out into the sunshine.  
 
    “Let's take him to the Invader...” 
 
    “Gotcha.” The Corporal steered the man roughly, his arms flopping like a rag doll. 
 
    In a reflex to the bright morning sunlight, Sy Setzel's hands shot up to shield his eyes. “This is my mine!” he shouted unabashedly. “Timmian! Where's that good-for-nothing Timmian? Timmian, you bastard, where are you?!” 
 
    Steele watched the sudden interest of the miners in the tents, feeling hundreds of eyes on them. “Shut your mouth,” he hissed, “or I'm going to shut it for you...” 
 
    “Murderer! Butcher!” came the shouts from the miners, congregating. A mass of humanity poured out of the tents, walking, shuffling, hobbling in their direction, threatening to block access to the ship, parked over a hundred yards away. It might as well have been a mile. “Uh, oh. I think we're in trouble Skipper...”  
 
    Jack looked around, the only soldiers were the medical team, busy tending to the worst of the miners. The rest of the engineers were in the mine working on the recovery efforts. “Keep moving... and keep him quiet.”  
 
    The wall of humanity advanced, swelling to over three-hundred in number, wrapping around the three men like a wave, converging on them, surrounding them. Corporal Dunnom shoved Sy Setzel behind him. “Keep them away from me!” screamed Sy, cowering in abhorrent disgust. “Keep them away!” 
 
    Steele smacked him across the side of his head from behind, “Shut up, asshole.” The encirclement tightened. “Easy guys, easy,” said Steele, calmly, arms out, “you don't need to do this...” The crowd pressed forward, within arm's length, reaching, grabbing for the screeching, cowering Sy, their eyes fiercely fixated on him. It was like the Corporal and the Captain were invisible, didn't matter, didn't exist. With no room to maneuver, Dunnom left the carbine slung at rest, reaching for his sidearm. “Corporal, no!” shouted Steele, grabbing him by the shoulder. 
 
    “What do we do, Skipper?” The arms brushed past the Marine, scrabbling at the man cowering behind him. 
 
    “Nothing,” replied Steele, deadpan. They had suffered enough at the hands of the filthy little tyrant. A cold, soulless, evil little man, without a single fiber of conscience or compassion. The pilot would not fight or hurt the men that had been so tortured and dehumanized. His ethics and morals slightly tarnished but intact, he pushed a screaming Sy Setzel into their hands. “It's his karma.” 
 
    Sy was absorbed, disappearing into the crowd, the group's nucleus shifting, focused on him, changing as he passed through their hands. Steele and Dunnom were on the outside now, left standing alone and untouched. The human mass moved away like it was a living, breathing, thing, the pained, terrified screams of the little tyrant drawing further away, growing weaker and less frequent. Newly released miners poured from the mouth of the mine, adding to the slow motion chaos. 
 
    “God have mercy on his soul...” 
 
    “If he has one,” added Dunnom, darkly. 
 
    The Marine Corporal and the Captain were still watching, when Lisa ran up from the family tents. “What's going on...?” 
 
    “Karma,” muttered Jack. “Karma's a bitch...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FT. MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA: WINDS OF CHANGE 
 
    Chase Holt was suddenly and inexplicably awake, staring at the ceiling in the darkness, listening. Had he really heard that or was he imagining things? The only real sound was Allie's breathing at the foot of the bed, curled up on her blanket. Nothing but crickets... and a dog barking somewhere. Hazarding a glance, the clock showed 3:27 a.m. He took a deep breath and tried to relax, closing his eyes. Solid sleep had been eluding him for weeks and it was getting more than annoying, waking up at odd hours, strange disconnected dreams, insomnia.  
 
    Deployed in Afghanistan, sleep deprivation was a fact of life, you dealt with it, but he'd been back over a year... He was beginning to wonder if he was experiencing delayed PTSD or something. Of course, he knew better than discuss that with anyone other than a Brother, who he could trust implicitly.  
 
    The military's Pre-Separation Exam was not mandatory, but it was something they strongly encouraged all service members to take advantage of, covering all sorts of complaints, symptoms, injuries, disabilities, disorders... the list was huge and the interview questions could be quite personal. Some were almost sinister in their undertones.  
 
    He had to do the Pre-Sep Exam to be sure he would have coverage for the physical injuries he received while he was deployed, but when it came to the part of the interview that covered stress and mental state of mind, he was all rainbows, fairy dust and unicorns. A unicorn that pissed champagne and shit rainbow gumdrops, to boot. Nobody was going to label this boy with a mental disorder. And they looked for that - he had been warned. And darned if that prissy little bitch didn't try to come off all warm and fuzzy, helpful and caring, flirty, best-friendish, you can tell me anything... What a load of crap. Of course, he didn't fall for it. Although the proposition of getting a free ride was attractive and he could easily see how someone who wasn't properly informed could get roped into it. The questions baited him toward answers that would allow them to categorize him as having any kind of lifelong disability, whether it be physical or mental, like PTSD. Their aim was to be able to prescribe medications to service members that would put them at risk for compromising their freedoms, negating them as a threat to the governmental administration.  
 
    One of the guys in Chase's unit that got out about four months before him, got a letter in the mail from the Department of Veterans Affairs, about three months after his Pre-Sep Exam. The letter explained that it had been determined he was incompetent to handle his own financial affairs and that someone had been appointed to handle his affairs for him. At his own expense! In addition to that, it said the determination of incompetency will prohibit him from purchasing, possessing, receiving, or transporting a firearm or ammunition. What?! In a later, but related development, they refused to issue over ten-thousand dollars, in back military deployment pay, until he signed a release for accepting the financial consultant. In fine military fashion, he gave them rather detailed instructions on how to proceed with a self - rectal colon exam with an M203 grenade launcher, and got a good lawyer - a retired Air Force Colonel that his father knew.  
 
    And that wasn't the only one, Chase had heard of others. Many others. Veterans Affairs even interviewed the spouses, and in some cases, had tried to declare the spouse incompetent as well, threatening to remove children from the home.  
 
    It was despicable, that a government would treat its military like that. But the government has never really liked the military, they just consider it a lesser of evils. 
 
    It's a clear violation of the Fifth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, that states, that no person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process of law. And let's not forget taking away a guy's Second Amendment rights after he fought and bled for the safety and security of the country. It just wasn't right. Maybe that was what was bothering Chase. There seemed to be a lot of governmental overreaching lately. And it seemed to be getting more and more egregious. Like the Attorney General and the Secretary of Homeland Security calling returning vets possible domestic terrorists. Along with; Second Amendment supporters, Pro-Life supporters, anyone from a Christian faith... and the list seemed to expand on a regular basis to include new groups of people the government didn't trust. He was convinced the Division of Homeland Security had been developed to deal with nearly twenty years of military members returning from combat. What else could they possibly be for? To guard the government from the men who would rebel against the coming loss of freedoms they fought so hard to maintain and protect. It seemed the government was gearing up for a war, with its own people.  
 
    And anyone who could say it has never and could never happen here, was simply ignoring history. Or ignorant of it. The Japanese American Internment camps created during World War II, were a prime example.  
 
    Sleep was not coming easily, but then again his mind seemed to be resisting all efforts to shut down. He wasn't about to give up. Until he heard it again... His eyes popped open as he listened, and Allie jumped off the bed, her ears up. He could see her shape in the darkness as she turned her head to look in his direction. “Did you hear that too?” he whispered. In response, she trotted out of the bedroom, rounding the corner to head out into the living room.  
 
    Probably a raccoon. “Fuck it,” he muttered, throwing off the sheets. He couldn't sleep anyway. Maybe some milk and cookies. When Allie jumped up on the windowsill of the picture window in the living room with her front paws, peering through the vertical blinds, he paused. When he heard her soft, throaty rumble he backtracked into the bedroom, lifting his .40 cal Glock off the dresser, grabbing a small tactical flashlight. 
 
    “OK, Allie, let's go outside...” 
 
    In sleep-shorts and a t-shirt, Chase Holt stepped barefoot out onto the damp concrete of his front stoop, peering out into the dense fog rolling through his quiet neighborhood. He watched Allie out of the corner of his eye while scanning the front yard, “You stay here with me,” he whispered. He knew that if she went more than twenty feet, she'd disappear in the mist. They both swung right when they heard the noise in the bushes, Chase extending his free hand to the side to stay Allie from jumping ahead. “Stay...” he hissed. Her head was down, peering into the wall of gray, her ears rotating back and forth, searching for sound. The flashlight would be useless in this soup. 
 
    “Who's out here?” he barked, “step out before I shoot your stupid ass...”  
 
    Allie growled, shifting uneasily. 
 
    “Chase?” came the reply, barely a whisper. 
 
    “Who the fuck is out here...” demanded Chase 
 
    “It's me, Dan. I'm coming out, don't shoot me,” he whispered. His shape appearing as a gray blob from between the house and the bushes. 
 
    “Dude,” whispered Chase, lowering the Glock to his side, “what the hell are you doing out here? At three-thirty? In my goddamn bushes?”Allie's head came up, her posture changing, her tail swaying gently.  
 
    “Sorry Brother, I didn't want to wake you...” 
 
    “Wake me? You're not making any sense. You came all the way over here at three-something in the morning to not wake me? And hide in my bushes? That's fucked up,” he added, looking around into the fog drifting down the block, the streetlight on the corner turning it sodium-vapor orange. “Where's your car?” 
 
    “I walked...” 
 
    “Walked? From where? Home? You live like six miles from me...” 
 
    The light from a lone set of headlights coming up the street glowed in the clouds of drifting mist, the car rolling slowly through the neighborhood. “Down, down,” urged Dan, dropping prone on the house's walkway. He reached up and grabbed Chase by the ankle, “get down...”  
 
    Chase dropped to a low crouch, refusing to go prone on his own front lawn. Allie dropped all the way down, laying half on the grass, half on the walkway, more than willing to play this new game. Chase scowled at Dan, “What the hell is wrong with you? What's going on?” 
 
    “Ssshhh...”  
 
    The police car idled past the house, the alley lights on, their glow refracting through the mist in either side of the car. The spotlight swinging in an arc past them did little to penetrate the wall of gray-white. In another moment the lights went out and the patrol car continued down the street. 
 
    Chase took a deep breath, wiping the moisture from his face, realizing he was soaked to his skin. He might as well have been caught in the rain. “OK, Dan, you want to tell me what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Can we go in the house, please?” Dan rose to his feet and picked up the duffel lying on the ground behind him. “But don't turn on the lights, OK?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Toweled dry, sipping hot coffee, the two men sat in the darkness of the living room, with the only light coming in through the vertical blinds from the streetlight on the corner, painting the walls in eerie, pale orange stripes. 
 
    After what seemed an interminable amount of silence, Dan Murphy shifted and set his coffee mug on the table. “Chase, some real crazy shit's been happening...” 
 
    “Like you showing up in my bushes at God-thirty in the morning...?” prodded Chase. Dan Murphy just sighed and shook his head, prompting Chase to change his tone. “OK, like what? We talking stuff related to Caroline's death?” 
 
    “That would be my guess. I've been seeing black sedans everywhere. I'm being followed, even on duty.”  
 
    “You sure it's not IA checking up on you or something?” 
 
    Dan leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “I've seen them parked near my house even at night. It's not Internal Affairs.” He steepled his hands nervously. “A week ago, I responded to a call for a warehouse burglary alarm, and when I got there, I was the first on the scene. I could see the open door so I backed off a bit to keep an eye on it and waited, but no other units showed up. That's when I noticed two dark sedans at the back of a parking lot across the street. I don't think they realized I saw them...” 
 
    “Didn't you just call for backup?” 
 
    “I couldn't, my radio didn't have a signal, and my cell phone couldn't find one either...” 
 
    “They were jamming you?” 
 
    “I think so. It was a setup. They wanted me to go into that warehouse alone but I wasn't taking the bait. As soon as I left the neighborhood, my radio grabbed a signal, but I didn't want to take a chance, I called into dispatch on a land-line... They had no record of a burglary call coming in, and they had no record of issuing the call to my unit. My unit was logged as unreachable for almost fifteen-minutes.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch...” hissed Chase, “they were going to hit you.” 
 
    “Yeah...” he replied stoically, “I got lucky. I don't think they'll make that kind of mistake again.”  
 
    “Did you tell anybody?” 
 
    “I didn't know who I could trust, or if anyone would believe me.” He picked up his coffee mug, “But that's not the only thing... there's more, lots more.” 
 
    “I don't like the sound of that...” 
 
    Dan sipped his coffee. “And you shouldn't... You've heard about all the equipment buys by the Department of Homeland Security, right?” 
 
    “The ammo, the guns, the drones, the MRAPs...?” Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicle. “Yeah, I heard.” 
 
    “How about the practice targets with actual photos of white Americans of all ages? They even have one of a child, and another of a pregnant woman...” 
 
    Chase did a double take in the darkness, “What? No... I...” 
 
    “DHS wanted our department to use them for training too... I saw them... The Sheriff refused to use them. And those MRAPs? They purchased over twenty-seven-hundred of those things! That's over fifty per state...” he waved his mug, “what the hell do they need them in the United States, for?” 
 
    Chase didn't immediately respond, his mind was wandering ahead. The MRAP was a serious piece of military hardware that had no real place in civilian or law enforcement use, except in very limited circumstances. And surely not enough in number to run a fleet of them rampaging across any state in the country, unchallenged. Because there would be nothing in a civilian, or law enforcement armory that could effectively stop one. For all intents and purposes, the MRAP was a tank. A politically correct tank, that could be disguised as a vehicle used to render and deliver aid in the event of a natural disaster. Or on the dark side, deliver troops to counter an armed rebellion. 
 
    He sensed a very real possibility in the not too distant future, when Americans would once again be fighting a bloated power-hungry government. Except this time, it would be the American government on their own soil. His stomach knotted and he felt queasy. This would more than explain the attempts to disarm returning military veterans. And reductions in military readiness by cutting budgets... all the while boosting the DHS funding. The administration was building a personal, private army. It might also explain why the government didn't seem to be in any hurry to bring troops home en-mass from their mission theaters, but rather to exhaust them with multiple deployments and extended stays. 
 
    He cleared his throat, “They're preparing for a revolution...” 
 
    Dan Murphy leaned back on the couch, his face disappearing in the shadows, “Yeah, that's what I thought you were going to say...” 
 
    Chase motioned toward the bags on the floor near the front door, “I noticed you have a pretty substantial backpack and a bug-out bag, what's your plan?” 
 
    “I think I need to disappear for awhile...” 
 
    “You got money? Cash?” asked Chase. “Because you need to forget credit cards.” 
 
    “Assholes froze my bank accounts, but I had a little over eight grand in my safe. It'll have to do, I guess.” 
 
    “I've got a couple more on hand, need it?” 
 
    “If it doesn't put you in a bind, yeah, that would be great.” 
 
    “So how'd you get out?” 
 
    “If it wasn't for this fog, I wouldn't have. There were two of them sitting in the condo parking lot, one unit near each entrance, that's why I left my car. Besides, I was a little afraid to start it... I was getting the sense they were getting impatient, and I felt like I had a target pinned on my back. It was now or never. I went over the back fence and through yards. I stuck to the side streets until I hit the bike trail. Since the trail's not lit, I could make pretty good time. The fog is actually thicker here than over at my place...” 
 
    “Mmm,” nodded Chase draining his coffee mug, “I'm a little closer to the water. What about work?” 
 
    “I had a lot of comp time, so I arranged a couple weeks off. I left it open to take more if I need to. Suppose I could do a leave of absence. I don't want to lose my job, but it's better than getting popped. Not sure how long it will take for these clowns to get bored and loose interest...” 
 
    “Well you'd been pushing pretty hard,” said Chase standing up, stepping over Allie's sleeping form. “I hate to say I told you so...” 
 
    “Save it, I know,” replied Dan, rising with him, following him into the kitchen. He held his empty mug out for a refill. “Hit me.” He sighed, pensively, “I have access to a little place...” 
 
    “No,” Chase interrupted, holding up his hand, “don't want to know. We'll get you moving in the right direction though.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Those guys are gonna figure out pretty soon you're not home,” said Chase, pouring. 
 
    Dan shook his head, no. “I set timers on the lights, stereo and TV at the condo so I'm hoping it'll be a couple days until those guys catch on. My laptop's in my bag and I took a hammer to my smart phone. I hated to do it, it was only a couple months old...” 
 
    “Yep, but they can track it even with the GPS off, by the cell towers it touches. Triangulation. Even if you're not on a call.” 
 
    “Yep,” nodded Dan. “I bought a couple of those simple prepaid phones at a mini mart this week, so I still have communications, but I'll be going through a lot of those...” 
 
    “Hold on,” countered Chase, does your laptop have wifi?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Check this out,” waved Chase, heading to his office. Dropping into his chair he plugged a blank USB drive into his desktop computer. He took a couple of minutes, copying a program to it, unplugged it and handing it to Dan when it was complete. “Here. All you have to do is plug it in to your laptop and start the program. You can use VOIP,” Voice Over Internet Protocol, “or you can plug your cell phone into the laptop with its USB charging cable, and the software will control the phone.” 
 
    “OK...” said Dan, not sure where it was all going. 
 
    Chase pointed at the software on the screen, “It's called Ghost. It's an anti-tracing software. If you're using the VOIP function, it will hide the real IP address, and ping a fake IP address at random, from another country... the service provider can't even tell.” 
 
    “That's pretty cool... And the cell phone?” 
 
    Chase grinned like the Cheshire cat, clicking a button on the software, “Choose cell communication, and in this data window here,” he pointed, “you can leave it blank or you can type in any number you want, and that's what it will show on the other end. Watch this...” He plugged his cell phone into the computer and entered a number on the software he knew by heart, then dialed his home number on the cell phone. When the land-line rang, the display showed the number and info; FBI - Tampa Office. 
 
    “Shit, that's sweet,” mused Dan. “What about the triangulation issue?” 
 
    “The signal is coded, telling the towers that it's a secret, encrypted transmission, so they withhold the information and don't log it, pass it on or record it. The signal is also bounced randomly, en-route, so it can't be backtracked.” 
 
    “I can't thank you enough, Brother.” 
 
    “No sweat, just keep your head down. Let's get some rest, we'll find you a ride out of town in the morning...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    REVENGE, ZENDER'S TREK: SNIPE HUNT 
 
    The members of the small, seriously understaffed crew of the Revenge were taking turns getting a bit of shuteye, but it's new Lieutenant Commander pro tem was having a little difficulty adjusting to the weight of his new position. He wasn't so concerned about keeping the rank... Well OK, maybe a little. But he was most concerned about bringing the Revenge and his crew safely back in one piece. Hmm, his crew, that was the first time he'd thought of it like that. Up until now his responsibilities were limited to a fighter where he was solely responsible for himself. Maybe a Zulu with a three man crew. But this was considerably different. Twenty-odd souls. Fully staffed, there would be somewhere in the neighborhood of sixty. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Brian Carter sat on the sofa in the Captain's ready room with his feet on an ottoman, staring at the glowing holo-chart suspended over the table. Notes hovered where they'd jumped into Zender's Trek and their discovery of the abandoned ore freighter. Without shields, the stern had been pretty shot up, her port engine dangling off its twisted mounts, holes through her hull from Jack's single strafing run. Honestly, it hadn't been hard tracking her once the sensors picked up the debris and vapor trails. Unfortunately there was no time to board and inspect her to see if there was any salvageable intel. Instead they thoroughly holed her to prevent her recovery and waste any chance of the pirates using her for anything other than scrap metal value. He was sorry to have to pass on the opportunity, but there were more critical mission goals to attend to.  
 
    Lisa's dog, Gus, lay curled up next to him on the couch and he stroked the animal's ears absentmindedly as he gazed at the chart. To the Revenge's advanced sensors, there was a quickly dissipating but still trackable energy trail leaving the ore freighter, headed toward the gate for the Balyenne System. Whether there was any deviation in that route, they'd never know, because that wasn't on the mission's to-do list. The thought had crossed his mind to chase it down anyway, to see what might be in Balyenne, but the scope of this recon mission was time sensitive and the luxury of exploration wasn't in the cards. 
 
    Brian leaned back and closed his eyes, hoping to catnap, even though he suspected it wasn't likely. He needed to at least try. 
 
    GOD jumping from the location of the abandoned freighter across Zender's Trek to the gate for Cariloon, saved them several hours in travel time, and it was immediately apparent how useful the drive could be for more than just system leaps. The gate travel to the Cariloon System was uneventful, but immediately upon exiting the gate, it was obvious to the ship's sensors that there had been considerable activity in the system, even though there were no ships in reach of their sweep.  
 
    It was impossible to determine from the energy trails how many ships had actually passed through the system, but it was clear they were all headed to the gate to Velora Prime, and that gave Brian an evil chill. For all intents and purposes they were alone, undermanned, behind enemy lines. Having been a FreeRanger ship, the Revenge still had the communication codes and was broadcasting a FreeRanger ident ping, hoping to travel unchallenged.  
 
    “Commander to the bridge, Commander to the bridge, we have contact!” 
 
    Brian bounced up off the sofa, blinking away the stars of the sudden altitude change and the mist of sleep. Had he actually been asleep? He couldn't be sure. Trotting out onto the bridge, Gus on his heels, the door slid closed behind him with a hiss.  
 
    “What do we have?” he asked, dropping into the command chair, flicking on the screens in front of him. 
 
    “Two enemy ships entering the gate to Velora Prime,” replied Raulya, looking back over her shoulder, “about five minutes apart.” 
 
    “Type?” 
 
    “I was unable to ID the one that entered first; the remaining one is a light destroyer.” 
 
    “If you had to guess on the first ship?” 
 
    “Another destroyer, or possibly a frigate.”  
 
    Whether they had noticed the Revenge or not, they gave no indication, and made no attempt to communicate. “Mr. Tusker,” ordered Brian, “send this communication to the task force... Pirate force sighted in Cariloon, unable to determine overall number or strength. Two destroyers entering gate to Velora Prime. Sensor readings in system indicate substantial activity. Balance of force estimated to be in transit ahead of visible assets. End. Send it with the protocol outlined by Commander Smiley.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. The Morse Code protocol...” He began typing in the coded message. 
 
    “We are following them in, sir...?” asked Ragnaar, more a statement than a question. 
 
    “Correct, Lieutenant. According to my readings we have an eight-hour ride to the gate at present speed. As soon as that ship clears the transition,” he pointed at the images on the big screen; “initiate a GOD jump to the gate.” 
 
    “That will put us about thirty minutes behind them...” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    Tusker looked over his shoulder, “Sir, task force reply. Message received. Continue observation...”  
 
    “Understood. Mister Ragnaar, prepare us for a jump to the gate's coordinates...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORA PRIME: UNIVERSAL PARALLELS  
 
    There hadn't been much left of Sy Setzel, except a naked mass of red, bloody mush, beaten and stomped to death. The miners had continued to beat and stomp his naked form long after he was dead, exhausting themselves, venting their frustration and hatred. Nobody could fault them for that. Left exposed, miners and family would pass the spectacle as they continued to exit the mine, spitting or kicking dirt on what was left, cursing the remains to an eternity of damnation. Nobody could fault them for that either. 
 
    The medical tents stayed fairly busy and a steady stream of locals came and went, picking up family and friends released from the mine. Contact with the Army engineer detachment at Mine 01, reflected much of the same kind of activity. The medical team had split up, the Army shuttle pilot running medical supplies and personnel to the other location.  
 
    The Marines had done a thorough search of Mine 02's offices and culled a fair amount of useable intel, leaving little behind. Rather than travel all the way to Mine 01, Steele sent a request with the shuttle pilot, that the team there, do the same with the offices at their location. Whether the information gathered there would be the same or not, was anybody's guess. But Jack's team had done as much as they could do, and he was itching to get back to the Freedom. But he wasn't going anywhere without picking up Fritz from the ASP first. 
 
    Sunlight sliced through the port-side view ports of the Invader, playing across the small passenger compartment. Corporal Dunnom leaned forward in his seat to look past Lisa sitting between them, “Skipper?” He passed an active e-Pad to Jack. 
 
    “Watcha got?” Steele asked, taking it. 
 
    “One of the files recovered from the mine office... See if we're on the same wavelength...” 
 
    Laying it across his thigh, Jack paged through spreadsheet type file. “Hmm,” he frowned, his lips pursing. “Looks like a personnel ledger, but not for the mine...”  
 
    Shoulder to shoulder with her brother, Lisa examined it too. “Looks like it has addresses and contact information...” she pointed, “are those nicknames?” 
 
    “I'm thinking they're code names,” volunteered Dunnom.  
 
    Jack nodding in agreement. “This looks like a list of agents living here on Veloria...”  
 
    “Look there” pointed Lisa. 
 
    “Yep, they even have some listed as dead or missing.” He looked over at Dunnom, “How many are on the list?” 
 
    “A little over five-hundred. It shows that about twenty-percent of them are dead or missing...” 
 
    Steele let out a low whistle. “Holy crap, that still leaves about four-hundred of them running around loose.” 
 
    “And I think that's only half of them,” continued Dunnom. “The list shows that Mine 02 is their main contact... Mine 01 may have its own list.” 
 
    Steele sat back in his seat. “This was quite a concerted effort to destabilize this planet and its government... could it all have been just for the mines...?” He wasn't really asking the question, wasn't expecting an answer, he was just astonished and wondering out loud. Could the resources be that valuable? 
 
    “Sir,” said the Corporal accepting the e-Pad back, “I had a chance to chat with a couple of the miners in the medical tent and a few of the locals... they were mining for tyrillium and vanadium, which I found out is a rather unique combination and a windfall discovery...” 
 
    “Enlighten me, Dunnom.”  
 
    “Both of those materials are used in the alloy needed for ship building, and are rarely found together on the same planet, much less in the same mine. And even more rarely in fairly equal proportions, like it is here. In the volume available on this planet, it's considerably more valuable than pure gold. This whole thing, it's just about greed...”  
 
    “It usually is,” replied Steele, flatly.    
 
    It seemed that Veloria was a very wealthy planet when it came to raw resources. And the only ones who knew its true extent were the mine owners and the surveyors. In his desperation to pump finances into the struggling Velorian economy King Leõn took the word of the mining surveyors on the contract value and sold the mineral rights for a mere pittance of their real value. He had not known the independent surveyors were actually spies for the mining consortium, and he was ill-informed about mineral values in general. He unwittingly sold his people into a hostile planetary takeover. 
 
    Steele was reasonably sure, that the UFW would not uphold a land lease or mining agreement of any kind, in light of the events on this planet. If they did, it would mean the UFW Directorate was in serious need of cleansing. He hoped that wasn't the case. 
 
    “On final approach for ASP, Skipper,” called Maria from the cockpit, “down in five...” 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, Steele didn't answer. If this was truly a list of all the covert operatives on the planet, it would be a huge asset to help ferret out these people and either take them out, or throw them off the planet. Considering what they were guilty of, he figured a little Wild-West diplomacy would go a long way to solving the issue... A tall tree and a short rope. Of course the real possibility was, there might not be that many of these folks left around... who sticks around after the job is finished? He couldn't stop thinking about the guy in the crowd at the palace that Alité had the run-in with. Was he on that list? Or just a dissident who'd foolishly joined the cause?  
 
    Jack was anticipating an exodus of people off the planet, covert agents, dissidents maybe, when the first trade ships started showing up... Because someone getting cut in two... that event was going to get around. And nobody would want to be that guy. 
 
    Jack would do his best to give Boney, the Prime Minister, all the information, facts and deductions he had, hoping the soldiers at Mine 01 would have something to add as well. Then it would be up to Boney to handle the rest, Jack wanted out of it, he'd had enough. This planet was like a money-pit, except with tragedy, greed and misery. Unfortunately, he had the distinct feeling, that, like it or not, even after washing his hands of the whole mess, he was going to be involuntarily pulled back in at some point. How could he not? He was married to the Queen.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The captured Gogol pilot was an odd looking fellow, with a sallow, greenish hue to his thin, smooth skin, veins visible beneath the surface. He was a pleasant enough person, polite, soft spoken, and they had decided to call him Greg. His real name was unpronounceable, at least by Jack, who figured he needed a second tongue and the ability to gargle while speaking, to even attempt to articulate it. Despite his mixed human-saurian-like appearance, his most unusual feature was his legs, which bent at the knees in the opposite direction of human legs. Flashing back to the odd ejection seat Steele found in the forest, it explained a lot.   
 
    Standing in a corridor in the underground labyrinth that was the base below the ASP, Jack Steele, the Prime Minister and Peacekeeper Lieutenant, Ean Marboul, compared notes on their e-Pads. Jack closed the interrogation room door behind them so they could speak privately in the hall.  
 
    “He's a shrewd businessman, Jack,” said Boney, “he knows how to negotiate...” 
 
    “He's a mercenary,” countered Steele, “he has to be a businessman or he doesn't get paid. I trust him about as far as I can throw him.”  
 
    “Maybe I should have a little private talk with him...” 
 
    Steele shot the Lieutenant a glance, then smirked slyly back at Boney, “Yeah, I heard about your last little chat... that doesn't work with everybody, y'know. This guy's a professional, let's treat him like one and see where it gets us. Let him think we might give him what he wants, if he gives us the information.” 
 
    “You're not going to give him what he wants...” 
 
    “No, of course not. But he can't know that... We have to make him believe we might, it's the carrot on a stick...” 
 
    “The what...?” 
 
    “Never mind...” 
 
    “He is on the list you gave us, Captain,” pointed the Lieutenant, indicating the e-Pad. 
 
    “I know,” replied Jack, “but that just tells us the list is what we thought it was, and validates our suspicions - every single name on that list is an enemy and needs to be hunted down, as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I still think you should let me interrogate...” 
 
    Steele shook his head, cutting the Prime Minister off with an evil grin, “Something tells me you enjoyed that way too much...” He shifted the sling on his arm; the bone-healing stimulators were making his arm tingle. “Don't worry,” he waved, “you'll have other opportunities... our list is going to provide you plenty of chances for a repeat performance.”  
 
    “Agreed...” nodded the Prime Minister sedately, smoothing his suit. 
 
    Having settled on a course of action for the interrogation, Boney and the Lieutenant hung back after reentering the room, leaning against the back wall, arms crossed, letting Jack take the lead on the negotiation.  
 
    Thankfully the base commander had decided on leaving the investigation and actions of the Peacemakers up to the new Velorian government, choosing not to involve the UFW in anything other than a support and supply position. Though he was not clear on Jack Steele's involvement... being a UFW Space Services Captain. Then again he wasn't sure he wanted to know the details either. Plausible deniability.  
 
    Jack stood opposite the Gogol pilot, the stainless-steel table separating them, the green man leaning comfortably back, his legs folded strangely back on either side of the chair, straddling it like a horse. The water glass sitting before him was half-full and Steele wondered if the man considered it half-full or half-empty. “Greg...” 
 
    His wide eyes blinked, a translucent, inner eyelid wiping his eyes. “Mr. Steele,” he affirmed. “Have you an offer for me?” he asked politely. 
 
    “Look, Greg,” began Steele, unmoved, “I think you have information we want, and I realize you're a business man, so I'm sure we can come to something mutually beneficial to all of us...” 
 
    “I'm sure we can,” the Gogol replied. “You know what I want; my freedom, a ship and no less than a half-a-million credits. That little troll, Setzel never paid us. And that price is reasonable,” he said, wagging a long index finger in Jack's direction. “We normally split unclaimed pay of lost members of our group... that means I'm entitled to three-million credits since I'm the only surviving member. But, considering our business wasn't with you, I'm not going to hold you to that. It wouldn't be quite fair.”  
 
    He's so calm, so confident. Jack fought back a grin, maintaining his poker face. “We haven't proof yet that you're the only survivor of your squadron... But we truly appreciate your wanting to be fair, that is very admirable and something I greatly respect. And considering the UFW is not involved in this investigation, we enjoy a level of flexibility we wouldn't normally have...” 
 
    “However...” 
 
    “However,” continued Jack, “since you are familiar with the condition this planet has been left in, its lack of resources and technology or equipment, your request for a ship is impossible to fill. There is simply nothing available.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with the planet,” objected the Gogol, calmly, “we were tasked with protecting the ore freighters in and out...”  
 
    “Not saying you did, Greg...”  
 
    “I'll take Setzel's ship. It's hidden here on the base...”  
 
    Hmm, he knows more than I thought, mused Steele. 
 
    “It won't be any use of to you,” waved the Gogol, casually. “It's just a mining research vessel.” 
 
     Did he really not know? Or was he bluffing? “It's no longer here, Greg. It's been confiscated by the UFW and has left the planet on its way to the UFW facility in Phi Lanka, to be re-purposed,” lied Steele. 
 
    “That is unfortunate.” 
 
     Not even a twitch... Jack was watching him for tells, little involuntary responses that would give away more than his verbal responses. There were none that he could see. Man, he's good. 
 
    “Well then,” said the Gogol, folding his arms across his chest impatiently, “we will have to make adjustments to the offer. I am going to have to insist on the full amount of three-million credits and free passage off the planet on the first suitable ship coming into port. Of course, I would appreciate favorable accommodations here, until that occurs.” He looked at Jack squarely, “I expect I can trust you at your word?” 
 
    Wow, he's got balls... but I can't give it to him too easily... “Agreeable,” Jack countered, “at one-point-five-million...”  
 
    There was a knock on the interrogation room door a moment before it swung open, an out of breath soldier sticking his head in, firing a quick salute. “Captain, we've been looking all over for you... the tower has a really strange signal...” 
 
    Jack patted himself down, realizing his earpiece was tucked in a side pocket of his fatigues. “Crap,” he muttered, slipping in on his ear and powering it up. “What kind of signal?”  
 
    “Didn't hear it myself, the tower says it a series of clicks or pops or something...” 
 
    Pappy's Morse Code protocol. “Have they recorded it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Find my pilot, Lieutenant Maria Arroyo, and have her meet me in the tower, I'll be on my way in a second...”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” The soldier slashed a hurried salute and disappeared, the door closing behind him with a clatter. 
 
    The Gogol's eyes narrowed and it was the first time Jack saw any expression on his face. Was it concern? A bit of distress? Didn't matter, it was now or never. Steele locked eyes and leaned on the stainless table with his right hand in a fist, knuckles down. “Playtime's over Greg,” he said firmly, coldly. “We're out of time on this issue. Tell you what, I'm feeling generous... Two-million, final deal. That offer expires when my ass goes out that door, and you spend the rest of your life in an eight-by-ten concrete box, with shit for food until you die. What's it gonna be?”  
 
    The Gogol's eyes had fallen away, mesmerized by the gold medallion that had swung free from Steele's open fatigue tunic, swinging on its gold chain. On it, Saint Michael the Archangel, patron saint of policemen, firemen and the military, slayed the devil... but that's not the side the Gogol pilot was staring at. The side facing him had a skull and crossbones, laying atop, but bracketed by an open, spread architect's compasses from above, its points overlaying an architect's square from below. The green man's eyes, wide, left it slowly and rose to meet Jack's again. “Agreed...” he said softly, swallowing hard.  
 
    Jack was unsure what to make of the odd change in demeanor, but straightened and relaxed, the medallion slipping back into his collar line. “Fine. Good.” 
 
    “Wait,” said the Gogol, reaching forward, grabbing at the Captain's sleeve. The human across the table eyed him back, stoically, shifting ever so slightly to a defensive stance.  
 
    “You are an Ancient? An Architect?” asked the green man. 
 
    “Me?” blurted Jack. “No... What makes you think that?” He glanced over at Boney who was working to restrain a grin.  
 
    “That is the mark of the Ancients, the Great Ones...” With a long arm he reached across the table, half rising, to cautiously lift the medallion out of hiding so he could examine it again. The Captain remained guarded but motionless. “The tools of the Builders,” he breathed, looking at the Square and Compasses. “I've seen them, but I've never known a man to carry one...” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “So you think I'm an Ancient because I'm wearing this symbol?” 
 
    “It is forbidden for anyone else to wear it. It is the mark of the Grand Architects of the Universe – the Ancients. They are said to have created the Heavens, the planets and stars... the gates, everything that has lived, born, grows, draws a breath... everything that there ever was, is, or will be... So you are one of them...?” His voice was full of hope and awe. 
 
    Taken aback, Steele was unsure if this was simply a ploy for the Gogol to pull himself out of his current predicament. “I'm what's called a Freemason,” replied Jack. 
 
    “A Mason. A builder, right?” 
 
    “Well yes, but a speculative...” 
 
    “Please, take me with you... I beg of you.” 
 
    “What...?” Steele blinked at this bizarre turnabout. “No, I...” 
 
    “Please, keep the money. I ask for nothing but knowledge. I want to know more, I wish to study with you...” 
 
     Jack shot Boney a quizzical look and the Prime Minister could see the confusion in the Captain's face. “I thought you knew...” he shrugged. 
 
    “Knew what...?” 
 
    “What those symbols stood for, what they represented...” 
 
    “It's the symbolism for the working tools of the Freemasons,” said Steele bluntly. 
 
    “And here,” offered Boney, “it is the sign of the Ancients. A benevolent culture of beings that, as Greg has pointed out, is responsible for much of, if not all of what exists. The fine line to separate what is real, from what is merely legend is blurry, but considerable proof has been found to indicate almost everything we've heard is true...”  
 
    “Is it possible that they're all related?” asked the Gogol, rejoining the conversation. “That your Freemasons and the Ancient Architects are one in the same?” 
 
    Jack opened his mouth and nothing came out, his mind racing ahead, trying to sort through the ideas and concepts that the civilizations and societies spread across the cosmos might be more closely related than he could have ever imagined. His thoughts were interrupted by the chime in his earpiece. “Jack, Maria. I'm in the tower. My Morse code is a little rusty, but I think the shit's about to hit the fan...” 
 
    “So it is Morse code?” 
 
    “Yep, coming from the task force... and it doesn't sound good.” 
 
    “On my way, meet me at the Invader...” his comm beeped off. “OK, keep him on ice,” he pointed at the green man, “we'll have to finish this later...” 
 
    “On ice?” asked the Peacekeeper Lieutenant. 
 
    “Stick him in a cell until I get back...” said Jack, yanking the door open. 
 
    “Wait,” called the Gogol pilot, “One more thing I should tell you...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORA PRIME: DAVID AND GOLIATH 
 
    Admiral Kelarez stood mid-pace in the Archer's ready room, considering all the possibilities and trying his damnedest to tactically think several steps ahead. Positioned at extreme angles to the gate from Cariloon, the Task Force sat poised, at the limits of their effective ranges, to hit anything coming into Velora Prime. Any ship coming through that gate would find it extremely difficult to target more than one of the UFW ships at any given time, which would be compounded by trying to avoid fire from four angles... not including the Freedom's fighter patrols. 
 
    With a considerable range advantage, the Archer, Bowman and Freedom were all further out than Commander Renae Ribundell's, UFW77. But being a corvette, the 77 had a substantial speed and maneuverability advantage over the heavier cruisers, enabling it to hit and run. Being as light as she was, the 77 couldn't take a much of a punch, but she could dance. 
 
    The Revenge was tracking two enemy destroyers through the starless, silver, jump tunnel from Cariloon to Velora Prime, but was under strict orders not to engage in any way. The size of the Pirate force was unknown, the two destroyers being the only ships that could be confirmed. And as urgently as Vice Admiral Kelarez wanted details and more fluid communications, he allowed Commander Smiley to use the short, cryptic, code style, he called Morse, that the Admiral hoped would pass as static space noise to anyone listening outside the Task Force.  
 
    Large fleets were not the Pirate norm, they preferred to hunt on their own, a tactic based on greed, rather than cooperation and teamwork. But Kelarez was beginning to see the obvious paradigm shift in their tactics, having read engagement reports and profiles filtering in over the last several months, of small flotillas working in unison, using coordinated attacks on shipping lanes, near stations, and even direct confrontation with UFW Naval ships. The latter only seemed to occur when they had sufficient force to ensure a victory, but never pursued retreating UFW ships, seemingly satisfied with having driven them from the area.  
 
    With sparse details from the surface of Veloria and the foraging Revenge, the Admiral was unsure how to calculate the importance of the planet or the system to the Pirates, and whether this would be an engagement to drive the UFW out of the system, or if it would escalate into something more serious. He was fairly confident that in his present position and level of preparedness, that the Task Force could destroy, cripple or drive out a significantly larger force... but he'd feel much better if he had his favorite wild-card in his ship where he belonged, rather than MIA on the surface of the planet behind them.  
 
    Dammit Steele, where in the hellion are you? Kelerez laid down his e-Pad and stepped away from the holographic chart table and resumed pacing the length of the extensive hologram, staring at the close-up of the Velora Prime System. The deployment of his ships around the gate from Cariloon flickered at him, their blue dots glittering like sapphires around the white markers showing the rim of the gate. He paused momentarily to watch the Freedom's squadron dots patrol around...  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Two destroyers on the edge of the sensor sweep, sir...” 
 
    Commander Brian Carter paged his left screen to the sensor readouts and confirmed the information. “Thank you, Ms. Raulya. I want us to be within firing range by the time they hit the gate to Velora Prime, Mr. Ragnaar.” 
 
    “We shouldn't fire in jump-transit, sir... it's liable to dump us out into null-space.” 
 
    “Not unless we have to,” waved Brian, “but I want to be able to nail these two before they can enter the fight.” 
 
    “Understood.” The navigator turned to his left, “Mr. Tusker, seventy-five percent, let's close the gap.” 
 
    Tusker nodded, “Accelerating.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The FreeRanger DD217 accelerated through the Balyenne gate, heading back toward Zender's Trek, having safely deposited Commander Hitada and his crew at Raefer Station, where they would await pickup or be assigned a new ship. 
 
     Sitting in the First Officer's seat, Ensign Grinah glanced over at Commander T. B. Yafuscko, “A million ITC's isn't too bad...” 
 
    Tibby shrugged, “Better than nothing.” 
 
    “Nice of you not to take all he had,” she commented. It was an honest compliment without condescension. 
 
    Tibby leaned back in his command chair, “Nah, I couldn't take it all, they need something to live on... they could be there for a while.” He absentmindedly flipped through information screens on his command chair. “We got lucky. Izzy was able to speed up the delivery of the 214 - or we would have been stuck on that station for at least a couple of weeks. The FreeRanger Council picked up our tab, in the private sector they have to pay their own way. Depending on how long it takes for their company to pick them up, they could burn through a lot of credits. I wouldn't want anyone starving...” 
 
    “You're a good man, T. B. Yafuscko.” 
 
    He smiled at Grinah, “Yeah, well, let's hope the crew still thinks so when payday rolls around...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    With the planet of Veloria being a giant question mark in regards to overall stability, Admiral Kelarez had felt it best for the Freedom to hold on to the fighters destined for delivery to her non-existent military... and Commander Paul Smiley was happy to have them... And subject them to some gentle use while under his care.  
 
    Combining them with the Freedom's fighters gave him twenty-six front-line UFW fighters. With his present compliment of pilots, he could get almost all of them in flight. Of course, if Steele, Carter, Arroyo and Tusker, weren't out gallivanting around, he'd have all the pilots he needed. Dammit, Jack, where the fucking hell are you? I need your ass in up here in a fighter... 
 
    Pappy let his eyes flick across the instruments and screens of his Vulcan before scanning the darkness around him, seeing only the members of his own flight. He keyed his mic, “White Flight, approaching point Golf, breaking for point Hotel...” When he got the confirmation from the other members of his flight, he gently rolled his Vulcan and took up the new heading, continuing their patrol. All fighter communications were to be local channel only, the patrol patterns and speeds carefully calculated to orchestrate a wide, silent CAP around the Task Force, the flight leaders monitoring Pappy's Air Control channel, the Commander monitoring the Fleet channel.  
 
    They tirelessly circled the Task Force, laying in wait in the darkness of space, like hungry sharks hunting for an unsuspecting victim...  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Hours on station at red alert were wearing on the entire crew, but no one complained. Commander Walt Edgars was most concerned for the pilots on patrol, restricted to the confines of their cockpits. “Bridge to Flight Control, how are the lads doing on fuel?” 
 
    “Flight Control, we've got them on a conservative pace, sir. We calculate they have several more hours of fuel, with a reserve. We plan on launching our reserve flight when the patrols are estimated to be at fifty percent remaining. At that time, we will rotate in one flight at a time for refueling and relaunch.” 
 
    “Understood.” Walt leaned back, his earpiece chirping the end of the communication. He and everyone else on the bridge was on edge and he desperately wanted to be doing something. Anything. Waiting for something was never one of his favorite things and the butterflies in his stomach were making him fidget. He wasn't hungry but he picked at the sandwich the steward had brought him. Eating was something...  
 
    “GATE! GATE!” shouted the tactical officer, jumping out of her seat, pointing at the big screen, the nose of a destroyer pushing through the veil of color, the gate from Cariloon opening up. A second nose appeared, wide abreast and slightly behind the first.  
 
    “Sit down!” scolded Walt. “Details, please...” 
 
    “Two Miro Class Destroyers, both Pirate, sir. Our turrets are targeting...” 
 
    “Are these the destroyers the Revenge was tracking...?” Walt wondered aloud.  
 
    “Sir, the Archer and Bowman are firing...” 
 
    “Right. Open fire, all guns. Helm, adjust position to bring the rear turrets into play...”  
 
    “Aye, sir, adjusting attitude.” The floor vibrated as the zwump-zwump of the Freedom's main guns fired upon the closest destroyer, echoed by the zwump-zwump of the rear turrets a moment later.  
 
    Having barely cleared the gate, the destroyers took a beating before being able to raise their shields, shedding parts as they transversed the devastating crisscross of fire from the Archer, Bowman and Freedom. 
 
    “Tracking a Valkyrie missile from the UFW77...”  
 
    There was a white-hot flash as the VK*505 anti-ship missile went through the waist of the furthest destroyer, almost passing completely through before detonating, blowing her cleanly in half, a sphere of debris growing outward, flickers of light and fire racing through her hull. A few more weak flickers danced about before she went completely dark, all life snuffed out of her.  
 
    “One down...” someone commented. 
 
    Emergency pods began emerging almost immediately from the second pirate as its shredded hull began to buckle, large gaps appearing as she cracked and weakly blew apart, her forward turret exploding, propelled from the hull, leaving a gaping hole underneath. Escape pods streaked across the darkness. 
 
    “Cease fire,” called Commander Edgars. “Bloody bastards, didn't have a chance. What a waste...” 
 
    “GATE!” called tactical, remembering to remain in her seat. “We've got two more...” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” breathed Walt, “it's a carrier and a battleship...” 
 
    “Incoming GOD jumps!”  
 
    “What? Where?!” 
 
    “All over... Marking...” 
 
    Red targeting reticules appeared on the big screen, distance and targeting information next to each, waiting for the identification information to fill in. A series of flashes flickered across the darkness as the jump bubbles grew into existence, ships appearing from the swirling globes of color. Four cruisers and two destroyers. 
 
     “The destroyers were bloody decoys! Probes!” growled Walt angrily. Bloody horrible bastards wanted to see our defenses! Bollocks...!”  
 
    “Sir, the carrier's launching fighters!” The pirate carrier's nose barely clear of the effects of the gate, a flight of four fighters appeared, streaking away, the flares of their engines glowing brightly in the darkness. 
 
    “We're in the soup now, lads...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Pappy was already sliding the throttle forward when he keyed his mic to broadcast on the Air Control channel, “All flights switch to Fleet Channel...” he flicked the selector over to Fleet. “Blue and Green Flights, hit that battleship, take that bitch out! Hit her fast, before she gets her shields up...” He searched the sky for Mike Warren's Red Flight. “Red Flight you're with White, lets jump those fighters!” He shoved his throttle to the far stop as he broke to the left to intercept the pirate fighters, followed by the rest of White, drawing streaks of light across the darkness. In the distance, Red Flight broke from their position to converge with White on their intercept. 
 
    “Red Leader to White, she's launching again!” 
 
    “Copy, Red Leader. She's a big girl, she probably holds at least forty...” 
 
     “Jesus...” Mike breathed. 
 
    “White Leader to Flight Control, Launch Yellow Flight...” Pappy took a deep breath and let it out slow. “And anyone else who can fly...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Still in the satiny-silver, starless transition tube from Cariloon to Velora Prime, the Revenge gained on the pair of pirate destroyers ahead of her. 
 
    Raulya turned in her seat to look back at Brian, “The Task Force has returned to standard communications, they have engaged the enemy fleet...” her face looked pained. 
 
    Brian Carter shifted in his seat, suddenly feeling uneasy, a rush of adrenalin punching him in the gut, “How many?” 
 
    “The Task Force took out two initial destroyers...” 
 
    He leaned forward, “And?” 
 
     “They are currently engaged with four cruisers, two destroyers, a carrier and a battleship...” 
 
    “Fuck me...” he whispered. He wiped the sweat that had instantly appeared on his brow and steeled his nerves.“Mr. Ragnaar, all ahead full, catch these two... we are going to kill the bastards point-blank, the second they clear the gate. Looks like we can track four targets simultaneously with these babies...” He was scanning the on-screen stats for the Valkyrie anti-ship missile system and the VK*527's loaded in the carousels. “Ms. Raulya, as soon as we clear that gate I'm pulling the trigger, find me two additional targets...” 
 
    “Copy that, Commander.” 
 
    “And as soon as our birds have hit their marks, find me four more targets... I want to leave a trail of smoking hulls in our wake...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander Renae Ribundell's UFW77 was weaving its way through an extremely hazardous web of fire coming from two pirate cruisers and a destroyer, as the 77 maneuvered for a shot on the enemy battleship. Intense green streaks flashed above and below the hull of the 77, passing the bridge by mere feet.  
 
    “They're bracketing us, get us out of here! Move, Move!” She was desperately trying to get a firing solution and a positive missile lock on the pirate, but the target was too close now. “Pull us out, get us clear, we'll take another run...” The 77's main turret fired, raking the hull of the pirate destroyer as they screamed past it, the shields of the larger ship shrugging much of it off. 
 
    “Fighters coming in on our starboard stern quarter...” 
 
    “Stern defense, fire. Deploy countermeasures,” ordered the Commander, coolly.  
 
    “Aye, popping counters. Stern defense turrets firing.” The weapons officer initiated the countermeasure system, her fingers dancing across her control panel. “Counters away...” Small tubes along the stern of the hull ejected a spreading cluster of mini proximity mines. While ineffectual against larger ships, they could easily damage or cripple most fighters. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    As Steele pounded across the concrete of the hangar at a full run, he could see the waves, like a heat distortion underneath the Invader, its silhouette in the sunlight outside the main door, landing feet not touching the ground. Her engines and systems were already up and running. “What's going on?” he called. 
 
    “Hurry up!” shouted Maria from the top of the ramp, waving, standing in the doorway. “They're in trouble, we gotta go!” 
 
    “Who's they?” 
 
    “The Task Force is under attack, it's bad...” 
 
    “Shit,” he grunted, as he jumped up onto the boarding ramp, Maria grabbing his free arm to pull him in. 
 
    “Closing,” she called, pulling on the door lever, the ramp swinging into the hull. “Taxi us out, Dooby.” 
 
    “Aye ma'am,” he called from the cockpit. 
 
    Beyond the fact that she was letting Dooby handle her ship, Jack stood momentarily perplexed. “Wait. Did I see missiles on this thing?”  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “It doesn't carry missiles...” 
 
    “It does now. But we've only got three,” she replied, heading around the seated Marines toward the cockpit, Steele following behind her. “Courtesy of the Army Engineers.” She dropped herself into the pilot's seat, Dooby controlling from the second seat.  
 
    “I got this,” commented Jack, waving. Dooby began to unbuckle to rise from his seat. “Not you” he corrected, “Lieutenant, get outta my seat, I'm driving...” 
 
    Maria looked back over her shoulder, “Me?” 
 
    “I don't see another Lieutenant up here...”  
 
    She shook her head, “Don't see how you're going to fly with a broken arm...” 
 
    “It's my throttle hand,” he said sarcastically, “I'll deal with it...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Take it easy on the climb out,” urged Maria from the co-pilot's seat, “we don't want to lose our missiles. Remember they're not mounted with factory equipment. And we don't have a warranty,” she chided. 
 
    “I'm barely at twenty-five percent,” countered Jack. “Having the shields up should help...” He glanced out to his right, watching the planet's surface fall away, the Invader angled almost straight up. 
 
    “I just don't want to risk losing them,” said Maria stoically, “we might need them.” 
 
    “And try not to lose any wings, either,” came a voice from the back, “we need those too...” 
 
    “Lisa?” Jack turned to look over at his shoulder, having missed her sitting with the Marines, dressed in full combat gear, Fritz curled up at her feet. “Oh, hell no...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORA PRIME: FROM BAD TO WORSE 
 
    “Thank God for small favors,” muttered Commander Smiley, angling White Flight in on their intercept. “They're flying light fighters...” 
 
    “These are a little different than the ones we encountered last year in the Bahia system, Pappy,” came Mike's voice in his headset. “These are Fallken F4's... they look a little more advanced.” 
 
    “Copy that, MadDog...”  
 
    “Looks like all their fighters are heading straight toward the Freedom...” 
 
    Pappy glanced out to his right, lances of hot magenta reaching across the darkness toward the direction his flights were going. “The cruisers too...” C'mon Walt, he thought, get her outta here... It was as if the Pirates were ignoring the rest of the task force. 
 
    Paul's headset chirped, “Yellow's launched, they've got six birds out... they're going head-on with the Fallkens...” 
 
    Paul wondered who the two extras were, knowing there were only four trained pilots left for Yellow flight. “God protect them...” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Green Flight, take her engines. Blue Flight, lets hit those main guns...” Lieutenant Commander, Derrik Brighton kicked the rudder pedals left, leaning the stick to the right, the ship's directional thrusters sending him skidding past a hot green streak that passed between the twin tails of his Vulcan. “Steady on, Lads, the road's a bit rough, but we need to deliver these tin sparrows...” He flipped the cover off the ordnance firing button as he jinked to avoid the defensive fire coming from the battleship, corkscrewing his fighter, intense slashes of green passing his wingtips. “Give 'em a good squirt first, Lads...” He squeezed the trigger and twin six-barreled Gatling lasers mounted on each side of the fuselage below his cockpit, sang, as alternating blue and red streaks reached out, a set of blurred purple lines cutting into the battleship's heavy armor.  
 
    “Green Leader to Blue Leader, she's clear of the gate! Shields coming up!” 
 
    “Fire! Fire!” Derrik let two of his four missiles loose before yanking back on the stick and rolling hard as he went vertical to avoid colliding with the massive hull, hitting full afterburner and boost to clear the defensive fire. The engines roared, sucking him back in the seat, the fighter's interior gravity gyro fighting to compensate the normally crushing G forces a move like that would create. 
 
    Spread out roughly line abreast, the missiles of the combined flights impacted the battleship along the length of her hull, bright flashes and brief fireballs dotting her hull.  
 
    “Hellion!” snarled Walrick, leading Green Flight. “Only half of them made it through! “Dammit!” 
 
    “Blue and Green, regroup, on me.” Derrik twisted in his seat as far as his harness would allow, trying to see the damage but he was already too far out, still snaking his line of flight to avoid the defensive turrets. “Damage assessment?” 
 
    “Looks like her port engine is heavily damaged, and her port main turret is down... That's it.” 
 
    “Bugger...” The Lieutenant Commander was truly hoping for more impact than that. 
 
    “Blue Three, I'm hit I'm hit!” 
 
    Derrik glanced to his left, spotting Blue Three's Cyclone wobbling off course, ribbons of fire spiraling out of the fuselage and engines, the oxygenated gelatin fuel burning even in the void of space. “Hit your extinguishers, Three! You've got fire...” 
 
    “No control...! She's not responding...!” 
 
    “Get out, Three! Get...” The fireball was short-lived but it's intensity as the drives, fuel and ordnance simultaneously exploded, launched a blinding sphere of debris. Out of reflex, Derrik yanked the stick in the opposite direction, hearing the particles and pieces thump across the shields on the belly of his Vulcan, the fighter bouncing in the shock wave. Eyes burning, he tried to blink away the image seared into his brain. 
 
    “Commander, we've got Gogol fighters out here...” 
 
    Derrik frowned, pulling up his tactical screen, “What the bloody hell is a Gogol fighter...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “There's got to be more than fifty of these bastards out here...” 
 
    “Two-to-one's good odds, Ensign. We call it a target rich environment...” Pappy's Vulcan screamed low over the hull of the Freedom, his wingman trying to match his maneuvers, chasing a Pirate Fallken as it disappeared around it's waist and underneath. “Hold still ya little bastard...” growled Paul. 
 
    Clearing the belly and swinging upward on the far side, one of the Freedom's point-defense Mercury Gatling batteries clipped the Pirate fighter, beating down its shields, shoving it across the Commander's gun pipper. He squeezed off a snapshot, his twin Gatling lasers cutting through the Pirate's unshielded right engine, watching the Fallken spin flatly away, out of control, driven by the other engine running at full boost. The right wing broke free and tore off a rear vertical stabilizer as the pilot ejected into space.  
 
    “Finally,” breathed Paul, as he searched for another target. “You still with me kid?” 
 
    “On your six, Pappy...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Solid hit! Solid Hit!” shouted tactical, “She's done...” 
 
    Commander Renae Ribundell swept from her VK*505 launch control to her damage assessment screen, scanning the Pirate destroyer as the UFW77 weaved through the melee. “Her core is open! She's going nova! Helm, break Victor-Romeo, get us clear!” 
 
    “Aye, executing Victor-Romeo, full throttle...” 
 
    Breaking engagement like a vastly oversized fighter, the UFW77 went vertical, rolling and breaking to the right as the destroyer split, in almost slow motion fashion, the flash vaporizing more than half of her hull, huge sections of her plating and frame spinning outwards, a still-running engine sailing out into space, driving a section of hull. The frigate bucked hard, as the shock wave slammed her hull, her crew desperately holding on to their stations, the massive EM pulse disrupting some of her systems. 
 
    “Report...” 
 
    “Shield emitters are off line, sensors are blind...” 
 
    The Commander grit her teeth, “Get them back up, please...”  
 
    “Aye working on it...” 
 
    “Commander, fighters inbound...” 
 
    “Defense turrets, fire. Deploy countermeasures.” 
 
    “All turrets are off-line...” 
 
    “Hellion! Countermeasures?” 
 
    “Operational, but we're running low on ordnance...” 
 
    “Mmm,” she grunted, her jaw set. “Hold the counters until they can't miss. Helm take us through our line; let's see if we can use the Archer and Bowman for a little cover till we get these systems back on-line...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Mike Warren was living up to his moniker, MadDog, violently snapping and slashing at anything that passed in front of his guns as he cut through the ranks of a flight of Fallkens diving in on the Freedom. “BooYa, Baby! Now that's how we do it, out here, motherfuckers!”  
 
    “Break Red One! Break!” screamed Santine. “You've got two on your six!” 
 
    “Copy Red Three...” Mike yanked the throttle back to zero, kicking the pedals hard to spin the nose around as he rotated the throttle handle, jetting his Lancia flatly upwards, suddenly coasting backwards at speed, facing the pursuing Pirates. With a flick of his thumb he activated all guns, squeezing the trigger, creating a fountain of fire from his four laser cannons and single Mercury Gatling gun. “You're chasing the wrong DOG, bitches!” Using vertical directional thrust, somersaulting over the Pirate, he never missed a shot, the Fallken disintegrated into pieces, as, inverted, Mike hammered the throttle to chase the other one down, debris clattering off his shields like hail. 
 
    “What the hellion was that, Lieutenant?” called his wingman, having to work to keep up with his lunatic wingleader. 
 
    “Mad skills, Ensign. Mad skills. Stick with me and I'll learn you some...” He thumbed off the safety for his missiles and waited for a lock tone on the retreating Fallken. “Thanks for the heads up Red Three, I owe you a beer...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “The Freedom is taking a terrible beating, Admiral...”  
 
    “I'm aware of that Ms. Claire...” The bridge shook as the Archer exchanged fire with the Pirate cruisers, the main guns on all four turrets firing, the constant zwump - zwump, reverberating through the hull.  
 
    “Starboard shields down to sixty percent. The enemy carrier has pulled back; she's out of range...” 
 
    “Concentrate on the cruisers...” 
 
    “They're flanking around us trying to reach the Freedom, sir.” 
 
    “Keep us in the way. Where's the Betty?” 
 
    “The battleship is moving up the middle, slowly. Our fighters have damaged her but they are out of ordnance. The Freedom might be able to outpace her if she keeps moving...” 
 
    “Instruct the Freedom to continue to fall back. Have the Bowman join us to blockade these cruisers as we pull back to keep the Freedom covered...” Admiral Kelarez was hoping that if the Pirates felt the UFW forces were disengaging, they would hold, without persisting their attack, satisfied to have won the engagement and the system, as the reports had suggested would be their normal pattern. In a pitched battle as this, there was no victory for the UFW, there was only survival.  
 
    A brace of Fallken fighters streaked past the bridge, the Archer's point defense batteries chattering, sweeping crimson streaks across the darkness, adding to the mayhem crisscrossing the battle. “Damn these fighters...” 
 
    “Admiral! Two additional enemy ships coming through the gate...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Two of the three screens were down on Commander Edgars' command chair and he was having a difficult time keeping up with the flood of information. “Damage report...” 
 
    The ship shook, lights and electronics on the bridge flickering, the view screen blurring momentarily. “Starboard shields are down, the generators are off-line and many of the emitters are damaged or destroyed. Our starboard forward turret is destroyed, and torpedo tube two is disabled. Some of our forward sensors are down and we've lost several point defense guns...” 
 
    “Is there any good news?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. The hull breach amidships on two has been sealed off.” 
 
    Walt took a quick breath. “Did we lose anyone?” 
 
    “Unconfirmed.” 
 
    “How's the port side holding up?” 
 
    “Shields forty-five percent and stable.” 
 
    “It'll have to do,” waved Walt. “Helm, present the Port side, keep us moving...” 
 
    “Aye, sir, changing orientation.” 
 
    “And keep us away from that battleship, we take another hit from her and she's liable to cut us in half...”  
 
    “We're currently out of her range, Commander, but those cruisers are flanking the Archer and Bowman.” 
 
    He pushed the comm button, “Bridge to Flight Control, where are our fighters?” 
 
    “Pretty much scattered all over the area sir. Looks like many of the Pirate fighters are returning to their carrier.” 
 
    “Probably to rearm and refuel. How many of their fighters are left?” 
 
    “About half, Commander.” 
 
    “Good show. Did we lose any of our lads?” 
 
    “Looks like Yellow Flight lost three, Blue and Green each lost one.” 
 
    Walt acknowledged and ended the comm. He wanted to search for survivors but couldn't risk a rescue crew and ship in the middle of a battle. He bit down on the stem of his unlit pipe, his jaw muscles working. The chatter of the point defense guns had fallen silent, the enemy fighters out of reach, the zwump - zwump, of the three remaining turrets reverberating through the hull.  
 
    Ms. Stacell, wide-eyed, turned in her seat away from her communications console, “The Archer is reporting two additional enemy ships coming in through the gate...” 
 
    “Bollocks, this is getting rather dicey...” 
 
    “Gogol fighters inbound, on us!” 
 
    “Pardon? What the bloody hell is a Gogol fighter?” 
 
    “Sending you the schematics...” 
 
    Walt pulled up the information on his remaining screen, studying the statistics and technical graphics. What he saw was not comforting, a heavily armed, foreign craft, exclusively flown by Gogol mercenaries. Mercenaries meant money, they didn't fight for free. And to survive as a merc, you had to be good, or you didn't eat, much less survive. The whole fact that the entire fight seemed to revolve around the Freedom was making more sense. And it was terrifying... she was being hunted. Retreating toward the gate to the New Vanus System seemed like a viable choice.  
 
    “Sir,” called Stacell, “some of our flights are reporting low fuel status...” 
 
    “We are in no position to take them in. Tell them to do the best they can... they may have to head for Veloria.” 
 
    The bridge rocked sideways, throwing most of the bridge crew to the floor in the sudden near-darkness, lights flickering, the main screen out, low ambient lighting from a few surviving systems screens. Choking dust hung in the air and there was a vicious hissing sound as an alarm klaxon sounded a hull breach.  
 
    “Everybody off the bridge! Now!” 
 
    “Hull breach! Everyone down to engineering!” 
 
    The last one off the bridge, Walt palmed the emergency panel on the wall in the corridor, sealing the compartment doors. The bridge crew pounded down the corridor as the ship pitched from one side to the other, taking multiple hits, bouncing them off the walls as they ran. 
 
    Hecken Noer and his engineers were controlling the ship from main engineering when the bridge crew arrived to take over. 
 
    “All shields are down, Commander. We took several direct hits and have multiple hull breaches. We've lost the port forward turret.” 
 
    “Can we get it back on line?” 
 
    “No, Commander. When I said lost, I meant gone – it is no longer attached to the hull.” 
 
    Walt was fighting panic. “Engines?” 
 
    “Still running, sir.” 
 
    “Good, I think we're going to have to make a run for it... Have we evacuated all personnel from the decks?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” replied the Chief Engineer. “They are in the flight bay and the cafeteria...” 
 
    “Oh my God...” whispered Ensign Katja, “oh my God...” 
 
    Walt stepped over to her console, and placed a fatherly hand on her shoulder, “Easy, Kat, we're going to be OK... what do you have?” 
 
     The Ensign turned in her seat, looking pale. “We were blind; I just got some of our short-range sensors back on line... There's a carrier and battleship coming up behind us...” Walt could feel her shaking. “The sensors aren't giving me anything else, we're too damaged.” 
 
    Their retreat to New Vanus was blocked. Walt took a deep breath. “Stacell, inform the Admiral...” 
 
    “Communications are down, Commander.” 
 
    Walt grimaced internally, forcing calm. “How much time do we have, Ensign?” 
 
    Ensign Katja examined the speed, vector and figured in the common range for ships of that type. “We'll be in range of the Betty's guns in approximately ten minutes. Their fighters will be here in less than five...” 
 
    Walt could feel his heart pounding and he was fighting the desperation that was washing over him, a chill racing up his back. “How many fighters?” He was absolutely sure he didn't want to know. 
 
    “At least fifty, sir.” She looked like she was going to be sick. 
 
    Without fuel and ordnance, the Freedom's fighters wouldn't have a chance. Walt knew he was going to lose the Freedom, but he'd be damned if he was going to lose all his people. “Prepare to evacuate all non-essential personnel. Set evac pod geometry for Veloria's first continent near the ASP. Direct our fighters to the planet's surface. I'm going to need volunteers to stay...” 
 
    “Suggestion, Commander?” offered Hecken Noer, interrupting. 
 
    “What have you got, Chief?” 
 
    “We have plenty of power; I believe I can initiate a short Gate On Demand jump before we're overrun...” 
 
    “A GOD jump? With what?” asked Walt, incredulous. 
 
    “The unit we got off the wrecked destroyer in Irujen...”  
 
    Walt blinked hard. “I thought that unit was inoperable.” 
 
    “Well it was... but we've been tinkering on it ever since...” 
 
    “Tinkered...?” Walt shook his head, “I don't want to risk all these lives on a salvage yard reject part that may or may not...” 
 
    “You forget,” reminded the Chief, waggling his finger, “this entire ship was rebuilt with them. She was one, once herself. And has done remarkably well...” 
 
    “Yes but...” 
 
    “Trust me, Commander,” said Hecken warmly, a broad smile reaching across his narrow face. 
 
    “But you haven't even tested it... what if it fails...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The closest and juiciest target Steele could see, was the carrier back beyond the gate to Cariloon, with the fighters stacked up, waiting to land. She was actually sitting still, like a big, fat, duck. 
 
    “We can't let them rearm...” 
 
    “What d'you have in mind?” asked Maria, shifting in her seat. 
 
    Jack turned and looked over his shoulder, “How many of those party favors did the boys at ASP give you, Dunnom?” 
 
    The Corporal took a quick look around to account for all the units, “Ten.” 
 
    “How good are they?” 
 
    “These are some serious, no joke, I shit you not, super-novas in a box...” 
 
    “Can you throw them?” 
 
    “Sure, grab it by the handle and wing it. The cases are ruggedized and waterproof, so the electronics are safe. The mix itself is inert until triggered...” 
 
    “Can they be opened and deactivated?” 
 
    “Not likely. They'll die trying...” he laughed. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Steele glanced over at Maria and back over his shoulder at Dunnom. “She's a regular carrier, open at both ends, recovering and relaunching. We fly in, drop a few off and fly out... Simple.” 
 
    Maria rolled her eyes, “Sure, what could go wrong with that plan?” 
 
    “You have a better idea?” 
 
    “We have three missiles. Use them...” 
 
    “Which may, or may not go off,” countered Jack. “We have to shoot from a distance, their point defense has time to take them out, they may not penetrate the shields... I think this has a better chance. They won't shoot at us inside or while we're mixed in with her fighters...” 
 
    “The fighters can shoot at us...” chimed Lisa. 
 
    “On approach, it's guns off, shields off, main engines off... I'm counting on the element of surprise and confusion...” 
 
    “You're counting on a lot,” retorted Maria. “But hey it's your life... Oh wait,” she continued sarcastically, “NO, it's not,” she pointed around the interior of the Invader, “there are other people here.” 
 
    “No ma'am,” came a voice from the back, “not people, Marines...” 
 
    “AahWoo! Go bold, or go home... AahWoo!” they chanted. 
 
    “What do you think, Dunnom, twenty seconds?” 
 
    “Sounds about right. How many should we set up?” 
 
    “Five?” 
 
    “Five it is,” agreed the Corporal. “Should create some serious carnage, maybe some nice secondaries. Especially if there's fuel and ordnance around.” 
 
    Jack angled the invader for the line of fighters stretched out behind the carrier, making sure his ident beacon was off. “Lisa, rear turret, think you can work it?” 
 
    She unbuckled herself and made her way toward the back, “I'll try.” 
 
    “There is no try, there is only do...” he said in a strange voice. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Only one of the most recognizable movie characters ever...” Jack sighed, “Never mind. If it shoots at us, just shoot back.” 
 
    “Got it.” She sat back in the padded body-formed seat and harnessed herself in, initiating the gun systems, watching the screen wink on and the reticule come to life, floating in mid-air in front of her, inside the turret bubble. That's cool. “Ready.” She called, swinging the turret ball around, surprised at how easily and quickly it moved. 
 
    Two Marines were harnessed on tethers to the frame near the door to provide cover fire while the other two assisted Dunnom with setting up the small satchel charges. “We're all set, Skipper.” 
 
    “Almost there...” Steele nudged the throttle forward. 
 
    “Uh ohhh...” 
 
    Steele looked over at Maria at the tactical station. “What, uh oh?” 
 
    “We're being hailed by the carrier... and we have two Gogol fighters coming in hot, above us...” 
 
    “Answer the carrier, just stall for time, we're damaged we need repairs, whatever... I'll handle the fighters. We only need about thirty seconds.” 
 
    She shot him a dubious look and decided there was little else to do but comply, replying to the carrier's inquiry, doing her best to offer believable, world-class bullshit. “Their point defenses are tracking us...” she whispered. 
 
    “Uh huh,” muttered Steele, switching channels. “As long as they're not shooting.” He found the channel he was searching for, “I hope this is the right channel...” He keyed his mic, “Ģreirggådariopshé senvou mé, I uso té strument Ö té cōnstruktures, as markez Ö té antiqos arkuitekos...”  
 
    “What the hell did you just say?” asked Maria, looking at him quizzically. “My translator couldn't make heads or tails of that...” 
 
    There was an instant flash of light and shape as the Gogol heavy-fighters split, screaming past the Invader on either side of her at full throttle, disappearing in a blink below them, only to reappear, re-joined, side-by-side in a graceful upward arc on the starboard side, nearly twenty miles away. “Nãt uestro kömbaat, Ģ~lüc...” said a gruff voice over the cockpit comm. 
 
    Maria leaned forward, watching the fighters disappear in the dark. “They're leaving? What the hell did you say? And you understood them...” she said, raising an eyebrow, baffled. What did they say?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “I said; Greg sent me, I wear the tools of the builders, marks of the ancient architects... I wasn't sure I was going to get the diction right, but...” 
 
     “I can't believe you speak their language...” She waved her hands, “Wait, what did they say?” 
 
    “Not our fight, good luck...” 
 
    “Who's Greg?” she frowned. 
 
    “As it turns out, a friend...” smiled Jack, rolling the Invader. They swept into the line of fighters approaching the stern of the carrier, at easily five times their speed. “Here we go, on your toes, folks. They're going to figure out we're up to no good any second now...”  
 
    “Jack,” Maria pointed at her sensor sweep, “we have two Pirate destroyers coming through the gate...” 
 
    “Can't worry about them right now...”  
 
    Maria flipped the switches for the nose turret, activating the gun systems and flipped on the shields, the ship's generators instantly spinning up. “Systems, one-hundred percent.” She pulled the targeting screen closer, swinging the turret around to track the fighters they were passing. 
 
    “I got some coming in, back here!” called Lisa. “They just lit up!” 
 
    “Shoot!” yelled Steele. “Don't wait!” Someone on the carrier decided their story didn't match their actions and their defense turrets began firing. 
 
    Lisa picked a Fallken and following the gun pipper's lead, moving the reticule to overlap before squeezing the trigger. The three-gun turret fired each barrel in succession, creating a three-round burst, an odd bwat-bwat-bwat sound that vibrated the controls in her hands. “Ooo, purple... pretty.”  
 
    Steele would have laughed if he hadn't been so busy dodging the carrier's somewhat reckless, point-defense fire. The Fallken fighters, so neat and orderly, were breaking formation, scattering in all directions like a flock of pigeons startled off the pavement - except pigeons don't have to worry about avoiding their own point-defense fire and some maniac in an Invader, with fully active gun turrets and shields. Jack rocked the ship hard, trying unsuccessfully to avoid shattered remnants of two Pirate fighters coming together in traffic, taking a jarring hit to her shields. “Damage?” 
 
    “Just a shield hit. Fifty percent, regenerating. We're good.” 
 
    “We're going in, get ready...!” he shouted. 
 
    Coasting over the fantail of the carrier on final approach, the Fallken pilot had no idea he was about to get an enema, as Maria strafed his unshielded engines, sending him into a panic acceleration. He tried to pull up, only succeeding in crushing his fighter into the carrier's hull, an explosion littering parts across the deck, inside and out. Steele yanked the throttle back to apply full braking jets, and pieces rained across the hull as Maria dropped the shields to allow the waist door to open. Gear down and anti-grav on, the Invader slid through the blue-green curtain of the stasis field, bouncing on the deck, a shower of sparks from her skid plates startling ground crews into a sprint to get clear of the unwanted visitor. 
 
    “We're in! Go, go, go!” 
 
     The Invader's waist door popped open, the top half sliding up over the hull, the ramp dropping outward without extending. Dunnom flung the first satchel charge out the door, starting to count out loud as it bounced then slid across the deck, disappearing into a parking revetment. “Twenty, nineteen...” The Invader continued down the runway and he flung out another, and another. The third slid under a parked fighter with a loaded missile cart sitting next to it. “Sixteen...” 
 
    Small arms fire erupted in the flight bay as security forces came running out of every nook and cranny, their rounds hitting the hull and cockpit glass from almost every angle. 
 
    “Fifteen...” 
 
     “Shit! Shoot anything that moves!” Steele maneuvered around equipment parked about the deck, only to be blocked by a group of fighters more than halfway down the runway, taking on fuel and ordnance.  
 
    “Fourteen...” 
 
    Jack shifted the ship laterally from side-to-side but couldn't find a way to squeeze past them.  
 
    “Thirteen...”  
 
    The Marines were firing back from the doorway, trying to keep the security teams away from the Invader and the satchel charges. “Keep going Skipper!” 
 
    “Twelve...” 
 
    “We're blocked in!” 
 
    “Eleven...”  
 
    “Dammit, MAKE a FUCKING hole!” 
 
    Jack turned to Maria, “You heard the man...” 
 
    Maria thumbed off the ordnance safety and mashed the button, a live missile dropping off the belly of the Invader, landing on the flight deck with a resounding clang. Then nothing. It laid there like a dead fish. “Oh, fuck!” 
 
    “Ten...” 
 
    “TODAY, Skipper!” 
 
    With its canopy still open, the fighter in the center of the group lifted off the deck, a blue glow under its landing gear, thrusters rotating it in their direction. “Oh that's not good...”  
 
    “His weapons are on-line...” warned Maria. 
 
    “Nine...” 
 
    “Then shoot him...!” 
 
    Maria squeezed without hesitation, catching him mid-rotation, the guns of the nose turret blasting holes through the fighter's stubby wings, shoving him sideways, shearing off the canopy. The Fallken crashed into another fighter parked in a revetment, starting a fire, sending ground crew running for their lives. 
 
    “Seven...”  
 
    “I still have two more of these things back here!” yelled Dunnom. 
 
    “Then get rid of them! Hold on everybody!” Jack kicked the rudder pedals, the maneuvering thrusters spinning the Invader around, the stern connecting with something solid, dumping over a robotic trolley full of missiles on the deck with a deafening clatter, the unit struggling to right itself amid a sprawl of loose ordnance. 
 
    Dunnom took the opportunity to fling a charge out the door, seeing it skitter across the deck towards the group of fighters blocking the lanes. And then they were moving again, back the way they came in and he heaved the last one out, not waiting to see where it went. Dooby yanked one of the Marines back inside as he leaned out to fire and slammed his palm on the door switch, the door sections sliding together, fitting in, locking tight.  
 
    “Five...” 
 
    Lights on the console noted the hull was sealed. “Gimme shields,” commanded Steele, through clenched teeth, wrestling with the controls. Weaving the Invader through the bay, avoiding heavy fuel and ordnance vehicles, lesser equipment bounced off the shields, out of the way, skittering across the deck.  
 
    “Four...” 
 
    Lisa caught the image out of her peripheral vision, the soldier with the shoulder fired launcher... she swung the turret as she squeezed and held the trigger, the gun's bwat-bwat-bwat continuing in a steady stream, punching holes in whatever the purple lances touched, sweeping the full width of the bay. Something on the far left, near her intended target, vaporized, the fireball spreading across the deck, pieces of metal ricocheting off the ceiling and flying across the bay, parts and equipment flying through the air. 
 
    “Three...” 
 
    A Fallken was heading in to bar their escape as the Invader headed out over the fantail, shields up. Steele shoved the throttle to the far stop, an enormous comet tail reaching halfway down the carrier's runway behind them. Maria squeezed the trigger and the guns in the nose turret hammered the Pirate fighter's shields, exchanging shots, his ion blasters splashing around their cockpit, rocking them hard. Hearing a lock tone, she thumbed a missile, hitting him almost point blank, turning him into scrap metal, the Invader flying through the fireball and debris that clattered on the Invader's now unshielded hull like steel rain. 
 
    “Two...” 
 
    Jack thumbed the boost button as massive flashes of light raced through the hanger and flight deck of the carrier, illuminating the darkness in front of them with the eye-searing intensity of a small sun. And then it was gone. The light, most of the carrier, most of the fighters... Jack released the boost button. “Hold on to something...” The shock wave crashed over the Invader like a tsunami, carrying it, rolling it and then dropping it again as it raced past them, out into space. 
 
    “I think we used too many of them,” grunted Dunnom picking himself up off the floor. 
 
    Steele looked back over his shoulder, “Ya think?” he joked, taking a deep breath. “Holy shit... Everybody OK?” He ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “I think I'm going to be blind for awhile,” muttered Lisa, rubbing her eyes, still harnessed into the rear turret. 
 
    Warning lights across the console blinked red, and they did a quick assessment of the damage. There was a vertical stabilizer missing, the forcing cones on the main engines were toasted, the sensors were half blind, and all but one of the landing gear was missing. All-in-all, still flyable... Though landing might be problematic. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mike Warren was twisted in his cockpit, looking back over his shoulder to determine the source of the exploding sun. “Christ Almighty, what the hell was that?” 
 
    “Something on the edge of my scope,” replied Santine, “that carrier maybe?” 
 
    “Whoa!” shouted Mike, there goes another one, near the gate. Not as big as the first, though...” 
 
    “Not important right now. Not our job... These guys are our job...” Commander Paul Smiley was watching the fifty-six incoming fighters in fourteen neat formations of four, streaking into the fight. “Sign in, who has ammo or ordnance left...?” 
 
    Out of the fifteen remaining fighters off the Freedom, only four had any ordnance left and most that had guns requiring ammunition were extremely low. Only two of the four light fighters off the Archer and Bowman had survived, and had attached themselves to the Freedom's flights. 
 
    Pappy took a deep breath. “OK then, stick with rechargeable guns. Ammo only for a kill shot. Same with the ordnance, make sure you have a solid lock.” He nudged his throttle forward, “Conserve your fuel, stick together. We need to give momma time to jump, she can't take any more...” He looked out over his port wing at the Freedom, except for her engines, she looked nearly dead. He was stunned that she was still whole. Her main forward turret on the port side was completely missing, a giant empty socket with guts hanging out. On the starboard turret, giant holes were punched through it, the gun barrels missing. Point defense turrets were missing or destroyed, there were gaping holes across her hull, streaming atmosphere... Blast holes along the bridge had fractured her there, the bridge now dark. Only the two stern turrets, one on either side of the hull were still operational.  
 
    He swallowed hard, it made him sick. And angry. The fresh carrier and battleship were closing in on the fight from the rear, the pirate cruisers were flanking around from the sides, and the fighters were sweeping in for the kill. He watched the Freedom for a moment longer as a bubble formed amidships, tendrils of color and light creeping across her hull. Good luck... Paul closed his visor. “Let's go boys...” 
 
    Paul's comm pinged. “Thirty seconds to intercept,” commented Mike. 
 
    In stellar Pappy fashion, he keyed his mic on an open channel, “This is Commander Paul Smiley, of the UFW jump carrier, Freedom...” his voice calm, professional. “You are entering restricted space. Turn back or face destruction.” He looked over his shoulder when he caught the flash of the GOD jump, only to see the Freedom still there. The jump had failed, the rear gun turrets now firing at the approaching cruisers. Dear God, give me strength... He steeled himself and flipped the safety cover off to fire his last missile at the lead fighter, the lock tone growing more solid... 
 
    “Good afternoon, Commander Smiley...” the voice was rich and warm, somehow familiar. “This is Commander Dar Sloane of the UFW carrier, Conquest...”  
 
    The sensor screens on every ship in the conflict lit up, awash with UFW ident pings. “We heard you boys were having a party over here, we thought we'd come and play... Hope you don't mind, we brought some party favors and noise makers...”  
 
    On the next full sensor sweep, the Conquest and her battleship escort appeared in full detail, along with her flood of rampaging heavy fighters, bringing joy and relief to every UFW heart in the system. And adversely, bringing fear and terror to everyone else. 
 
    “Sloan,” called Pappy, “you're my new best friend.” He leaned the flight stick over, rolled his Vulcan and pulled hard, looping under. “Let's go ladies; we've got a score to settle. Let's make some NOISE...!” 
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 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORA PRIME: CONQUEST – IT ISN'T JUST A NAME 
 
    It had been a costly engagement for both sides, more so for the pirates, but it came dangerously close to going the other way. In fact it should have, but by the grace of God... Or was it fate? Maybe fate was one of God's tools... Or maybe it was predestined, written down somewhere on some ancient scroll, or in some dusty book.  
 
    Voorlak had once told Steele he was special but he didn't feel very special at that moment, he had lost the Freedom and thirty-nine people. His people. And that cut into his gut like a knife. 
 
    The Pirates lost three destroyers, a carrier, a battleship, and some forty-odd fighters. Remarkably, all four of the cruisers managed to jump out, as damaged as they were. He estimated two of the four would need to be abandoned if they survived their jump-transit. The final remaining destroyer, successfully got himself turned around and back through the gate on one engine, with a handful of fighters following behind. Jack figured their losses easily approached three thousand lives. 
 
    But that didn't add up to thirty-nine people he knew the names and faces of.  
 
    Beyond the point of recovery and repair, the Freedom defied all mechanical explanations, remaining structurally in one piece despite her staggering damage. That very fact saved the rest of her crew as she did her best to protect them. It seemed a fitting end to send her into the Velorian sun. A Viking's funeral of sorts. 
 
    Standing there in the muted light, he stared at himself in the mirror, his left arm still in the short cast, struggling one-handed with the buttons on his tunic.  
 
    “Let me help you...” Alité's face appeared in the mirror behind his shoulder and her left arm reached around him and acted as his other hand, helping him button. The cast on her right arm, immobilizing her broken wrist, wrapped around his waist.  
 
    Task finished, he turned and held her tight, not speaking, trying not to think of what would have happened if he had lost her. “Look at us,” she said quietly, holding up her casted arm, “we look like a pair of bookends...” He squeezed her tight and kissed the top of her head. “OK,” she wheezed into his shoulder, “need to breathe now...” 
 
    “Sorry,” he whispered, relaxing his embrace. “I don't know what I would have done if I'd lost you...” 
 
    “You would have hunted them down, and killed them all,” she smiled, “and they would have deserved it.” 
 
    “You're too funny...” he mused. 
 
    “And you're crushing my ribs, sweetie.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” He let her go and stepped back, staring into her eyes. “But you're the most precious thing in the World to me...” 
 
    “Just the World?” she teased. 
 
    “The Universe...” he added, smiling weakly. 
 
    “Are you going to be OK with us staying on Veloria while you're gone?” 
 
    He sighed, “Yeah, I guess so.” He shook his head, “No, not really... I'm gonna miss you.” He shifted uneasily looking down at his feet, not liking the thought, that as much as he wanted to, he couldn't be there 24/7 to protect her. “I think you'll be safer at home,” he admitted. “The Directorate is going take a considerable interest in Veloria, I don't think they realized how valuable it was... until now. I think you're going to have a lot more support from the UFW than you ever thought possible...”  
 
    “I hope they respect the limits of our sovereignty.” 
 
    “That will be up to you and Boney to maintain control...” A sound like a light, tinkling bell caused them both to pause and look around for the source. “What the hell..” 
 
    “Ahhh, two of my favorite people...”  
 
    “Voorlak?” He had never appeared to them when they were together before. 
 
    The Ancient held up the little brass bell in the darkness. “Jack, I bet you thought I'd forgotten our last conversation... Better?” 
 
    Jack smirked, “Thank you, old man. Very nice. But I was beginning to think you'd forgotten me...” He glanced over at his wife, “Us.” 
 
    “Not likely. I've been around, you've just been a little too busy to notice.” He pulled the hood of his cloak back. “Your sister noticed, though...” 
 
    “The man in the forest...” 
 
    Voorlak waved, “She needed a bit of encouragement. Poor girl was scared to death. She's a real fighter though, she never once thought about giving up.” He tilted his head, stroking his gray beard, “Reminds me of her brother...” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Yeah, she's a real pistol.” 
 
    “Well, I just thought I'd stop by to let you know, both of you, that we're very proud of you. The Universe has put you two together for a reason, and you have its blessing...” 
 
    “Its?” frowned Jack. 
 
    “Its. Ours. Kind of synonymous,” chuckled the old man. “In any case, we're very happy with your progress.” 
 
    “Well, I'm not too thrilled,” sighed Jack. 
 
    “Hmm,” nodded Voorlak, “your people. I understand. Quite well as a matter of fact. But you need to understand the life force of the Universe, as a whole, revolves around the flow of energy created by life and death. It is, for a lack of a better explanation, the heartbeat that keeps it alive.” 
 
    “Somehow, that's not very reassuring...” said Jack with a scowl. “It makes it sound like a war where thousands of people die is a good thing...” 
 
    “I suppose you could see it that way, but no. That would be an aberrant view. A time will come when you will understand...” He sipped what Jack instinctively knew, was Diterian Brandy, from a snifter that wasn't there a moment before. “Just know that the lives of your people were not given in vain, and their energy lives on, which will create new life,” added the Ancient, waving the snifter through the air. 
 
    Jack's eyes narrowed. “Like the phantoms on the Oceania?” 
 
    “That is energy, yes. But a much different form... that is not new life. I'll have to explain that another time,” he pointed at the door, “I believe you have a pressing engagement...”  
 
    The door chimed, on cue, diverting their attention. When the Captain and his wife looked back, the Ancient's form was gone. “Go visit your parents, Jack...” The Captain and his wife exchanged glances before returning their attention to the door. 
 
    “It's open,” called Alité. 
 
     A young ABS stood in the doorway, saluting. “Sir, Your Majesty, your presence is requested on the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The bridge of the Conquest was much different than that of the Freedom, or any other ship Jack had been on. It was expansive, incorporating the bridge and all of its normal stations, as well as flight operations, flight control and the flight tower itself, on a level a few steps below and behind the operational bridge. From the bridge itself, one could look down to the lower level, through the tower glass and see the flight deck below. It was quite a sight.  
 
    The Conquest had no cumbersome launch tubes. She had launch racks, lining both sides of her 1,987 foot hull, sixteen on either side, each with an independent door. Thirty-two fighters could be launched individually or simultaneously. Reloading the racks with another set of fighters took as little as five minutes. The launch deck was below, separate from the active flight deck, meaning the flight deck was also clear to launch over the fantail if need be, either fighters, rescue and recovery craft, or mid-sized transport craft. 
 
    Hand-in-hand, Jack and Alité Steele, stepped onto the bridge of the Conquest, she, looking especially stunning in a gold gown, he, looking properly military in a UFW Space Services uniform. Fritz appeared stealthily, sitting at his side, leaning against his leg. The Shepherd reached up and nuzzled the hand above his head for a quick scratch, oblivious of Jack's cast it was more to let his human partner know that he was there.  
 
    “Captain on deck!” The bridge crew stood, and saluted in unison before returning to their duties. On the big screen's backdrop of Velora Prime and the Earth-like marble of Veloria, several video insets were already present, preparing for the video conference. Surrounded on the bridge by the Freedom's senior officers, Jack was unsure of what to expect though their presence was reassuring. Jack caught the eye of Brian Carter on his video inset from the bridge of the Revenge, exchanging a barely perceptible nod.  
 
    “Incoming comm, Captain...” 
 
    The carrier's Captain acknowledged, ordering the connection. A video insert of three people sitting on high-back leather chairs in what looked to be a well-appointed executive office, winked into existence in the center of the screen, the other video insets moving to the sides, out of the way. 
 
    “Hellion,” someone whispered, “it's the Directorate...” 
 
    “Good evening ladies and gentlemen,” began the man on the left, ”I'm Fleet Admiral Warn Higdenberger. The gentleman on the far side is General of Ground Forces, Mihale Sterne, and the person between us is Madame Directorate, Karyne Tioor...”  
 
    Being the skilled diplomat she was, the Directorate rose gracefully from her chair, knowing exactly what to say and how to say it. “I think, first, we'd like to offer our deepest condolences to your Majesty,” she gestured, “for the terrible events on your planet and the loss of your family... We deeply regret that we were unable to respond sooner, and we will do our utmost to supply you with whatever is needed for a swift and healthy recovery. If there is anything you require, please know that my office is at your disposal.” She sat back down demurely. 
 
    “Thank you, Madame Directorate...” began Alité, slowly. Jack gently squeezed her hand to remind her not to say what she had really wanted to say. “We appreciate your sentiments and we look forward to working with you,” she added.  
 
    He took a deep breath, relieved. 
 
    “And Captain Steele,” said the Admiral, rising, “our deepest condolences for the losses your crew suffered and the loss of your ship. I trust the funeral services, with honors, were adequate...” 
 
    “They were. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he nodded solemnly. “And as we promised when you and your crew signed on to work with the UFW, their families will receive all due pay, any current account balances, as well as a death stipend.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I appreciate you taking care of the families.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Steele, thank you. For exemplary service by you, your crew, your pilots, and the entire task force. You are all to be commended. Your group has achieved far more than we had anticipated for this experiment, and proven some tactical theories that were in serious debate here,” he shot a glance at the Madame Directorate. “As you can imagine, it has caused a few shakeups... But that doesn't concern you,” he waved. “It's more about how we address things here... though some of your tactics will be employed in other parts of the fleet... It's hard to argue with success.” 
 
     “What it means most,” said the General, interrupting, “is we have more freedom to do what the military does best - exercise the use of superior firepower to deliver pinpoint accuracy, reducing our adversaries to their inherent atoms.” 
 
    “To accomplish that,” continued the Admiral, smirking, “we've made some changes, both operationally and tactically.” He picked an e-Pad off of a side table, tapping on the display to bring up the file he was looking for. “Aah, here it is... Vice Admiral Kelarez.” He looked up at the big screen, “Your Task Force will report to UFW Phi Lanka where you will turn in the Archer and Bowman...”  
 
    Admiral Kelarez looked suddenly stricken.  
 
    “Vince,” continued the Fleet Admiral, “I know when we first discussed this assignment, your rank was temporary, pending review... Well I'm happy to say your rank is now permanent. You, Captain Gantarro, and your crews will be acquiring two brand new jump carriers, patterned after the Freedom. They are redesigned, more advanced, and stocked with thirty fighters each. Including pilots, of course.  
 
    “Of course,” interjected Kelarez, absorbing it all, a bit stunned. 
 
    “Commander Ribundell's UFW77,” continued the Admiral, “will become a permanent part of your group, now designated, Task Force Archer. The Archer and Bowman will be repaired, refitted, restaffed and relaunched. You will be getting one of those back upon their completion.” 
 
    “What about... Captain Steele, sir?” 
 
    “Well, he doesn't have a ship, does he...” It was more a statement than a question, the Fleet Admiral looking down at his e-Pad. “In case no one has noticed, Admiral Pottsdorn has been, well, retired from duty. It was long overdue.” He looked back up, “Steele, I've got two basic options for you. We've all agreed that at the very least, we owe you a ship. So, we can replace your ship with a new jump carrier and you can stay with the Vice Admiral's task force... unless you decide to stay a freelancer...”  
 
    “Or...?” asked Jack. 
 
    “The Conquest is one of our oldest carriers...” 
 
    Jack's eyes went wide. “You're offering me the Conquest?” he interrupted. 
 
    “No. No, of course not. Don't be ridiculous.” The Fleet Admiral folded his hands in front of him, the e-Pad tucked under his arm. “I'm offering you the task force, Steele. The Conquest and all the fighters she can hold, the battleship Westwind, either the Archer or Bowman as soon as they are complete. And your frigate Revenge, of course.” Admiral Higdenberger stood patiently, letting that sink in. 
 
    Jack was dumfounded, the bridge around him ghostly silent, the ringing in his ears only interrupted by the pounding of his heart in his head. Alité squeezed his hand. 
 
    “There is a catch to that offer, Mr. Steele...” 
 
    Jack swallowed hard, clearing his throat, “What would that be, sir?” 
 
    “I don't want a freelancer in command. I want a bona fide, UFW Rear-Admiral.”  
 
    Jack's heart skipped a beat and he felt a wave of heat flush across his face. Was that an offer? What was he trying to say? He stared blankly at Admiral Higdenberger on the screen. “Is that... an offer? Sir?” 
 
    The Admiral smiled warmly and looked over at Alité, “Your Majesty, is your husband prone to these lapses of mind?” he chided. “Or is he being obtuse on purpose?” 
 
    The Queen smiled modestly, “No, Fleet Admiral, my husband is a smart and cunning man. But he is also a humble man...” She was interrupted by a few chuckles around them, which she ignored. “And I'm sure,” she continued, “that you've taken him quite by surprise. I don't think he was expecting this,” she added, glancing at his profile. “I'm sure he's also considering his people and their welfare, switching from a freelance to official military status...” 
 
    “Very well put, Mr. Steele,”chuckled Higdenberger.  
 
    Jack glanced over at his wife. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “I can assure you, your Task Force, Lancer, her ships, fighters, officers and all the personnel in it, are up to you to command as you see fit. Under UFW guidelines of conduct, of course,” he waved. 
 
    “Of course,” replied Jack. 
 
    “You will report directly to Vice Admiral Kelarez, and I expect you two to work as effectively as you've proven you can. Your patrol routes and tactics are yours to develop and improve upon. As long as you provide results, you'll see no complaints from this office...” he glanced over at the Madam Directorate, then back. “At this level of command, you will have direct access to Fleet Command Offices if you see the need...” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “Promotions?” 
 
    Higdenberger held up his e-Pad. “We've prepared some recommendations for you, but ultimately it is your decision. You may have some additional or alternate choices, that's fine...” He stood at-ease again, his hands clasping the e-Pad in front of him. “Well Steele? What will it be? I'm afraid I need an answer now, there's a lot of things that hinge on your decision.” 
 
    Gently pulling his hand free from Alité's grasp, Jack went rigid, snapping a salute. “Thank you, sir.” He swallowed hard, suddenly parched. “I am honored to accept.” 
 
    “Outstanding!” exclaimed Higdenberger, returning the salute. “Rear Admiral Steele, as soon as you have things squared away in the Velora Prime system, you will begin Task Force Lancer's patrol duties. I hear the Terran System might need a look,” he nodded knowingly. “In fact, you might want to inquire if they're interested in UFW membership while you're in the neighborhood...” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Stay in contact with Admiral Kelarez, keep him updated.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “One last thing, Rear Admiral, that little deep cover operation you dreamed up? I'm interested in discussing that with you at length. Keep thinking about that, we'll talk soon... Congratulations again, everyone. Outstanding job. Please extend my personal thanks to all your people. Fleet Operations, out.” The video square winked out. 
 
    For a moment the bridge was silent, only to be replaced by everyone talking at once, a cacophony of clapping, laughter and cross talk. 
 
    “You think he's sending you home on purpose?” shouted Alité.  
 
    “I don't know,” grinned Jack, “but it sure seemed like it. Maybe Kelarez said something to him. I guess it really doesn't matter why...” 
 
    Commander Paul Smiley came up behind Jack, clapping him on the shoulder. “Holy crap... Rear Admiral,” he laughed. “Who woulda thunk it? Personally, I don't think you're smart enough for the position,” he joked, “but that's just my opinion.” 
 
    “Careful, Captain, that's bordering on insubordination.” 
 
    “Captain?” Paul thumbed his chest, “Me? I like the sound of that...”  
 
    “You're the first,” said Jack, “the list continues...” 
 
    “So, we get to go home?” asked Lisa, sneaking up on her brother. “That's awesome!” 
 
    “Lisa,” he whispered, “how'd you get on the bridge? It's supposed to be officers only, and you're not even...” 
 
    “Relax,” she waved, nonchalantly, “being the Admiral's sister has its privileges. They let me walk right in...” 
 
    “How did you hear...” 
 
    “Psh,” she snorted, “are you kidding me? It's all over the ship. Probably all over the fleet already.” She punched him in the arm, “Congratulations by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he smirked, “wasn't expecting anything like this...” He stared at her for a moment... 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why don't you stay here? On Veloria, I mean, with Alité and Colton. Help her...” 
 
    “Oh hell no!” She leaned around him to address Alité, “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” Alité replied sweetly. 
 
    “You might be a big-shot Admiral now,” said Lisa, poking him in the chest, “but I'm still your sister, and you're still not going anywhere without me. Especially if you're going home to see mom and dad.” 
 
    “OK, OK,” said Jack raising his hands, “It was just a thought...” 
 
    “Sure it was,” she chided, hands on her hips, “you're just full of stellar ideas, aren't you?” 
 
    “Y'know,” he said, raising an eyebrow, “you're too old to spank...” 
 
    “Since when?” whispered Alité, nudging him with her shoulder. 
 
    “But,” continued Jack, smirking slyly about his wife's comment, “you're not too old for the brig...” 
 
    Lisa's eyes narrowed, “You wouldn't...” 
 
    “Yeah, he would,” said Maria, entering the conversation. “Trust me, he absolutely would...” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “Epically offensive smartassery...” 
 
    Lisa laughed “What the hell is...” 
 
    Maria stepped over to Lisa and draped a friendly arm around her shoulder, steering her away, “Let me tell you a little about your brother...” she said, looking back over her shoulder with a wicked grin.  
 
    Jack sighed, looking over at his wife, “I have a bad feeling about that conversation...” 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    CARILOON SYSTEM, FREERANGER – DD217: FOLLOW THE GOLD 
 
    The DD217, a Miro Class Destroyer cruising under the FreeRanger banner, had cleared the gate from Zender's Trek into Cariloon, en-route to Velora Prime to join the FreeRanger flotilla. Her captain, Commander T. B. Yafuscko, was taking a little time to update his command logs in his ready room, paging though his notes on his e-Pad, enjoying a moment of peace and quiet with a cup of dark tea. Reviewing the profit and loss statements for their current set of missions sent from Council Dispatch, Tibby was still hoping to cash in on part of the bounty offered on the Freedom to push them a little further into the black. Granted, the 217's accounts were out of the red, but even a portion of the bounty would be a juicy addition. And a little action would be nice... Ever since they had left Raefer Station he'd felt like a glorified taxi driver. He sighed and leaned back against the arm of the sofa to close his eyes for a moment... 
 
    “Red Alert! All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!”  
 
    Lights flashed red and the alarm klaxon blared, launching the Commander out of his comfortable recline, his e-Pad clattering to the floor as he hustled out onto the bridge. “Report!” he shouted, sliding into his command chair. 
 
    “A cruiser just dropped out of a GOD jump, sir.” Gate on Demand. 
 
    Yafuscko initiated his command and control screens, trying to retrieve data on the target. “What do you mean dropped out of GOD, how is that possible?” 
 
    “She's heavily damaged, sir, I'm guessing her GOD systems failed and it dumped her here...” 
 
    The Commander glanced up at the big screen, “All stop! Whose is she?” 
 
    “Ours...” replied the tactical officer. “It's... it's the CC64.” 
 
    Yafuscko felt a sudden rush of heat across his body, the CC64 had been in Velora Prime... By the Gods, she is absolutely shredded... “Open communications!” 
 
    “She's not responding, sir, her comms are down...” 
 
    Ensign Grinah appeared at the Commander's side, her hand resting on his shoulder, “What's going on Tibby?” she whispered. 
 
    “It's the CC64, it just dropped out of GOD in front of us...” 
 
    “Hellion, she looks horrible... She was in...”  
 
    “Velora Prime...” said the Commander with a wince, finishing her sentence.  
 
    The tactical officer looked back over his shoulder, “Sir, she's got a runaway core... she's launching E-pods.” 
 
    “Dammit! Helm, pull us back, get us clear.”  
 
    “Aye, sir. Full reverse thrusters.” 
 
    He pointed at the empty First Mate's seat, “Grinah, get the boys ready to run the shuttles on emergency pod recoveries...” 
 
    “Think any of those pods will survive?” she asked, dropping herself into the seat. 
 
    “Depends on how long that core holds out...” 
 
    “About thirty seconds,” called the science officer. 
 
    Streaks of light extended out on both sides of the stricken cruiser's hull, the pods racing away, invisible in the darkness except for the brilliant tails of their engines.  
 
    “Tracking pods...” Small green markers winked into view, drifting across the big screen, showing the location of each pod as it raced across the void. 
 
    “We're reaching clear radius, sir.” 
 
    “Fine. All stop at clear radius.” He rose from his seat and walked toward the big screen, watching the emergency pods jet across space, his hands resting on his hips. “C'mon people,” he breathed, “hurry up, there's not much time...”  
 
    Even on the view screen, the flash lit up the bridge as clearly as if it had been viewed first-hand and the Commander scrunched his eyes shut, the crew momentarily shielded their faces. T.B. Yafuscko blinked away the white, watching the sphere of energy, debris and light, grow outward, dissipating as the shock wave did its best to catch the retreating escape pods. “How many did we lose?” he asked grimly. 
 
    “About half of them.” 
 
    “Dammit.” He took a deep breath and held it for a moment, letting it out slowly, as the weakening wave passed over the DD217, barely affecting it, the deck rolling gently underneath his feet. “Launch the shuttles for recovery,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Aye,” replied Grinah, “launching shuttles.” 
 
    “Sir! We have another ship entering the system... It's coming in from the gate to Velora Prime.” 
 
    “Identify.” 
 
    “Stand by.” The science officer narrowed the sensors, his fingers dancing across the glass keyboard. “She's one of ours... It's the DD158, sir. She's damaged but mostly intact. Looks like she's operating on one engine.” 
 
    What the Hellion went on in Velora Prime? “Hail, please.” The Commander was still standing in the middle of the bridge facing the screen, his arms now folded across his chest. 
 
    “This is Commander Boxxe, FreeRanger DD158...” 
 
    Tibby looked over his shoulder, “Where's the picture?” 
 
    “Audio only, sir.” 
 
    He nodded and turned back, staring at the mess of debris littering the center of the system. “Commander T. B. Yafuscko, FreeRanger DD217. Can we be of assistance?” 
 
    “I think we'll make it, Commander... can't say as much for some of our other ships...” 
 
    “What happened out there, Commander Boxxe?” 
 
    “Damned if I know. We had them by the numbers, but they knew we were coming, they jumped us coming through the gate. We went through with DD99 and we both got hit from behind. She got hit first, shields down, and it took her stern clean off. It cracked her core and she went almost immediately. We deployed countermeasures so I'm not sure if we were hit or were damaged by the 99 when she went nova, it took one of our engines off and destroyed shields and turrets on that side. We turned right around and headed back into the gate...” 
 
    Tibby frowned, “You said you were hit from behind?” 
 
    “That's right. There was a Halceón Class Missile Frigate behind us most of the way through the transition from Cariloon to Velora Prime. She pinged FreeRanger, we didn't think anything of it.” 
 
    “So we have a rogue Ranger out there?” 
 
    “Or a spy...” 
 
    Tibby dropped his head and let it hang, rolling his neck. “This is not good.”  
 
    “Sir! Fighters coming through the gate!” 
 
    “Relax,” called Commander Boxxe over the comm, “they're ours. They had no choice but to try to follow us through, they lost their carrier.” 
 
    Yafuscko blinked hard, “We lost a carrier?” 
 
    “Yeah, it went nova right after we jumped in. We never did see what hit it...” 
 
    Tibby turned around and headed back to his seat, having a difficult time fathoming the loss of one of their carriers. “By the Gods...” He dropped into his seat. “Did they get the Freedom?” 
 
    “I honestly don't know, Commander. When we jumped, she was still in the fight as far as we could tell, and there was a fresh UFW battleship and carrier entering the engagement... we counted almost a hundred fighters coming from that carrier...” 
 
    “Hellion. Where did these new ships come from?” 
 
    “No idea. And we weren't in any shape to stick around.” 
 
    Tibby leaned back in his command chair. “Understood. Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Raefer Station for some initial repairs. Enough to get us to the rear for major repairs.” 
 
    “Safe travels, Mr. Boxxe.” 
 
    “Thank you. Will you be able to pick up these pilots? They are most certainly out of fuel, many of them barely coasted through the gate. We lost several in transition, dropping out into null space when they fell below transition speed protocols. Poor bastards.” 
 
    “Of course, we won't leave any of them behind.” Yafuscko motioned to Ensign Grinah and she nodded her understanding, relaying the orders to the rescue shuttles. 
 
    “Thank you. One piece of advice...”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Good hunting. But stay out of Velora Prime, Commander. It's ugly. Very ugly. DD158, out.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Retreating to the relative quiet of his office, T. B. Yafuscko paused at the e-Pad laying on the floor, staring down at it, having a severe desire to stomp on it or kick it across the floor in his frustration. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and bent over to pick it up instead.  
 
    What was it about this ship, the Freedom, that made it so indestructible? She was becoming a phenom, not only to the UFW but to the FreeRangers... revered by one, detested by the other. It was nothing more than a ship, but Tibby was concerned that it was somehow becoming bigger than life, a mystical Messiah of sorts. And when it was finally destroyed, the ship and crew were going to take on some kind of ethereal martyr status. This whole bounty plan could very well backfire on the FreeRanger Council. In a big way. It may already have...  
 
    He dropped himself down on the sofa, extending his legs and leaned back against the armrest. When the door chimed, he resisted the urge to throw the e-Pad against it. “Come...” he called. 
 
    Ensign Grinah entered, slightly apprehensive, but she relaxed some when he offered her up a warm smile, the corners of his pale blue eyes crinkling up at the corners. “The senior pilot would like a moment of your time, if you have a minute, Tibby.” 
 
    “Sure,” he replied. “How are the recoveries going?” 
 
    “Good progress, but we'll be another few hours...” 
 
    The Commander nodded, “S'okay. We're in no hurry. After seeing what's coming out of the meat grinder in Velora Prime, we're not going near that system...” 
 
    “It's not worth it.” 
 
    “No, it's not,” he sighed. “Though I think I'd like to meet the Captain of that ship some day... have a drink with him...” 
 
    “By the Gods,” she breathed, “why would you ever...” 
 
    “To ask him how he does it...” 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    VELORA PRIME, VELORIA, AIR AND SPACE PORT: NEW BEGINNINGS 
 
    Rear Admiral Jack Steele stood at the fourth-floor windows of the ASP main-terminal in the executive conference room, arms crossed, overlooking the runways. Long morning shadows stretched across the tarmac from the terminal buildings and control tower, the sky a clear turquoise blue, not a cloud in sight. His sleek, black, UFW frigate, Revenge sitting over on the landing pad on the far side of the facility, closest to the tree line, looked small in comparison to the cargo ship unloading on the pad just north of the control tower. Hover trucks unloaded supplies and equipment for the facility and for the Velorian recovery efforts, courtesy of the UFW Directorate. Steele wondered how much of that new-found love and attention being showered on the planet was guilt and how much was self-serving... probably about 50-50, he figured.  
 
    The UFW had been terribly slow in responding to the events on Veloria, only thinking to dispatch the task force to investigate months after the planet had fallen off the UFW communications network, their orbital station destroyed, the planet heavily embedded with pirate infiltrators, the Velorian citizens enslaved by a criminally-run mining consortium, a total planetary socio-economic breakdown... The place was a mess, plain and simple. 
 
    But then the UFW found out how valuable the mines were, and suddenly aid and assistance was immediate and plentiful. Shameful pandering. But there it was. If the Queen and the Prime Minister could maintain a handle on the situation, they'd be able to manipulate the UFW Directorate and get whatever they needed, whenever they wished. 
 
    With the assistance from the Prime Minister, Veloria's Peacekeepers were making a comeback, the UFW Army Engineers at the ASP, supplying weapons, ammunition and equipment to get them back into operation. So far, the Peacekeepers had been making pretty fair progress, rounding up infiltrators on the list found at Mine 02. It was too bad that Mine 01 had been sanitized so well before it was abandoned, Steele was sure there were additional people on their list as well. It meant interrogations were going to be critical in finding out who was on the missing list. Prime Minister Nitram Marconus had his own techniques and talents for that... a little out of the ordinary, but effective.  
 
    Professor Walt Edgars stepped out of the terminal onto the concrete apron below in the shade of the building. He paused, turned and looked up, waving at the fourth floor executive conference room, unable to see through the gold reflective glass. No matter, Jack waved back. “Goodbye Commander,” he muttered, watching him get into a waiting hovercar. He understood Walt's desire to retire and move on. The destruction of the Freedom hadn't been his fault and everyone told him as much, but he took it personally and carried it with him anyway. His heart was heavier for it. If you can't let us forgive you, then forgive yourself, Jack had told him. The Professor had been a great officer, a good friend and everyone was going to miss him.  
 
    Jack wondered how they would get along without Walt's unique brand of wisdom and insight. He had the distinct feeling that because they no longer had the Freedom, that Walt no longer saw a need to stay. The carrier, Conquest, had a full crew, there was no place for him there. It simply wasn't so, Jack had fully intended to put him on the bridge of the cruiser that would later be added to their task force. 
 
    But the Professor decided to stay on Veloria. He saw it's unexplored history as an unpainted canvas, a place where he could go back to being a paleontologist, chiseling away at rocks and fossils, discovering ancient history. It's what he loved. He even discussed teaching again if Veloria added a school of higher learning. Jack was sure Alité would create the school just for him if he wanted it.  
 
    Jack was happy to see Walt's nephew, Commander Derrik Brighton, had seen fit to stay on with the Conquest... The Conquest, that was going to take a while to get used to.  
 
    No more Freedom. She was gone now... it felt like a part of him had been ripped away, torn from his heart when they sent her into the Velorian sun... He was fairly sure there was some psychobabble, mumbo-jumbo about assigning human properties to inanimate objects or machines, but the Freedom did seem to have a personality and a soul.  
 
    They had pulled her from the ashes, figuratively, when she was in desperate disrepair and gave her new life. She had been restored, reborn, given new purpose and been a home. He had always looked forward to returning to her... He hated being away from her when duty took him off the ship... And now they had returned her to the fire, back to molten slag, back to the base elements she was born from. It only seemed fitting; a Viking's funeral. There would remain no trace of her existence or her death – only the stories of her exploits. The pirates would forever chase a ghost, a phantom. She would haunt them... He would find a way to see to that. 
 
    Task Force Vice Admiral... my God. Steele was having his doubts. Did he bite off more than he could chew? He wondered if he should have taken Fleet Admiral Higdenberger's offer for a new Freedom jump carrier. Maintain the status quo. It would have been a simpler life.  
 
    Simpler, that was almost laughable. There was nothing simple about life in space, or on the Freedom. On the surface it all looked easy enough, but nothing could be farther from the truth. In comparison, the existence he left behind, his life on the beach shuttling planes around; schedules, travel, business, taxes, friends, relationships... something that had felt so complex, now seemed so mundane. So ordinary. He decided simple was a matter of perspective.  
 
    So, by that reasoning, difficulty or complexity would be a matter of perspective as well. That was one of his core strengths, being able to see things from more than one perspective. He wished he'd had that time to reflect before answering the call to becoming a Vice  Admiral... But all things happen for a reason and he had to believe this was his intended course, like it or not.    
 
    Staring out the window at nothing in particular, he blinked away the dryness when the conference room door opened, turning to meet the guest. “Lieutenant Commander Walrick...” he smiled. 
 
    “Admiral.” The pilot stuck out his hand and Jack took it, shaking briefly. 
 
    “Are you all squared away?” Steele asked, motioning to chairs at the conference table.  
 
    “Yes sir,” replied the pilot, taking a seat. 
 
    “Y'know, we're going miss you... you're a good pilot...” 
 
    “Thank you sir, but as a Velorian, I felt it was my duty to stay with the Queen.” 
 
    “No need to explain, I understand completely,” waved Steele. “In fact, I feel better knowing you're here. I wish we had some other pilots for you though...” 
 
    Walrick nodded. “I wish we hadn't lost LaNareef, he was such a good pilot...” His expression reflected some distress, “I don't think I ever apologized for that...” 
 
    Steele lifted an eyebrow, “Why would you feel the need to apologize for that? He tried to kill me and Alité, not you. I never held his actions against you...” 
 
    “And I thank you for that, sir. But there is something you might not know...”  
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    Walrick had struggled with this decision for some time and it showed in his face. “He was... my brother...”  
 
    Steele's eyes widened with surprise.  
 
    “I was the one who told your security officers something was wrong... I only wish I'd been able to catch it sooner. I'm not really sure what happened inside his mind. He had been such a dedicated pilot.” 
 
    The only thing Steele could think of was radicalization. At least that's what it sounded like when LaNareef had confronted him and Alité on the beach at the Tonturin Spindle Spaceport. The pilot had expressed a fierce hatred for the then-Captain, and the perceived affront to the Velorian people for engaging in a relationship with Princess Alité  and damaging her purity... That encounter was more than two years ago but the conversation was still fresh in his mind. Like it was yesterday. But retelling it would serve no purpose now. “I really don't know, Commander. He really didn't say much. I'm sorry, I wish there was something I could add, something more I could tell you... But thank you for doing the right thing, I can only imagine how difficult it must have been.” 
 
    “Sometimes duty is difficult,” replied the pilot. 
 
    “And command doesn't make it any easier...” added Steele. “Are you up for this?” 
 
    The Lieutenant Commander nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you for the promotion and the chance to prove to you that I could do it.” 
 
    Steele smirked, “Let's see if you can still say that a year from now...” 
 
    “I guess it doesn't get any easier...” 
 
    “You guessed right,” chuckled Jack, leaning back. “I find myself making decisions every day that I never imagined I'd be forced to make. And they seem to get tougher and tougher.” 
 
    “Well when you put it that way...” 
 
    “You'll do fine, Walrick,” said the Admiral, rising from his seat. “Just don't let the base commander push you around. The Major's a stickler for protocol and this is his base, but this is your squadron. And you still work for me.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Walrick, rising, shaking hands with Jack.  
 
    “If he gives you any problems, or you need anything... don't hesitate to let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral. It was an honor flying with you...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Back at the conference room's fourth-floor windows, Steele was reviewing his notes for the new Velorian squadron, or more precisely, the equipment for it. With the addition of the Freedom's fighters, the Conquest was a little overcrowded, so Jack decided to reassign twelve of her Warthogs to the ASP for a much-needed defensive squadron. Or the start of one at the very least. Now they needed pilots. There was a small handful coming in on a transport at the end of the week, new graduates from the Flight Academy on Phi Lanka that were all as green as could be. But it was a start. And Walrick had proved himself a good tutor and instructor with the new cadet graduates the Freedom had received. That young man had a hefty responsibility handed him... Steele almost felt sorry for him. Until he reflected on his own new duties. Ugh. 
 
    The Conquest was nothing like the Freedom, she was a behemoth in comparison, and it would be Jack's turn to feel like a freshman in a new school, wandering her corridors. The difference being, it was good to be an Admiral. Absolutely no one was going to give him a ration of shit for getting lost.  
 
    The conference room door opened again, Lieutenant Commander Brian Carter came strolling casually in. “What's up, big guy?” he grinned, glancing around to make sure they were alone. 
 
    “Hey, Bri. Listen I've been going over our roster... are you OK on the Revenge?” 
 
    Brian froze with apprehension mid stride. “Yeah,” he replied slowly... “why?” Please don't take it away, he thought. 
 
    “I was just wondering,” replied Steele. “Wanted to make sure you were comfortable. Make sure you wouldn't rather be in a cockpit or something...” 
 
    “No way,” waved Brian, relieved. “The Revenge is awesome!” 
 
    “Alright, good to hear. You'll have a full crew now... though I might rearrange a few people when we pick the Archer or Bowman back up. Not sure how much crew they'll send along with it when we get it back.” 
 
    “Who are you going to assign as her Captain?” 
 
    Jack turned away from the window and laid the e-Pad on the table, leaning his elbow on the back of one of the table's high-back chairs. “I don't know... I guess we'll have to cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should take it,” offered Brian. 
 
    “Nah, I want to be able to fly, can't do that from a cruiser.” 
 
    Brian frowned, “That's kinda risky ain't it? Flying I mean? For an Admiral...” He cracked a goofy smile, “Dude, you're a freaking Admiral,” he laughed.  
 
    “What's so funny? You think because I'm an Admiral I suddenly forgot how to fly? I fucking fly better than you do!” 
 
    “No, it's just weird... an Admiral... I never woulda' thought...” Brian's face broke into a frown, “Wait, you think you fly better than me?” 
 
    “Uhhh, yeah.” 
 
    “In your dreams, Jack.” 
 
    “Who's dreams are doing what now?” asked Paul Smiley, strolling into the room. Mike Warren was right behind him. 
 
    “Captain Smiley,” began Steele, “please remind our deluded friend here, that I am a better pilot than he is...” 
 
    “Would if I could, Skipper,” shrugged Paul, “but I can't...” 
 
    “You are so full of shit, Pappy,” snapped Jack. 
 
    “They are actually pretty well matched,” volunteered Mike, trying to help. 
 
    “We are not,” interrupted Steele. “Hell, I'm almost as good as Pappy...” 
 
    “Oh now you are dreamin'...” countered Mike. 
 
    The four men broke into simultaneous laughter. 
 
    “Sounds like a party in here,” announced Maria, walking in. Members of the Freedom's command staff and pilots filed through the door, mixed with members of the Revenge crew. 
 
    “The Skipper was just entertaining us with a few jokes,” offered Pappy. 
 
    “Anything you can repeat in mixed company?” asked Maria. 
 
    “Not really,” replied Steele, shooting Pappy, Mike and Brian a shut the hell up, look. “Coffee, juice and pastries are along the far wall,” he announced, pointing across the room. “Everyone find a seat, we have a lot to cover...” 
 
    Lisa made her way through the crowd to her brother in a fresh UFW uniform, cadet pips on her collar. “Admiral,” she saluted. 
 
    Steele returned the salute and pulled her close, “No formalities in these meetings, kiddo...” He motioned to the refreshments, “Grab us some breakfast?” 
 
    “Sure,” she nodded, heading across the room. Jack decided it best to give her an official position as his aide, allowing her full access, removing the restrictions imposed on her as a civilian. So far she had been studying hard, learning as much as she could about the ships, fighters, shuttles, ranks and protocols.  
 
    It was a Cadet crash-course of sorts. As she was showing a real interest in flying, he gave her free rein to use the simulators or do ride-alongs in the shuttles. Twice she rode second seat, once with Maria who handed her control for a while. Two days later and Lisa was still talking about that... He wondered if her intense focus had anything to do with the loss of Nina Redwolf, they had become quite close. Nina's body had never been recovered. Like many others who perished on the Freedom, she was probably lost when the area she was in suffered a hull breach, simply disappearing out into space. 
 
    As people found their seats and the banter calmed down, they held a moment of silence for all the friends they had lost, Steele standing at the front of the room, leading them in a short prayer.  
 
    As he completed the prayer, the group rose to their feet, holding up their cups and glasses, “Remember the Freedom...” they toasted. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Two hours into the meeting and it became obvious that the absence of the Professor had not gone unnoticed.  
 
    At the head of the table, Jack eyed the room. “And as you all know, Walt Edgars won't be going with us,” he announced. “He has elected to stay here on Veloria to study and take a break from command life...” 
 
    “Will we be seeing him before we leave?” asked someone from the group. 
 
    “No,” replied Jack, “he thought it best to let me say goodbye for him...” 
 
    There was a murmur that swept through the group before Walt's nephew, Derrik Brighton, rose from his seat at the table. “Maybe I can clarify?” 
 
    “Feel free, Commander,” prompted Jack. 
 
    “Uncle, er, Commander Edgars, thought it would be less disruptive this way. He wishes each and every one of you good health and long life. He is very fond of everyone he's served with over these last two years and holds you all in the highest regard. But he is a man who is not comfortable with long goodbyes or outward shows of emotion. He thought this would be easiest for everyone...” 
 
    “I hope he understands how much we all love him and how much we'll miss him,” said Maria, choking up a little. She looked like she was fighting back her emotions. 
 
    “He does,” replied Derrik. “And that is the reason he felt comfortable parting in this manner. Let's not forget if someone feels the need to contact him - for whatever reason,” he eyed Maria, “he will only be a GalNet call away...” 
 
    “As soon as they get Veloria back on the network,” added Steele. 
 
    “Of course,” nodded Derrik, sitting back down. 
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair. “Ok then. Does everyone understand their assignments and duties...?” There were a lot of faces exchanging wordless glances. “Is anyone unhappy with their assignments or promotions?” He watched the same actions mirrored about the room. “Because now is the time to speak up, before it becomes official. While I can still make changes. Anyone feel shortchanged?” Silence. “Well alrighty then,” he grinned, rubbing his hands together. “Time for a new beginning! Paul, as we discussed, you are our new CAG.” Commander Air Group. “You will also, with Mike and Derrik as your lead instructors, initiate our very own Top Gun program. As soon as we get back to the Conquest, get it started. Some of the Conquest pilots showed solid talent, but they've been rather oppressed by past leadership... which shall remain nameless.” 
 
    There was a light wave of chuckles that passed over the group. 
 
    “So we have to fix the morale problem.” he continued. “The current CAG is due for retirement, we're going to initiate that early, he may be part of the problem.”  
 
    “What about the Captain?” asked Paul. 
 
    “Captain Anthony Ryan... I've talked to him at length,” replied Jack. “He seems solid and capable enough. But I think past circumstances held him back from doing his job effectively. He knows the Conquest like the back of his hand, so I'm pretty much going to give him the reins and let him do his job for once.” He looked around the room. “I'm relying on all of you to keep your eyes open. Low morale can cause all sorts of behavioral problems. If we have someone who is broken I need to know about it. ASAP. We will do our best to fix them, but we don't have unlimited time. We saw what the Pirates are capable of, we need our crews with their heads screwed on straight. Anyone who can't cut it gets bounced.”  
 
    “Does that include us?” asked someone from the back of the room. 
 
    Steele wasn't sure if the inquiry was an attempt at lightening the mood or serious. “That includes anyone who insists on being a screwup,” he replied. A few laughs rippled across the group. He looked down at the new data device strapped around his wrist like an oversized watch, called an eGo. Its curved two inch by four inch screen was basically a miniaturized e-Pad. “Ok folks, if there's nothing else...” he looked up at the faces around the room.  
 
    “The Freedom...” he stopped mid sentence, catching his momentary lapse. “The Revenge, is due off-surface in one hour. So get yourselves together and get going.” Chairs shuffled as people rose from their seats. “Who's my ride back to the Conquest?” 
 
    “Me,” said Maria raising her hand.  
 
    “We lift off in four hours,” he pointed at her. “I have a few other things to take care of before we go. Anyone heading to the Conquest can lift off the same time as the Revenge. If you're short on seats, we have room on Maria's ship. Lisa, you're with me.” Lisa nodded silently. 
 
    Steele raised his half-empty glass of juice, “Remember the Freedom.” 
 
    “Remember the Freedom...” they replied in unison. 
 
    The double doors to the conference room opened, framing his wife, Alité Galaýa Steele, Queen of Veloria, in the doorway. She was flanked by the Prime Minister, Nitram Marconus, on one side and several Peacekeeper Officers on the other. She was dressed in a gauzy-white suit with flowing sleeves and pants, resembling a tuxedo with tails, albeit with a very feminine flair.   
 
    Steele glanced over his shoulder to find out who had entered and was a little surprised to see her at the meeting. She wore her royal sword in its sheath slung over her shoulder against her back, and by the hang of her jacket he could tell she was sporting a sidearm.  
 
    He smiled at her. He couldn't help it, it was a natural reaction every time he saw her glowing face. “I was just getting ready to come see you...” But there was something odd about the group's appearance that he just couldn't nail down. 
 
    She stepped forward, her entourage staying put, silently blocking the doorway, standing stoically. 
 
     Steele raised an eyebrow, “What's going on, Alité?” he asked, forcing his voice soft and low, suddenly aware of the abundant audience. 
 
    “Admiral,” she announced firmly, but without emotion. “Please kneel.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he said, taken aback. 
 
    “Kneel.” 
 
    “What? Kneel?” Kneel? For some reason the word held no meaning for him in the present context.  
 
    “Kneel, Admiral.” 
 
    “What are we doing here?” he whispered, shifting his eyes to his left and right, nervously aware of the crowd. 
 
    Her hand reached back, grasping the hilt of her sword, “Kneel,” she repeated again. “Take a knee,” she hissed quietly.  
 
    Her face softened momentarily and as he focused on her eyes, he realized they were brown... Alité's eyes changed color with her mood. He had come to understand those colors and what they meant. Brown was akin to neutral. Now black, that would be another story. One with a bad ending... He let out a low breath and looked around, the faces around him watching with a mixture of curiosity and concern. He dropped to a knee and watched as she drew the sword from its sheath, making a spike of adrenalin shoot up from between his shoulder blades into the base of his skull. He looked up into her eyes. Still brown. Maybe a twinge of deep purple. He took a measured breath to calm his heartbeat. Purple was love, passion, desire... Odd. None of this was making any sense. 
 
    But it was more the way she moved that calmed him. She was slow, methodical, smooth. With both hands on the handle she held the gently curved samurai-like blade vertical and brought it to her lips, kissing the flat of the blade near the guard, on the detailed engraving of an angel in a flowing gown. She dropped the tip toward him and rested the flat of the blade atop his head and prayed softly, her eyes closed. Her supplication complete, she gently tapped him on each shoulder with the blade, crossing over his head each time to the opposite side. “My love. My husband. My guardian. My King...” She touched the top of his head one last time before swinging the blade back over her shoulder and sheathing the blade with one motion without looking or guiding it into the narrow slot. She extended her hand. “Kiss my hand,” she whispered. 
 
    Her eyes had shifted to a deeper purple, staring down at him, unblinking, shining. He took her hand in his and kissed it, still totally clueless as to what was going on. He hoped this was not some elaborate joke at his expense. But the little voice in his head was chattering excitedly away in his ear without really saying much. He wished it would slow down so he could understand it. 
 
    The Queen pulled on his hand, “Arise my husband. Stand with me, my King...” 
 
    He rose slowly. King? Did she just say King? No, couldn't be... She must be speaking figuratively... Please let it be figuratively. 
 
    She pulled him closer, facing him, removing an oversized gold ring from her finger, obviously made for a man's hand and slid it onto his left ring finger. It fit perfectly. Gazing from her eyes to the ring, he realized the top of the ring had the winged horse, Pegasus standing rampant against the red rising sun like the logo they had used on the Freedom. Like the one on the Medieval shield hanging on the wall in his home back on Earth. The sides of the ring had surprising details. On one side two knights rode tandem on a single horse, the other side had a religious cross passing through a crown, suspended over a Maltese cross. “How did you know...?” 
 
    She touched his lips with her index finger. “Later,” she whispered. She drew him to her side, facing the silent, anxious group in the conference room. “I present to you,” she announced loudly, “my witnesses of this event... My husband, King of Veloria.” 
 
    What? Steele swallowed hard. Oh hell... 
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 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CARRIER CONQUEST: UNEASY LIES THE HEAD THAT WEARS A CROWN 
 
    The Conquest had completely different ambient sounds than the Freedom and Jack was having difficulty getting used to her unfamiliar rhythms. Her heartbeat was different, her energy felt foreign. It made him restless, longing for the comfort he felt on his beloved Freedom. He supposed he would get used to it. Eventually. Even Fritz had been listless at first. He'd finally settled down and fallen asleep on the sofa.  
 
    Designed to be a fleet flagship, the bridge of the Conquest had two ready rooms, one on each side, so the ship's Captain and the fleet commander, in this case, Jack, could have private areas to conduct ship and fleet business simultaneously without having to split time or share amenities. 
 
    He was sitting at his desk, semi-reclined, feet up, contemplating the comfort of the sofa, but he didn't feel like disturbing the dog who was stretched out across two-thirds of it. Steele rolled the gold Pegasus ring around in his hand, examining the engravings, still amazed at the quality, detail and remarkable similarities the symbols had to his life's background. Alité didn't get a chance to explain to him before he left how she knew, how she did it... 
 
    He looked up when the door chimed. “Come in.” 
 
    Lisa strolled in, an e-Pad tucked under her arm, accompanied by her German Shorthaired Pointer, Gus. She took a quick glance around making sure they were alone, “Playing with your man-candy, huh?”  
 
    Gus, rarely short on energy, bounced over to Fritz, and jumped up on the sofa initiating a play fight, the two dogs tumbling off the furniture onto the floor, rolling around, canines bared, huffing and snorting.  
 
    Steele slid the ring back onto his ring finger, lifting one eyebrow. “Man candy?”  
 
    Lisa plopped herself onto the now vacant couch, “King... are you freaking kidding me? Like your ego isn't big enough already... I'm surprised that you could even fit your head through the door.” She was one out of a very small handful of people in the universe who could speak to him like that without getting bitch-slapped. 
 
    “Hey look,” he objected, “it wasn't my idea...” 
 
    “Please,” she waved dismissively, “I know how your mind works, you probably had this planned out from the very beginning...” 
 
    Jack sighed. “Did you come up here for a real reason, or just to give me crap?” 
 
    Lisa shrugged with an evil grin, “Can't it be both?” She got up off the couch, slid her e-Pad across his desk and dropped back down on the couch again. “Paul wanted me to...” 
 
    “You mean Captain Smiley?” he interrupted, slightly annoyed. 
 
    “Yeah, is there another Paul?” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “To you, he is not Paul, he is Captain.” Aggravation crept into his voice. “Do not expect that your relation to me will cut you any slack with the members of this crew...” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “No,” he said holding up his hand. “Don't fuck with this... it's a respect thing. If someone requests that you call him by his first name or in a friendly manner, that's one thing, but you can never make the mistake of doing it out there,” he pointed in the direction of the bridge. 
 
    “OK, OK, I get it. We are alone, though...” she muttered. She studied her brother for a moment and realized there was more on his mind than just this. He wasn't someone who sweated the small stuff. Petty wasn't his style. Gus and Fritz took a break from their wrestling match and Gus backed up, leaning against Lisa's leg, looking for a friendly hand. Which he got. “What's bothering you, Jack?” she asked. “Is it the whole King thing? Because I didn't mean anything by it...” 
 
    “Oh I know,” he waved, sounding apologetic. 
 
    “So what's going on? You miss her? Because, y'know we've only been gone a couple of  days...” 
 
    He leaned forward pinching his lower lip in trepidation. “Yeah I do... Miss her I mean. Colton too, he's growing up so fast. But that's not it. I'm worried about her safety.” He leaned back, “I originally thought the whole King arrangement was primarily a figure for the people...” He shrugged, “To show a royal family unit... I was hoping it was just a title...” 
 
    “Like a trophy wife in reverse...?” 
 
    Jack smirked briefly, “Yeah, sort of.” 
 
    “But...” prompted Lisa. 
 
    Jack rubbed his chin. “It's in case something happens to her...” his voice was low, dropping off. “There would still be a leader for Veloria.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Me,” he said flatly. “A real King. With all the responsibilities it entails. For a whole damn planet,” he sighed. “I didn't sign up for that...” 
 
    “Woah...” she breathed, wide-eyed. 
 
    He pointed at his sister, “Uh-huh, yep,” he nodded. “Now you're at where I was twenty-four hours ago when she told me. Let that run around in your head for awhile,” he said, wiggling his fingers over his head, “and you might be where I am now.” 
 
    “Wow that's... umm...” 
 
    “No shit, right? Like I'm not hip-deep in enough crap already...” 
 
    Lisa leaned forward, “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I don't know,” he groaned. “What the hell can I do? It's not like I can quit...” He stared down at the ring, twisting it around his finger. “I'm just going to have to come to grips with it somehow...” 
 
    “There's a lot of military support there... do you really think she's in danger?” 
 
    Jack took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Yeah I do...” 
 
    “Gut feeling?” 
 
    He nodded. “And the little voice...” 
 
    Lisa had long known about Jack's little voice, the insights and precognitive ideas it fed him. Heck she had her own. The whole family had this uncanny knack for knowing something was out of whack before it was obvious. Almost telepathic to some degree. Jack's little voice was probing, deductive, and alerted him to danger. Her knack was similar though a bit more empathetic; she didn't so much hear a little voice as she could sense and feel things. If Jack's little voice had warned him of danger, she was inclined to believe it. It was right more often than not. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack Steele took the steps at the back of the bridge down a half level to the flight tower overlooking the flight bay. With his back to the upper deck of the bridge, Captain Paul Smiley was examining the system on a holo-chart, including the ships in the task force, a training flight and the fighters on patrol.  
 
    “I hate to bother you Pappy...” 
 
    Paul straightened up looking over his shoulder, “C'mon in, Skipper, what can I do you for?” 
 
    “You got a spare bird? Maybe I can do a patrol? I need to clear my head.” 
 
    “Sure your Lordship,” he joked, “whatever you need...” 
 
    “Don't,” said Jack, raising an eyebrow, his ire raising. “Just don't.” 
 
    “Sorry. Too soon?” 
 
    “Yeah. Too soon. Indefinitely too soon...” 
 
    Paul nodded, “Copy that. OK, let's change the subject, what do you want to fly?”  
 
    “Whatever you've got, doesn't matter.” 
 
    “You want a wingman?” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “Probably wise. Got someone who's not chatty?” 
 
    Paul chuckled, “Sure. Suit-up and head on down to the flight deck. I'll have one of the Chiefs fix you up with a couple of birds.” 
 
    “Thanks Pappy.” 
 
    “No sweat.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The crew of the Freedom had lost so much, not just their ship - their home. They lost all the little things, like their personal effects. It was hard to calculate how much until you noticed you needed something and realized it was gone. Like Jack's flight suit, helmet and gloves. It sounded like something so small and insignificant, but things like that made him feel a little melancholy. Everything and anything that connected him to home was gone. Civilian clothes, pictures, wallet, his original 1911, favorite leather jacket... 
 
    “How does that fit, sir?” asked the crewman fitting his flight suit. 
 
    Jack snapped back into his head. “Feels just right.” He flexed his arms and legs to test for room and movement. 
 
    “Good, then the measurements I got from your crew were just right.” 
 
    “You made this new?” 
 
    “Everything is new, Admiral,” replied the man, handing him gloves and a helmet. “I'm sorry we didn't get your call sign on your helmet, but I didn't get that information.” 
 
    Jack glanced down at the glossy, plain white helmet as he walked out onto the flight deck from the pilot's ready room. “It's Stainless, but that's OK, don't worry about it...” 
 
    “Stainless Steele...” smiled the crewman, “I like that, Admiral. Have a good flight.” He saluted and pointed Jack across the deck to the port side of the bay. 
 
    The bay was so much larger than the Freedom's bay, probably nearly three times the square footage. But then again she carried more than three times the craft that the Freedom did. The walk across the bay was almost worthy of a transport cart ride. At a total length of 1,987 feet in length, the Conquest was a big girl. Of course she wasn't all flight deck, but it was close. Sixteen launch racks lined each side of the bay. It was impressive that she could field anywhere from one, to thirty-two birds simultaneously. Each rack had an independent door that would open and close as needed for launch, sealing in the atmosphere with a stasis field. 
 
    “Admiral...” The Line Chief stuck out a ham-sized gloved hand. He was wearing an IAS Independent Atmosphere Suit, something very few of the crew on the Freedom ever wore. 
 
    “Chief...” they shook hands.  
 
    “A couple Lancias suit you OK?” he asked, guiding Jack around to the left side of a Lancia sitting in a rack, the hull door in front of it still closed. 
 
    “Sure, Chief.” 
 
    “Good, then we're all set. Up you go,” he pointed at the ladder. 
 
    Jack snugged his gloves and headed for the ladder, suddenly realizing the Chief was tethered to an anchor ring on the floor between the racks. “Chief, why are you roped to the floor?” 
 
    “Ah, this?” he tugged on the long strap. “Just a precaution. Occasionally we get a blowout when one of the stasis emitters hiccups...” 
 
    Jack paused on the ladder, the Chief below him. “Hiccups?” 
 
    “Sure Admiral. Look, the old gal is nearly a hundred years old, she's not perfect. It's no big deal, it almost never happens...” 
 
    “How often is almost never?” 
 
    “Once in a while...” 
 
    Steele frowned at him. 
 
    “About once a month...” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Well, sir, we lock down the outer door, pull the unit, rebuild it and pop it back in. The rack is usually only down for a day. Sometimes less if we have a rebuilt or two in reserve.” 
 
    “Why haven't we just replaced them all, Chief?” 
 
    “Well we did... about twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    “And how long did they last before they started to hiccup?” 
 
    The Chief shrugged in his suit. “About twenty years I guess.” 
 
    Steele rolled his eyes. “And in the last five years, how many people did we lose during these hiccups?” 
 
    “A few...” 
 
    Jack almost bit down on his tongue. “Why didn't the emitters get replaced again?” he asked disdainfully.  
 
    “I guess the old man didn't want to take us out of service...” 
 
    “Pottsdorn?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The Admiral wasn't exactly... um...” 
 
    “Sane?” said Jack flippantly. 
 
    “Uh yes, sir.” 
 
    Steele stepped back down off the ladder. “How long would we be out of service to do the whole repair job? Replace all of the emitters?” 
 
    “Well for just the emitters, probably about a week. But if you're going to do the emitters, you should actually replace the reflectors, sensors and cabling to avoid any other issues...” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Two weeks. Maybe a little more.” 
 
    “Could you do them one at a time while we were under way?” 
 
    “Theoretically, yes. It would take us a lot longer though.” 
 
    “Theoretically?” 
 
    “Well we'd actually have to lock down three doors at a time, one on either side of the one we're working on to pull and replace the cabling.” 
 
    Steel took a deep breath, rubbing his forehead through his open visor. “OK, Chief. Tell you what... Make a list of all the parts and supplies you guys are going to need... tools, anything. I'll make sure you get it. If we can't find the time to sit in a station, we'll do it under way. Either way we'll get it done...” 
 
    “I'll need to get the engineers involved too...” 
 
    “Do whatever you need to do, Chief,” interrupted Jack. “Your job is dangerous enough without having to worry about worn out equipment blowing you out into space.” He began climbing back up the ladder to the fighter's cockpit, “Good freaking grief,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    While the Freedom's launch tubes shot a launching fighter through about half the length of the ship, the launch run in the Conquest was barely longer than the length of the fighter. Staring at the door in front of the nose of his Lancia, Steele checked the seal on his canopy and initiated his systems. Going through his flight check, a wash of cool air surrounded him as the climate control system kicked on. Glancing to his left, he exchanged nods with his wingman sitting in a Lancia in the neighboring launch rack, who had already been prepared to launch before he arrived in the bay. He listened to the tower's comm traffic as he waited for the launch. 
 
    The Chief retreated twenty feet behind the racks, crouched down and latched a short strap to the ring on the deck that his long strap was tethered to. He could now only move about five feet. “Nine and ten, all systems ready, drivers ready,” he looked left and right, “deck clear, ready for launch.”  
 
    The red lights above the launch doors flicked to green and the blue stasis fields wavered into existence, the outer doors splitting horizontally like some toothy grin, opening wide. The door panels disappeared quickly into the ceiling and floor. 
 
    “Tower – Nine and Ten... have a good flight, gentlemen. Launching...” 
 
    The electro-magnetic launch sled flung Jack's Lancia out into the space of New Vanus, bouncing his helmet against the headrest, the instantaneous 4G acceleration making him grunt. It felt more violent than the Freedom, but he guessed it would have to, the rails being only marginally longer than the fighter itself. Thankfully, it was only momentary. He reached forward toggling his engine power, feeling the familiar bump of the thrusters. Swinging the Lancia to the right in a gentle, lazy arc, he took up the heading of the task force toward the gate to Irujen. Greeted by the motionless waves and swirls of iridescent blue dust spread across the system, the stunning abstract beauty was enough to catch his breath and make him smile to himself. Enough to elicit a chill that raced up his back and caused the hair on the back of his neck to bristle. Having described it to Lisa, he hoped she would get a chance to see it before the task force got to the gate. He made a mental note to take her out in a shuttle at the very least before they left the system. 
 
    Looking over his left shoulder Steele could see his wingman's Lancia catching up and wondered who Pappy had paired him up with. Whoever it was hadn't made a peep so far, keeping with the protocol he'd requested. Curiosity was gnawing at him. Who was it...? Pappy hadn't given him any clue as to whom he might have chosen. It was probably one of their own people from the Freedom. He supposed it didn't really matter, he wasn't up for conversation anyway...  
 
    Steele sighed to himself. “White One to White Two... call sign?”  
 
    “Redline, sir.” 
 
    “Redline, huh?” Who the hell is Redline? “That's a pretty interesting call sign, how'd you get it?” 
 
    Like most pilots, Commander Dar Sloane was used to multitasking, adjusting his sensors as they chatted on a local channel. “I got it when I was racing. Early on, I had a bad habit of pushing my engines too far and burning them up... I didn't finish my first couple of races. It took me a while before I got better at conserving them. Of course by then the name was already permanent.” 
 
    “Yeah...” began Jack, thinking back on the damage he inflicted on the Zulu engines. “I've burned a few, it's not hard to do. So what type of racing were you doing?”  
 
    “Canyon racing in Drifters...” 
 
    “What's a Drifter?” Jack glanced out over his port wing at the Lancia off his wingtip, the fighter silhouetted against streaks of iridescent blue dust.  
 
    “A thruster-powered air racer. They've got about a twenty-five foot wingspan, closed cockpit... They'll do about a thousand, flat-out. Not that you get to do that too often in a canyon race.”  
 
    “Is this a professional thing?” Jack was trying to imagine a combination of America's favorite racing league, the dedicated fans filling the grandstands, the carnival atmosphere, the food, the announcers and sponsors, all transplanted to a place like the Grand Canyon, watching air racing between the rugged canyon walls. Where would you make a pit stop? 
 
    “Oh yeah. There's a whole racing circuit for this sport. When I was competing there were about fifteen courses... there's gotta be at least twenty-five by now.” 
 
    “Not all on one planet...” 
 
    “No, of course not. They're spread all over the universe. I can't think of any planet that had more than one course. At least not while I was racing.” 
 
    “Wow, that's got to be a ton of traveling.” 
 
    Dar Sloane nodded inside his helmet, “Constantly.” He shrugged, “But there can be a lot of money in racing... the victory purses, sponsors, betting... I did OK, I won a few races, but it's nonstop, bone-weary exhausting... If you weren't racing, you were traveling, promoting, schmoozing sponsors, practicing, testing, tuning the equipment, fixing the Drifter... it was never-ending.”   
 
    “So, how did you end up in the military?” 
 
    The Commander smirked to himself. “Are you kidding? Bigger, faster, cooler equipment... and you get to blow shit up. It's like racing, cubed – with explosions added for fun. And somebody else takes care of the equipment. It doesn't get much better than that.” 
 
    “No it doesn't,” laughed Jack. 
 
    They might as well have had a couple beers and a bowl of pretzels between them. It was just two guys with a common interest passing the time with a topic that seemed to translate across the massive divide of their differences. It mattered not that they came from opposite ends of the universe and different cultures, that they were sitting in a couple of heavily armed star fighters cruising across deep space so far from home it was difficult to comprehend... That simple fact was never lost on Jack, the sheer expanse of space, its seeming infinite reaches, its supreme desolation, its intense spectrum of colors, its moments of terror, its unexplored territories, its boundless and surprising beauty.  
 
    Most importantly the diversion was cathartic, taking Jack's mind off the complexities of recent events and the overwhelming expectations of his responsibilities. In comparison to the universe around them, his responsibilities seemed miniscule and insignificant. It was what he needed, a perspective that clearly illustrated how small his problems were in comparison to the big picture. A picture so infinite... Well, they were all just self-conscious, self-aware specs of dust racing though space. He wondered what Voorlak might say about that. 
 
    The conversation had dropped off and it had been quiet for a while when they reached the farthest waypoint on the scheduled patrol route. “Outside waypoint, Admiral. Want to keep going?” 
 
    “Nah, I'm good. Let's head back...”  
 
    The Commander followed the Admiral's lead as the two Lancias pulled a tight arc, looping back toward the Conquest, their scanners finding nothing ahead or behind them. 
 
    “So, Admiral... scuttlebutt is that...” 
 
    Jack inhaled sharply. Please don't ask me about Veloria...  
 
    “We're headed to your home system... Terran is it?” 
 
    Jack exhaled, relieved. “Oh yeah... My home planet is Earth. We're going to head there via Ossomon...”  
 
    “That's not exactly a direct route...”  
 
    “No it's not. It's part of a patrol we missed when Fleet rerouted us to Velora Prime. Probably won't be anything there now though.”  
 
    “Mmm,” acknowledged the Commander. “You never can tell, maybe we'll get lucky.” 
 
    “We can hope,” joked Steele.   
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    There was something familiar about landing on the Conquest although Jack had never done it before, sort of like dèjá vu. Perhaps it was the familiarity of landing on the Freedom that made it feel like that... it was the same, yet different. Landing tandem – two abreast, on the Conquest was a fairly easy matter due to her width and depth, something that required a steady hand and rather precise flying when attempted on the Freedom. He speculated it might be possible to land three wide here. 
 
    Having followed the directions from the deck crew to the port side of the flight deck, Steele shut down his systems in a marked parking area, pulling the handle on the canopy release. It popped with a hiss of air rushing in from the flight bay, bringing with it the smells of fuel, lubricants, electronics and hot metal. He sucked it in, almost tasting it, the mixture oddly enjoyable. The hydraulics hissed until the canopy reached its full extension, allowing him to stand up after unbelting. He stretched before plucking the comm and power umbilicals from his suit, allowing him to freely climb down the ladder to the deck.  
 
    After setting his helmet on the wing root of his Lancia, Steele was removing his gloves when Commander Sloane ducked under the nose of his own fighter to greet the Admiral.  
 
    “Good flying with you, sir,” he said, offering his hand. “I'm Commander Dar Sloane.” 
 
    They shook hands briefly. “Good to meet you, Mr. Sloane.” 
 
    “Can I buy you a drink in the lounge, Admiral?” 
 
    Steele checked the curved screen of the new eGo wrapped around his wrist. Seeing nothing pressing, he saw no reason not to. “Sure, I can go for a cold one.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa picked her eGo up off the desk and activated the screen, “Hello?” Her brother's face appeared in video form. 
 
    “Come meet me in the lounge, will you?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, “see you in about five minutes.” The video winked out, replaced by the welcome screen. She slid the eGo onto her wrist, grabbed her e-Pad and headed for the door from the Admiral's office to the bridge. Pausing at the door as it slid open, disappearing into the wall, she pointed back at Fritz and Gus, “You guys stay here and be good.” She did a double take as she caught Fritz making a silly face at her. Lisa shook her head and passed out onto the bridge, heading for the main corridor. “Damn dog is too smart for his own good,” she muttered, hustling past the Marine sentry who flicked a glance in her direction. 
 
    The eGo on her wrist was a great tool for finding her way around the ship, the screen displaying a live, active floor plan, plotting her location. She could input her destination and the eGo would display routes much like a GPS. If there was an area of the ship that was compromised, blocked or damaged, it would tell her that too and route her around it in real time. Like the Admiral and the Captain's eGos, hers was tied into the ship's systems, communications and sensors, allowing her access to nearly everything the senior staff had access to. This allowed her to fulfill her position as aide to the Admiral, but her position and responsibilities were not indicative of her rank as a mere officer cadet.  
 
    When Lisa got to the lounge she was stopped inside the entry by the hostess, “I'm sorry Cadet, this is the Officers Lounge,” the woman said politely, stalling her with a wave, “you're not an officer... Not yet anyway. You can't go in.” 
 
    “Oh,” smiled Lisa, “I'm the Admiral's aide, he asked me to meet him here...” 
 
    The hostess looked her up and down slyly, not sure whether to believe her or not. “Well he is here, let me check with him...” 
 
    “Oh, no need,” said Lisa pulling up the sleeve of her uniform blouse to reveal the screen of her eGo. “I'll just let him know I'm here...” 
 
    The hostess knew they didn't hand those devices out to just anybody. “Follow me, Cadet... welcome to the Officers Lounge.” 
 
    Well appointed, the lounge wasn't extravagant but it was very nice, decorated with rich wood trim, polished brass, stainless steel, glass and crystal. Winding their way between the tables, Lisa inhaled deeply, drawing in the scent of finely grilled steaks, reminding her she'd skipped lunch. She glanced at the food on the tables she passed, this was much nicer than the galley food. Not that the galley food was bad, but this was like a fine restaurant. 
 
    The Hostess paused and pointed the rest of the way, “Last booth on the right,” she said politely. 
 
    “Ah, there she is,” waved Jack, “sit... sit.” Lisa slid into the booth next to her brother, a bowl of munchies sitting between the two men, drinks on the table. “Lisa, this is Commander Dar Sloane,” he waved. “Dar, this is my aide, Lisa Steele...” 
 
    Dar reached across the table to shake her hand, “Nice to meet you.” He glanced at Jack, “Is this your sister?” 
 
    Jack nodded, popping a chip into his mouth, “Yep.” 
 
    Dar grinned in Lisa's direction, “I heard you're a tough gal. Survived a punch out, survived in the wilderness and made friends with locals... is that all true?” 
 
    “And then some,” she boasted. “Fought some Volkens too...” 
 
    The Commander cocked his head to one side, “What's a Volken?” 
 
    Jack raised his index finger, “Think very large, hairy, fast, cat-wolf-bear thing, with a really bad attitude and saber teeth...” 
 
    Dar Sloane snorted a chuckle, “You're kidding, right?” 
 
    “Totally serious,” said Lisa. “Insanely vicious. And they hunt in packs. Scariest things I've ever seen...” She glanced at her brother, “Four hundred pounds?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I'd have to say that was probably the average... some had to be closer to six or seven hundred pounds though.” 
 
    “That's a monster,” blurted Dar. 
 
    “You have no idea,” waved Jack, “until one is standing over you, looking down at you like you're lunch...” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” interjected Lisa, “Can we order food? I'm starving...” 
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 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CARRIER CONQUEST, IRUJEN SYSTEM 
 
    Dar Sloane had taken Lisa out for a flight in one of the Conquest's two-seat fighter trainers to see the spectacle of New Vanus before the task force reached the gate to Irujen. That little jaunt continued to be a topic of conversation... along with Dar Sloane. Jack wasn't sure if she was more excited about flying a fighter-trainer, the celestial display of New Vanus or Commander Sloane. In retrospect, Jack supposed it didn't really matter... what mattered was that she was adjusting well, coping, not only to her new surroundings and situation, but to the loss of her friend, Nina Redwolf. 
 
    Jack was standing at the chart table in his office, making notes on the 3D hologram when Lisa strolled in from the bridge, the door hissing closed behind her. Gus bounced up off the floor and trotted over to greet her. 
 
    “Our delivery from Resurrection Station just landed in the bay.” 
 
    “Good, did we get all the parts we ordered?” 
 
    She shook her head, “I don't know, I haven't seen the manifest yet, it just touched down.” 
 
    “Ok, so let's go take a look...” 
 
    Lisa pointed at her eGo, “We'll - get - the - manifest - here...” she said slowly. “Or here...” she added, indicating her e-Pad. 
 
    “Well, I'd like to get out of my office, take a walk and go see, if you don't mind.” 
 
    She waggled her finger at her brother, “You want to make sure the old CAG gets off the ship, don't you...” It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    Jack made a face of distaste. “Mmm, sue me, there's something about him I don't trust.” Jack slid his eGo onto his wrist. “I got Dayle Alaroot to put a couple of our Marines on our friend... keep an eye on him.”  
 
    “Dar said he was a real hardass... kind of an asshole,” Lisa volunteered. Jack shot her a glance. “Yeah, I know, I know,” she waved. “Respect. For your information he wants me to call him Dar... and yes, I know I have to make sure not to do it out there.” 
 
    Jack didn't reply, just smirked, waving her out the door, the halves disappearing into the wall. Pausing in the doorway he looked back, “You coming?” Fritz nodded and sliding off the sofa, stretched leisurely as Gus trotted past him. “Don't let me rush you or anything...” said Steele, sarcastically. 
 
    “OK,” replied the dog with a toothy grin. He sauntered out past his human, onto the bridge. Having gotten used to their presence, the bridge crew paid no attention to the two dogs. “Where we go?” asked Fritz. 
 
    “Flight bay,” offered Lisa. “We're going to spend an hour doing what we could have done comfortably in the office in five minutes...” 
 
    “Why?” he asked looking up at her as they walked down the corridor, Jack and Gus trailing behind. 
 
    “You got me,” she shrugged, nodding slyly towards her brother, “it wasn't my idea...” 
 
    “Funny,” said Jack, “but you know, he doesn't always understand when you're kidding...” 
 
    “Yes I do,” muttered the dog. “It just not funny...” 
 
    “Oh, damn!” laughed Jack, “Burn!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The freight shuttle was parked off to the right of the traffic and landing lanes, crew members loading and unloading hoverdollies from the shuttle to the deck and to the large cargo movers. The pilot was leaning against the boarding ladder to the cockpit chatting with a deckhand from the Conquest. 
 
    “Coming to see me off, Admiral?” asked the retiring CAG sarcastically. “I'm flattered.” 
 
    Ignoring the frosty reception, Steele passed him a data chip. “The UFW Directorate would like me to extend their sincere gratitude for your service, Commander. There is a nice little early retirement bonus included in your pension documents... it's on page ten, I believe...” 
 
    “Save it, Admiral,” he waved. “You're taking away a whole year of service and I'm getting a little bonus. That sucks and you know it. I'm getting screwed...” 
 
    “On the contrary,” countered Jack. “Your bonus is a full year and you're getting a full pension... Do yourself a favor Commander, take a vacation, you deserve one. Go see your family. Go...” 
 
    “Screw that, Admiral,” he waved, “this is all I know. I've got nobody out there...” 
 
    Steele remained stoic. “Then move to the private sector, Commander. There are hundreds of companies who could put a man with your experience to good use. And the pay is certainly...” 
 
    “Maybe I'll go sign on with the FreeRangers...” the Commander said with an evil grin. “I hear their pay is pretty good...” 
 
    Steele's jaw set and he exuded calm, though the Commander didn't know it was the calm before the storm if he continued to push. “You could do that. But it would be a mistake. A big one. At a minimum, you can kiss your pension goodbye. On the other hand, it could be seen as treason. I'm sure you're well aware of the military punishment for treason...” 
 
    “I'm not military anymore,” he waved the data chip. “I'm a civilian...” 
 
    Dar Sloane strolled up and nudged Lisa who was standing next to Marine Warrant Officer, Dayle Alaroot, “Hey, what's going on?” he nodded toward the conversation between the Admiral and the retiring Commander. 
 
    “Hello Commander,” Lisa said sweetly. “The Admiral just gave the CAG his walking papers and the CAG is not happy.” 
 
    “Oh,” nodded Dar, knowingly. “He's being himself... a total asshole.” 
 
    “He's doing it to the wrong person,” interjected Dayle. He exchanged glances with Corporal Dunnom on the far side of the shuttle's cargo ramp, the two Marines communicating wordlessly. “He's about to have a very bad day if he's not careful.” 
 
    “Think the Admiral would toss him in the brig?” asked Dar. 
 
    Dayle Alaroot smirked wickedly, “I'm more worried the CAG is going to push too far and the Admiral's going to permanently rearrange his face... and a few choice body parts.” 
 
    “You're joking...” 
 
    “Nope,” replied Lisa. “He is not someone to be fucked with.” 
 
    Dar Sloan's eyes widened. “Really... because the CAG is a scrapper... every time we had leave, we were pulling him out of a bar fight...” 
 
    “He's in over his head...” said Dayle, not taking his eyes off the two men. “Trust me...” 
 
    Fritz was keeping an eye on the altercation as well, circling slowly to a flank position, reading their body language and testing the air with his nose for the chemical changes that telegraphed a physical confrontation. The air was thick with testosterone and the CAG looked agitated. Agitated but unfocused, indecisive, nervous. Jack was calm but guarded, his hands open and ready. 
 
    Dar was trying to listen but couldn't hear the words. “I can't hear them, can you?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “No, too much noise.” She glanced around at the heavy cargo units moving past.  
 
    The CAG was pointing now, poking at the Admiral without touching him. Dayle Alaroot nodded over at Corporal Dunnom. “We've decided if he touches the Admiral, we take him down.” 
 
    “Might be best for him,” commented Lisa. They watched Jack rest his hand on the top of the CAG's shoulder, it appeared to be a friendly, comforting gesture. “OK, I wasn't expecting that...” 
 
    “Nope,” confirmed Dayle, “went a completely different way than I thought it...” The CAG shuddered once, like a small convulsion, his arms flopping to his side before he went completely limp and collapsed to the deck like a bowl of spilled spaghetti. “OK, wasn't expecting that either,” said Dayle, stepping quickly to the Admiral's side.  
 
    “You OK, Admiral?” 
 
    Jack took a deep cleansing breath, “I'm fine Dayle.” He looked down at the unconscious CAG, a circle of people appearing to all take a look. “He just would not shut the hell up...” 
 
    Dayle Alaroot looked over at the Admiral, “You'll have to show me how you did that sometime, sir.”  
 
    “Sure thing, Dayle.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do with him? Brig? Medical?” 
 
    “No, no, he'll be fine in about a half hour. He'll probably have a headache though... Just find a seat and strap him in. Let him be someone else's problem.” Steele shook his head as the two Marines lifted the unconscious man off the deck. “He's got some serious anger issues...” Steele turned back as the two Marines dragged the former CAG's limp form up the cargo ramp. “Oh, and scan his gear. I want to be sure whatever he's taking is rightfully his...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The Officer's Club was full. But when the Admiral shows up with the ship's Captain, you find them a table. Period. Even when there's a dog in the mix. No arguments. The hostess had no problem finding them a booth, and the officers she moved offered no complaint, moving to the bar with their food and drinks. 
 
    Jack laid his e-Pad on the table as they seated themselves, ordering their dinner and drinks. He found himself biting the inside of his cheek to keep from breaking into laughter when Fritz ordered his own steak, meduim-rare of course. The waitress' stunned expression was priceless as she stared wide-eyed at the dog sitting like a gentleman at the back of the booth. 
 
     Jack waited until she was out of earshot. “So, Mr. Ryan...” he said leaning in, “we've got quite a stash of parts that came in for the work on the flight bay's stasis field emitters. Not enough to do every launch bay, but a little more than half. We cleaned Resurrection Station out of their entire stock. Any ideas where we can pick up a few more along the way?” 
 
    “We can detour to Blackmount...” 
 
    Jack looked down at the blank e-Pad screen, thinking. “That's quite a detour. I'd rather not...” His eyes flicked up and he leaned back against the booth. 
 
    Captain Ryan rubbed his chin in thought, “We can order the parts from Tanzia, Phi Lanka or Yarwa Station... they might be able to get them into our next resupply.” 
 
    “Might, hmmm...” Steele pinched his lower lip. “When's our next resupply?” 
 
    The Captain paged through several screens on his eGo. “A resupply ship is due to meet us in forty-six days.” 
 
    “And if our parts miss that transport?” 
 
    Ryan shrugged, “If they send it direct through a parts shipper, maybe the same time frame. If not, it could be more than three months.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “I don't want to wait that long. Are there any places on our patrol route that might have some of what we need?” 
 
    Anthony Ryan had been around the proverbial block a few times, if the block was the galaxy... He closed his eyes and bowed his head, reviewing the chart in his mind which he found easier than trying to see it on the small screen of the eGo. He suddenly looked up, “Rikovik's Reef...” 
 
    “Is that a system or a planet?” interrupted Steele. 
 
    “A system. There's not much there, except the rock in the middle of the system where it gets its name. It's what's left of a mined-out asteroid field. A guy named Rikovik crash-landed on the rock about a hundred years ago and since they couldn't get back off, started a station. The mine offices and equipment were abandoned there so he had the tools... It's expanded into a trade hub of sorts. The station sits on it and runs through it.” 
 
    “Must be a pretty big rock...” 
 
    The Captain nodded, “About fifteen or sixteen miles across.” 
 
    “That is a pretty big rock,” mused Jack, “gotta be about fifty miles around, then...” 
 
    “Well it's not exactly round,” countered the Ryan. “It's more oblong with a flat side. They say he was trying to land on the flat side to salvage the equipment and went in a little hot. Wasn't even close to his landing zone...” 
 
    “Bad planning?” 
 
    “Drinking,” smirked the Captain. “He was hammered at the time.” 
 
    “I'll bet the crew was thrilled...” 
 
    “They were all drunk, as I heard it,” he waved. “Sat on that rock for a month until the alcohol was all gone. When they sobered up, they went to work. The thing now spans across to another rock and they've fastened the two together. ” 
 
    “So this is more than a station, it's a small inhabited planetoid...” 
 
    “Oh yeah. It's not pretty, but it's got its charms I guess. They have manufacturing, agriculture, warehousing... The population wavers, but I hear it's about a hundred-thousand people. It's got a healthy black market too. And because of its relative remoteness, there's usually an abundance of parts...” 
 
    Steele sipped his drink. “Sounds worthy of a look.” 
 
    “Of course we might have a little problem there...” 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “They're fairly neutral,” explained Ryan, “but let's just say their clientele isn't totally enamored with the UFW.” 
 
    “Pirates?” 
 
    “They preferred to be called FreeRangers, but yes. Pirates, freelancers, traders, shippers, smugglers, corporations...” 
 
    “Wonderful. Interesting mix.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. So in light of their favored clientele, they might refuse to deal with us.” 
 
    “Hmm,” nodded Jack, “I can be pretty convincing.” “ 
 
    “I've noticed that...” smirked Ryan, sipping his drink. 
 
    “I'm sure we can come to some agreement that will make everyone happy.” 
 
    The Captain leaned back so the waitress could put the plates of food on the table, the steaks still sizzling, fresh off the grill. “It's sure to ruffle a few feathers but I expect we'll get what we need if they have it.” 
 
    Steele glanced at Fritz as a little string of drool left the corner of his mouth. “You're drooling...” Jack began cutting up the dog's steak for him. 
 
    “Sorry,” mumbled the dog, licking his chops. “Smells good.” 
 
    Annoyed, not too understanding of the animals as friends thing, Anthony Ryan tried not to look, instead concentrating on his own meal. “Umm, so, where were we?” 
 
    Jack sipped his wine. “You were going to tell me why you let some of these things go,  why you hadn't taken care of these issues earlier...”  
 
    “Permission to speak freely, Admiral?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I did not have operational control of the Conquest. Admiral Pottsdorn...” 
 
    “Was nuts. I understand,” interrupted Jack. “There was no way of circumventing him to get things done and ensure the safety of your crew?” 
 
    The Captain stopped mid-chew, sighing pensively. “In many respects I was powerless to do anything without his approval. He had six aides. One was always present on the bridge, another with him round the clock. On shifts. They kept track of everything whether he was present or not. It was maddening.” He tried not to watch the dog eating off the plate on the table but it was difficult to ignore. He looked away. 
 
    “So you gave up then?” asked Jack, sampling his vegetables. 
 
    “No, I did what I could under the confines of the restraints put upon me.” 
 
    “Did you ever inform the Fleet Admiral or the Directorate of what was going on?” Steele stabbed a piece of steak with his fork. 
 
    “No sir. That would not have succeeded, I don't have the same kind of status or recognition...” he paused awkwardly, “you seem to have garnered. Anything coming from my position would have fallen on deaf ears.”  
 
    “I understand,” waved Steele. “I'll tell you what I need from you Anthony...” he said, pointing an empty fork in the officer's direction. “Honesty and open communication. I've read your record, you've got quite a distinguished career. Before Pottsdorn. You've been living under a glass for the last five years. But Pottsdorn's gone, that's over now. So I need you to be the officer you were before the crazy years. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course.” He eyed the young Admiral sitting across the table from him. 
 
    “OK, Captain, I can see your mind working... out with it.” 
 
    Ryans' eyes shifted to the dog and back to Steele. “With all due respect, sir, I'm wondering if I've traded one type of crazy for another.” 
 
    Steele took no offense to the comment, ready with an immediate reply. “I suppose that depends on how you look at things, Anthony.” He slid his drink to the center of the table. “Is this glass half full or half empty?” he gestured at the glass, not waiting for a reply. “Some might say half full, some might say half empty depending on their view. If you're thirsty, it's half empty. If you're satiated, it's half full.” He retrieved the glass and took a sip. 
 
    “What is it now?” asked the Ryan, thinking there was another point. 
 
    “That was nothing, I was thirsty.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “So for five years,” continued Steele, “you've been running on empty, with little or no control. Now, you have nearly complete control. Is that crazy or smart? From Pottsdorn's viewpoint, that would be crazy. From my viewpoint, you know your ship and people, which makes it smart.” 
 
    “Viewpoint...” nodded Ryan. 
 
    “And of course,” added Jack, flippantly, “there's good crazy - which is smart, and there's bad crazy - which is, well, just plain wackadoodle. I'm the kind you want.”  
 
    “Good crazy,” confirmed the Captain. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Good, because we've had our fill of the other kind, what did you call it...?” 
 
    “Wackadoodle.” 
 
    “Right, wackadoodle.” 
 
    “Just remember this, Mr. Ryan - we may do things that wander outside the lines of what the Admiralty and Directorate consider normal operations, but we get things done.” 
 
    Captain Ryan thought about Steele's actions and results against the Pirate carrier in the battle of Velora Prime. “I've seen that.” 
 
    “I'm not a real big fan of red tape,” said Steele, “or the bureaucratic cesspool people call politics... My best assessment is someone goes into politics because they can't get a real job, so they make a place for themselves telling other people how to do things they themselves have never done before.”  
 
    “Or tell people how to live on planets they've never been to before...” volunteered the Captain. “It is shameful...” 
 
    Jack let it be quiet for a moment, just eating. “So we understand each other then?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “OK, good. I think our first order of business, is to take care of our ships. I want to categorize all the mechanical issues with the Conquest... and the battleship Westwind if she has any problems. We will do our best to get whatever is needed to bring both of these ships back to one-hundred percent readiness... this includes mechanical, operational or personnel. If we have anyone like the CAG who is gravel in our gears, let's pull em out. We need to communicate openly on these issues but they need to be handled so they don't cause bigger issues for us later.”  
 
    “Understood.” Captain Ryan eyed Fritz finishing off his meal, licking the plate clean. “So, completely open communications between us, but I get to handle most things as I see fit...?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. This is your ship...” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” He eyed the dog, who was casually monitoring the conversation. “I'm not really comfortable with him on the bridge,” he said, indicating Fritz. “Or having him in the Officer's Club much less eating at the table...” 
 
    “Except that,” said Steele slyly.  
 
    Ryan pursed his lips, nodding. “Duly noted.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Jack, check this out!” blurted Lisa as she entered the Admiral's office, her arms laden with small boxes. The bridge door swished closed behind her with a hiss and she unceremoniously dumped the boxes in a pile on the sofa. She spun around and slid a small device across his deck that looked like any number of flat modern cell phones from Earth.  
 
    “You found my cell phone?” he frowned, puzzled. 
 
    “That's your new e-Pad. It's called the h-Pad mini. Touch the screen,” she pointed, grinning. The glass screen was 2 ½ inches wide and 5 inches long, the whole thing less than a half inch thick. 
 
    He touched the screen and a little blue diode lit up, projecting a full color holo-screen above it, positioned like a tactical monitor. “Holy crap...” 
 
    “Touch the screen...” she prompted. “You can actually feel it.” 
 
    Jack reached out and tested the screen with his fingertips actually feeling resistance in the form of an electronic buzz. “That's amazing...” 
 
    Lisa moved around to his side of the desk and reached out. “Watch this,” she said, grabbing the corner of the screen and pulling it outward, the screen growing in size. She tilted the screen back and forth, then pinched the corner again and moved the edge back in, making it smaller. “You can position it any way you want. It also takes verbal commands and responds verbally...” 
 
    “Where did these come from?” 
 
    “The transport. The pilot said they came in from Fleet Supply on Tanzia, they'd been trying to deliver them to the Conquest for ages... The delivery courier got tired of chasing the Admiral around and finally just left them at Resurrection.”  
 
    “Pottsdorn...” muttered Jack in disgust, touching the screen's icons, paging to other information. “Remind me to bitch slap that man if I ever see him again...” He turned the device, realizing the back of the holo-screen was blank, the information only displayed to the viewer of the device. “Nice...” He offhandedly wondered how it accomplished that. 
 
    “It gets better...” said Lisa, tearing open another box. She dug out the contents, holding up a smaller, more streamlined eGo. “Meet the eGo-h.” 
 
    “Holographic?” 
 
    “Yeppir. And at half the size,” she said, tossing it to him. 
 
    He caught it and examined it closely. The 2 inch by 3 ½ inch screen was smaller than the curved screen of the older unit but it was more streamlined and much nicer looking. “The screen's a little smaller...” 
 
    “That's OK, because you can use the device screen or the holo-screen, just like on the h-Pad mini.” She pointed at the eGo on his wrist. “If you'll give me your old one, I'll take care of it.” He pulled the old one off and slid it across the desk at her. “Now,” she continued, “the new one is more of a personal unit. It's secure. Once you use it, no one else can use it or even activate it...” 
 
    “That's very cool...” he said, sliding it on his wrist, fitting the clasp. “Ow...! What the fuck?” mumbled Jack, taking it back off. 
 
    “Yeah, you didn't let me finish,” she chuckled. “It samples your blood and DNA when you first put it on. Mine did the same thing...”  
 
    Try as he might, he could find no marks on his wrist. He slid it carefully back on, “It won't do it again...” 
 
    “No, just once. Stop,” she said holding her hand out to stay him from doing anything else. “Before you start her... She's going to ask your name and how you want to be addressed... so give it some thought before you turn her on... OK,” she waved, “That didn't come out right, but you get the idea.”  
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “Yeah, her name is TESS. It stands for Tactical Engine Synthetic Service, the personality it's assigned is female. I don't think you can turn her off once you... activate her...”  
 
    Jack smirked at Lisa's wording. 
 
    “Shut up,” she warned. 
 
    “OK...” 
 
    “Remember, it's a computer, it's very literal...” 
 
    Jack pushed the small button along the eGo's edge, watching the screen come to life and flicker through its startup process. “Something tells me this is more than our other report and communication devices.” 
 
    Lisa nodded, “Oh yeah. A lot more. And there's no manual...” 
 
    “What? Why the hell not?” 
 
    “How the hell do I know,” Lisa shrugged, “I didn't build it.” She started gathering the boxes and old equipment. “I'll be back later, I'm going to distribute these things to the senior staff... When I'm done here, I'll be heading over to the Westwind to deliver theirs, then to the Revenge...” 
 
    “Super,” nodded Jack approvingly, “maybe Maria can give you some more stick time...” 
 
    “Stick time? I've been soloing for a couple days now.” 
 
    “Hello, I'm TESS, Tactical Engine Synthetic Service, who are you?” 
 
    Jack's eyes went wide. “You've soloed?” 
 
    “Hello, Youve Soloed...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Maria had tears in her eyes and her cheeks hurt from laughing. “So did he finally get it straight?” 
 
    “After arguing with it for five minutes...” chortled Lisa. “It was like Abbott and Costello, who's on first, what's on second...” 
 
    “Shuttle Lightspeed, pattern is free, you are clear for takeoff, lane right. Observe the deck control.”  
 
    Lisa keyed her mic, “Acknowledged, Conquest Control. Lifting off.” She twisted the grip and the antigravity lifted the shuttle off the deck as she locked eyes with the deckhand who directed her out of the revetment. “Gear up, please.” 
 
    “Gear up,” repeated Maria, toggling the switches. The landing feet withdrew into the belly, locking in with a metallic thump and Lisa nudged the throttle. They coasted across the deck, through the stasis field, over the ship's fantail and out into space.  
 
    Lisa keyed her mic, “Lightspeed is clear.” 
 
    “I would have loved to have been there for that,” said Maria, resuming the conversation.  
 
    “It was touch-and-go there for a minute or two,” joked Lisa. “I thought he was going to rip it off his arm and throw it against the wall...” 
 
    “So what was the final verdict?” 
 
    Lisa adjusted her sensors, heading for the Westwind. “Jack, if he is alone. Admiral, if there are other people present.” 
 
    Maria tilted her head curiously, “How does it know?” 
 
    “TESS has all sorts of sensors, so I guess she can tell. She even has an on-screen face if you want to talk to her that way... It's like video chat.” 
 
    “Wow, an artificial intelligence...” 
 
    “Sort of,” confirmed Lisa. “It does learn through its engagements with the person wearing it... she even has the proper facial expressions when she's talking to you...” 
 
    “Sounds a little creepy to me...” 
 
    “Y'know, I wasn't really sure about it at first,” admitted Lisa, “but so far it's been pretty cool. The more you interact, the more her personality develops.” 
 
    Maria leaned back and pursed her lips in thought. “I wonder if her personality develops differently for each owner with individual nuances, or does it simply mirror the owner...?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head inside her helmet, “I don't know... it'll be interesting to see.” 
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 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    CAPE CORAL, FLORIDA: FUN IN THE SUN 
 
    Chase Holt lifted up his sunglasses and looked in the rear view mirror to look at the raccoon eyes he'd gotten from a day on the water playing with his Jet Skis. He slid the glasses back down. Man, those aren't going away anytime soon.  
 
    It had been a long hectic week and he had needed a break... Firearm classes, security system installations, a few bug sweeps with security assessments for new clients... All in a week's work in paradise. Sometimes the most brutal part was doing his job surrounded by opulent luxury, emerald green water, ice cold drinks and women in bathing suits. Yeah it was tough. He decided Saturday on the water with Penny was a day well spent. 
 
    His German Shepherd, Allie, stuck her head between the seats from the back of the extended crew cab, taking a deep whiff and a poke at the big paper bag sitting on the passenger seat - her normal spot to sit. The bag from China Garden was filling the truck with an amazing aroma and Allie was having a hard time containing herself. So was Chase, seriously having to resist the urge to steal one of the egg rolls on the ride back to the house. Mmm, Chinese food, a cold beer and a little face-time with my sweetie... a good way to close a day in the sun.  
 
    Some people liked living on the beach, Chase preferred living on the canal off Bimini Basin where he could be on the water but actually make use of it. The floating dock at the back of the house was far more convenient than requiring a trailer to get the Jet Skis in and out of the water at a public launch ramp. His deck's floating PWC Personal Water Craft ramp made it easy get them in and out of the water even with one person. The canal dumped all the local residents out into Redfish Cove and the Caloosahatchee River. From there you could go literally almost anywhere with the Jet Skis only requiring a few inches of water. There were tons of places to explore including the Gulf of Mexico, the Intracoastal Waterway, Peace River, Myakka River, all the border islands... the possibilities were only limited by fuel range and available fuel stops that Chase had methodically marked on his GPS. 
 
    Chase moved over a lane, slowing down to let an ambulance pass, lights flashing, siren wailing, prompting a bark and short howl from Allie. He checked his mirror before pulling back out into traffic. “Damn, he's flying...” 
 
    Reaching Tower Drive, Chase pulled off Coronado Parkway into his neighborhood surrounding the Bimini Basin and idled down the street, his heartbeat quickening when he spotted the smoke a couple streets away in the direction of his house. That was more than someone's over zealous backyard cookout. His mind raced ahead, connecting the ambulance with the smoke and he punched the accelerator, the big pickup chirping the tires as it leapt ahead, charging down the street. He wheeled it hard, manhandling it around the corner, the big tires howling, Allie sliding across the back seat struggling to stay off the floor and maintain a position as close to upright as possible. 
 
    Halfway down the block the street was clogged with emergency vehicles of all kinds, resembling the organized chaos of a Tetris puzzle. Police vehicles parked up on lawns, fire trucks, and the ambulance that had passed him moments before parked curb-to-curb. Three black SUVs and a SWAT vehicle sat on the far side of the fire trucks. Flying down the street, time slowed, his eyes scanning for details, his mind trying to catalog the information and make sense of the movements of neighbors and emergency personnel. It wasn't until he jammed on the brakes that he realized all the action revolved around his house. “Penny...” 
 
    The tires howled as the truck shuddered to a stop, inducing smoke and the smell of burnt rubber. Throwing the door wide, Chase jumped out shouting Penny's name, a flood of adrenalin pumping through his body. Following closely, the German Shepherd jumped down to the pavement behind him, staying on his heels. Chase cleared the front fender of the truck making a beeline to the front door, his tunnel vision focusing on the form laying on the gurney escorted out of the front door of his house. The person in black body armor, helmet and balaclava that entered his narrow field of vision was pointing at him and he suddenly realized he was being converged upon. Allie raced past to cut them off... 
 
    “Dog, dog, dog!” 
 
    Chase dove to catch Allie and felt the Tazer darts hit him in the back sending him plank rigid, driving him into the grass face-first arms extended, teeth clenched. “Nooooo!” he snarled, watching them shoot at his dog, the rounds kicking up grass and dirt as she weaved past them, running full out and cutting past the paramedics into the house. A neighbor ran past, attempting to catch her only to be blocked by a uniformed police officer. “Leave her alone!” grimaced Chase, “She won't bite...!” 
 
    “Shut up, asshole...” Whomever was holding the Tazer squeezed the trigger again, and Chase felt the fire race through his muscles. Managing to roll on his side he attempted to tear out one of the probes, only to be shot with two more darts in the stomach by someone else with a Tazer. “Where d'you think you're going?” 
 
    “Hands behind your back! Hands behind your back!” they screamed at him. 
 
    “Gun! Gun, he's got a gun!” 
 
    While under juice from both Tazers, Chase had little chance of moving anything. And the armored men that pounced on him, wrestling with his arms, were having little success moving them for him. “Penny...?!” he grunted. A neighbor tried to get close enough to talk to him and was stiff-armed by an officer, knocking her to the ground. “Karen? Karen, what's going on, where's Penny?” 
 
    “They shot her Chase, they shot her...” 
 
    “Why? Why...?” His eyes burned and his vision blurred with tears. Tears of fury. He saw red, he wanted to start killing people. At six-foot-three and two-hundred-thirty pounds, Chase was not a small man, but size doesn't have a lot to do with the effectiveness of the electronic Tazer devices. But to some extent and in some cases, sheer determination and rage can. The combat-hardened soldier in him was calculating the moment and the rage was overwhelming. Finally handcuffed, the assault team stood him up. To do that they had to release their triggers. He spun himself, tearing free from their hands and bolted forward, breaking the connection on one set of darts, colliding with one team member and bulldozing him into the ground with a shoulder to the face. He felt the Tazer fire from the remaining set of darts and he powered through the burn, lashing out and catching another member in the face with his bare foot, sending him sprawling. Tackled bodily, he head butted the agent on top of him, breaking the man's goggles and his nose.  
 
    It was a messy free-for-all with witnesses from up and down the block that had gathered to investigate the action in their neighborhood. Covered in grass stains, Chase's next door neighbor, Karen, slid up next to her roommate, Pam, gathered in a group with other neighbors. 
 
    “Somebody said he was a national security risk... maybe he's a terrorist.” 
 
    “Who said, that?” snapped Karen. “I'll kick your fucking ass. Chase is a decorated soldier who fought in Iraq and Afghanistan...” 
 
    “Didn't you see him fight with the cops?” 
 
    Karen pushed past a few of her neighbors to get closer to the woman from up the block. “They're not cops, they're FBI and they raided his house, shot his girlfriend and tried to kill his dog. Are you really that damn stupid?”  
 
    Pam grabbed Karen by the elbow and drew her back, “Ignore the stupid people, K. Where's Allie?” 
 
    “I locked her in our bathroom.” 
 
    “Is she hurt?” 
 
    Karen shook her head, “I don't think so. She has some blood on her but I can't find anything.” She stood with her hand on her hips, glaring at the stupid woman in the group as the agents with FBI on the back of their armor, dragged an unconscious Chase Holt across the grass toward the SWAT truck. 
 
    “Let's clean Allie up and take her to the vet.” 
 
    Karen was enraged, she wanted to be able to do more but she had no idea where to start. She couldn't believe this was happening in her neighborhood. To her neighbor, a person she knew to be of high integrity and ethics. Could it be possible he was a risk of some kind? She refused to believe it. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Hunched over, speaking on the phone with both elbows on his desk, Sheriff Naywood suddenly leaned back in his chair and tossed his reading glasses on his desk in disgust. “Are you kidding me? So they had a no-knock warrant then... They had no warrant? Not in my county, dammit! I want a team of investigators at the house now. Yes, right now, they should be out the door five minutes ago. And send another team to the girl's hospital room. I want someone with her the moment she wakes up. And I want a twenty-four hour guard on her, I don't want her disappearing. Nobody sees her without one of our investigators present, understand? Good.”  He waved a plain-clothes detective passing his door into his office as he continued his phone conversation. “I'm tired of these federal clowns running their games on our citizens. National security risk? That's a bunch of bull and you know it. If they had anything of substance, they would have had a warrant. So where's the guy they picked up? What do you mean you don't know? The PD didn't ask? Oh for the love of Pete...” he slapped his forehead. “Let's see if we can find this guy, shall we?” 
 
     He dropped the phone into the cradle and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. “Looks like the Feds rode roughshod over the Cape Coral PD that showed up to the scene. Played the national security card and told them they didn't need a warrant. 
 
    Any idea where the FBI would drag some poor sap they picked up in a warrantless raid?” 
 
    “Tampa,” replied the detective. “Probably... Suppose it could be Miami, but I doubt it.” 
 
    “Why... Why do they want this guy? Who is he?” 
 
    “He's a security specialist and an NRA firearm instructor. Ex-military. I heard he's a friend of Detective Dan Murphy...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    When Chase Holt came-to he was lying on the concrete floor of a featureless room barely ten foot by ten foot, the only light coming from a small window in the steel door on the other side of the room. Still dressed in the cargo shorts and t-shirt he was abducted in, his entire body ached and he was slow to rise, tasting copper from the blood in his mouth. His lips were swollen and he instinctively knew both of his eyes were black and blue, though he could tell his nose wasn't broken. He felt the puffiness around his eyes and his fat lip. Running his tongue across his teeth he determined that although sensitive to pressure, they were all there. Peering through the door's small window he could only see a small swatch of an empty corridor, a door like the one he was standing behind, on the opposite wall. “What the hell is going on...?” he muttered, pressing his face against the glass, trying to see further down the corridor. Anxiety and hopelessness welled up inside of him when he thought of Penny's form lying motionless on the paramedic's gurney. How bad was it? Was she dead? The thought knotted his gut. What about Allie? He thought he saw her make it into the house but he had no idea if she had been hit or not. His stomach rolled and he pounded on the door. “What the fuck is going on here...?! Who are you people?!” He tried to think if he saw any markings on their uniforms but it all happened so fast it was splintered in his mind. 
 
    “You don't need to shout,” came a voice from a speaker above him, “we can hear you...” 
 
    Chase looked around but in the muted light he couldn't see anything. “Can you see me too...?” he asked giving the ceiling the middle finger. 
 
    “Nice,” came the response. “Very mature.” 
 
    “Fuck you and all your little friends out there... prick bastards. Fucking cowards.” 
 
    “You kiss your mother with that mouth...?” 
 
    “No, but you can kiss my ass with yours,” spat Chase. 
 
    “Do you know why you're here, Mr. Holt?” 
 
    Chase was doing his best to push their buttons. He wanted to lay hands on someone and getting one of them in the room was the first step. “Because a bunch of dick gobbling bitches...” 
 
    “You're a national security risk, Holt...” interrupted the voice. 
 
    “You're so full of shit I can smell your breath from here...” 
 
    “We needed a little sit-down with you...' 
 
    “SO,” he shouted, interrupting, “breaking into my house, shooting my girlfriend and trying to kill my dog is acceptable in your World? Ever heard of the Fourth Amendment, you sick fucks...” It wasn't really a question, he knew they didn't care about the Bill of Rights they'd trampled on. “You never heard of a phone call or an appointment? Freaking retards...” 
 
    “Because you are a dangerous man, Mr. Holt, you have a violent history...” 
 
    “What?” snorted Chase. “You mean killing enemy terrorists? Yeah that happens in combat...” 
 
    “Did you know you put two of my agents in the hospital? You broke one agent's nose...”  
 
    “Hospital? For a broken nose?” sputtered Chase, laughing. “You bunch of pussies. We used to fix shit like that in the Humvee and go back out on patrol...”  
 
    “The other agent has a dislocated jaw and you knocked some of his teeth out.” 
 
    “Pssh, I'm slipping. It shoulda killed him.” 
 
    “You're lucky it didn't.” 
 
    “It occurs to me,” said Chase, pacing, “It took five of you... or was it six? In full armor, with me handcuffed and Tazed. You are nothing but a bunch of little bitches... Shooting innocent women and defenseless animals... Does that make you feel like a badass? Jesus, you must have some really tiny dicks...” 
 
    “Sort of like you and your platoon running around Afghanistan killing innocent women and children...?” 
 
    Chase knew it was a deliberate dig but he wished for the chance to crush his face in anyway. “Innocents in a war zone are few and far between. If we killed them, they needed killing,” he said calmly. 
 
    There was no response, only silence. 
 
    “C'mon down,” urged Chase, “We'll talk, just the two of us. It's what you wanted, right? A sit-down? We'll keep it all neighborly. I'll tear off your arms... stuff one up your ass and the other down your throat so you could shake hands with yourself... Nice and friendly.” 
 
    There was a measurable silence before the voice returned. “The reason you're here is that you're a national security risk...” 
 
    “Yeah you said that already - you're starting to bore me...” 
 
    “Where were you the night the craft came down on the beach in front of Jack Steele's house?” 
 
    “So the chit-chat's over, we're finally getting to the point?” 
 
    “Where were you?” 
 
    Chase sat on the floor and leaned back against the wall. “At home, watching TV.” 
 
    “Have you had any contact with Jack Steele or his family?” 
 
    “I taught his sister and her friend how to shoot.” 
 
    “What about Jack Steele?” 
 
    “He already knows how to shoot,” quipped Chase. 
 
    “Have you been in contact with Steele?” 
 
    “We all know that's not possible.” 
 
    “I don't know any such thing,” snapped the voice coming through the speaker. “How do you know it's not possible?” 
 
    “I saw the videos, I've heard the stories. I don't expect he'll ever be coming back.” 
 
    “From where? Where did he go, Mr. Holt?” 
 
    Alpha Centauri, Proxima Centauri... maybe Andromeda,” replied Chase, sarcasm dripping from his voice. 
 
    “And how would he do that?” 
 
    “Y'know, you guys make it really difficult to have an intelligent conversation... Your agency might want to reexamine their IQ requirements - set their sights a little higher than absolute moron.” 
 
    “When did you and Steele start thinking about overthrowing the government, Mr. Holt?”  
 
    “What?” Chase snorted, laughing. “Kiss my ass. While you were running around terrorizing innocent Americans, I was over in the sandbox doing real work.” 
 
    “If you're cooperative, we're in a position to help you Mr. Holt.” 
 
    Chase shrugged, “And you'll let me go on my merry way and we can forget this whole thing ever happened...” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” grunted Chase, folding his arms across his chest. “Because that's just so believable...”   
 
    “We're looking for Deputy Dan Murphy... he seems to be missing.” 
 
    “Really. Well I wouldn't know anything about that. Haven't seen him in a couple months,” said Chase defiantly. 
 
    “You see Mr. Holt, you seem to be the nucleus where a lot of information comes together. All the people we're interested in finding have one thing in common...” 
 
    “Do tell...” 
 
    “Yes, they all know you...” 
 
    Chase licked his swollen lip. “So I know a lot of people, so what? When did that become a crime?” 
 
    “When those people are all a risk to national security... Like Dan Murphy and Jack Steele...” 
 
    “How about I call my lawyer and you can discuss your thoughts with him.” 
 
    Laughter rang through the speaker, sounding tinny and hollow. “Lawyer? Funny man. You think you're under arrest? You're not under arrest, you're being detained as a terrorist risk. The Patriot Act says we don't have to let you go... Ever.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    It was almost 9pm when the veterinarian came out into the waiting room where Karen and Pam were sitting nervously. “Allie will be just fine. She got hit in the right thigh but it passed right through the muscle tissue. Probably a 9mm. You said the police shot her?” 
 
    “FBI,” volunteered Karen. “They did a raid on a neighbor's house and they tried to kill the dog...” 
 
    “Good Lord, what kind of neighborhood do you live in?” 
 
    “Bimini Basin...” 
 
    “That's a nice neighborhood,” confirmed the vet. 
 
    “And our neighbor is a decorated Army vet back from Afghanistan. I've known him since high school, he's one of the best people I know...” 
 
    The veterinarian shook his head, “What's this country coming to...” It was more a statement of dismay than a real question. 
 
    “Can we take her home?” 
 
    “Sure,” nodded the vet. “We'll help you get her into your car. Keep her quiet and don't let her fuss with the bandages. I'm going to give you some sedatives and medication, just follow the directions on the bottles...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    They weren't short of time but NSA Special Agent Doug Mooreland was getting tired of the game with Chase Holt. “Pete... Pete,” he hissed, “wake the fuck up.”  
 
    Agent Pete Whitman had been reclining on the chair with his feet up. He lifted his head, “Sorry Doug, the pain meds are making me drowsy...” he mumbled, sounding like he had the worst sinus cold in history. 
 
    “That's twice in less than a year Pete...” said Mooreland sarcastically, “you really ought to learn how to duck.” 
 
    “Bite me, Doug. He smashed my face with his freaking head.” He glanced at the video screen, “Where are we? Any progress?” 
 
    “No. These guys that come out of combat are less susceptible to tampering with their daily light cycles. They get conditioned to sleeping anywhere, light or dark, on almost any surface. We'd need more time. Way more than I want to spend. If I wanted to blow a couple of weeks we might be able to do it with sleep deprivation...” 
 
    “What about sodium pentobarbital?” 
 
    Doug Mooreland dismissed the thought with a wave, “You know we can't do that without medical supervision...” 
 
    “Well, we're not exactly running by the book as it is...” 
 
    “No,” said Doug flatly, “I've never administered. I don't want to run the risk of killing him, we need him. If we change his life circumstances and nudge him in the right direction, we just might get him to do what we need to locate the others.” 
 
    “What about boarding him... that usually works pretty fast...” 
 
    “No...” 
 
    “Why not?” waved Whitman. “We could save ourselves a lot of time...” 
 
    “Because I'm just not comfortable waterboarding one of our vets... there's something inherently wrong with it...” 
 
    “Wow. When did Doug Mooreland suddenly get a conscience?” asked Pete sardonically. 
 
    “Don't push it Pete, or I'll add something to that broken nose.” He lit a cigarette. “Besides, if we drive him hard he may lead us in the right direction. I'm more inclined to let him go and track him, see who he turns to.” 
 
    “Well, Wilson said whatever it is, we should to do it soon. The Sheriff stirred the pot over at the Tampa field office and got the Feds all up in arms.” 
 
    Doug nodded, “We knew that was gonna' happen sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Consciousness came and went, a cool, steady drizzle falling gently. It was real and it was dreamlike, the only sound the hushed movement of the air and falling rain. Chase's mind struggled to make sense of the mixed realities, wading through the muddy quagmire of an abstract dreamworld. The salt spray from the Jet Ski racing silently across the water soaked his face and body. The water, emerald green like meadow grass, swayed with the breeze like waves of the ocean. The shuffling steps of the cattle through the shimmering, swaying green surf made perfect sense. A ripple of lightning and a low faraway rumble flickered across his eyes, his mind fighting to connect what he was seeing to what his mind was thinking. The two halves refused to mesh into a cohesive interpretation. Was he still dreaming or were his eyes really open? 
 
    With a curious snort and a halfhearted moo, the bovine reached down to get a closer look at the man laying in the grass. Munching a mouth full of sweet meadow grass, she stared at him, nearly nose-to-nose, studying him. When he finally stirred, she jumped back, bleating a warning, retreating a few yards with the others. The herd continued to graze, casually monitoring the prostrate man, occasionally raising their heads and pausing their graze, if only for a moment. 
 
    Consciousness came rushing forward to Chase, accompanied by a wave of nausea. He rolled to his stomach and raised himself onto all fours, heaving up what little was left in his stomach. Not much. And then again. “Fuck,” he groaned. He had a splitting headache to boot and dry-heaving on all fours wasn't helping. The tiny red cylinder sticking out of the puddle caught his blurry vision and he moved it with his finger. “Son of a bitch...” he hissed “they tried to chip me...” He wiped the RFID, Radio Frequency Identification, capsule on his soggy cargo shorts, examining it to get a better look, a fine hair-like antenna hanging from one end. “Hmm” he snorted, stuffing it into his pocket. “Bastards.” 
 
    He plopped himself into a sitting position and looked around, the herd scrutinizing their visitor. “Don't mind me ladies...” he waved, somewhat drunkenly. His mouth felt like it was pasted together. He needed something in his stomach. Something that would calm his nausea and possibly counteract whatever the hell those assholes put in his food to knock him out. There wasn't a house or building in sight, just rolling fields and trees as far as he could see. Chase eyed the full udders on the cows. “Hmm, warm milk...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    A transplanted Wisconsin farm boy, patience and persistence paid off for Chase, the Guernsey allowing him to milk her right into his mouth. As empty as his stomach was, he was careful not to drink his fill, fearing another bout of nausea. He'd forgotten how delicious raw milk was... there was nothing in a store that could compare. If people knew the difference they'd probably never want to drink processed milk ever again.  
 
    “Thank you mama,” he said, stroking her muzzle, finally able to manage being upright. Taking stock of his surroundings, he gave her a final pat and chose a direction, padding barefoot across the meadow... being careful to avoid the cow pies.   
 
    Chase still had his wallet, but it was completely empty. No money, no credit cards, no ID, not even a scrap of paper. It was a cruel joke, but of course he expected nothing less. They had even taken his watch and cell phone. He had absolutely nothing of value and could never recall ever being so destitute.   
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    It was a good thing Chase was a person who barefooted on a regular basis - Florida was a place you actually could do that... because this excursion was not for a tenderfoot. But even then, there were limitations. “Crap,” he mumbled, climbing gingerly over the barbed wire fence, staring at the gravel road. “I hate gravel.” He looked up and down the empty road, the overcast sky giving no directional assistance whatsoever. He looked up at the sky and the drizzle drifting down. “A little help? Anything? No? OK I got the milk, thank you for that... but I could use a little more guidance...” Then it dawned on him. Farmers and ranchers build their spreads on high ground. “Oh, thanks!” He turned right and headed uphill, walking carefully in the grass and scrub alongside the road.  
 
    Fifteen minutes of walking along the deserted road, a vintage pickup truck approached from behind him going in the same direction, a middle-aged woman alone behind the wheel. She slowed at first but sped away after getting a good look at him. He didn't blame her really; filthy, soaked to the bone, with two black eyes and a fat lip, he could probably take the ugly prize at the county fair.  
 
    A short time later the same pickup approached from up the hill, slowing as it neared, its tires crunching on the gravel as it came to a stop, a man behind the wheel, the same woman as before sitting in the passenger seat. “Say mister, are you lost?” asked the man, rolling down the window. 
 
    “Completely,” admitted Chase. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I need to get back to Cape Coral...” 
 
    “Cape Coral... Florida?” The two people said in unison. 
 
    “Yes. Why, where am I?” 
 
    “Mister, you're in Georgia...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The FBI had sent agents from both the Tampa and Miami field offices to meet with Sheriff Naywood. The FBI's stated task was to assist the Sheriff's Office with any resources necessary to aid in their investigation. Their official task was to catch the impersonators. The FBI was none too happy with the raid conducted under their banner, and they were more than just a little peeved at whomever was impersonating their field operators. If they found Chase Holt in the process, well, that would be a bonus. 
 
     Naywood stood at the end of the table in the conference room filled with FBI agents and investigators from his own office. “Tell me about this operation you fellas botched in my county...” 
 
    The agents shared glances. “Sheriff, I can assure you the FBI had nothing to do with this raid... In fact, this guy, Chase Holt, wasn't even on our radar for anything.” 
 
    “You wouldn't bullshit a bullshitter, would you boy...?” To those who didn't know him, the Sheriff might come off as a yokel, and at times that worked to his advantage, having a seasoned background and five years in the bureau himself. He didn't find the work to his liking and went back to the police work he loved, moving up through the ranks to become the elected Sheriff. He didn't dislike the Feds so much as he didn't trust them. While local law enforcement simply did its best to enforce the laws and keep the peace, the government agencies never seemed to do anything that didn't benefit their agenda somehow. Whatever the agenda du jour happened to be. “Look, ever since that guy disappeared...” he looked over at his detectives, “what was his name...? Lived on the beach...?” 
 
    “Steele?” volunteered one of the FBI agents, jumping in. 
 
    “Ever since then,” continued the Sheriff, “you government types have been stirring up all sorts of trouble around here... and making a mess of it. Like when that thing...” 
 
    “UFO,” volunteered one of the detectives. 
 
    Naywood shot the detective a shut the hell up look. “Like when that thing landed out on Ft. Myers Beach. You started a war on my beach. I won't stand for that kind of...”  
 
    “To be fair, Sheriff,” interrupted one of the agents, holding up his hand, “that was the NSA... And maybe a little CIA. We weren't involved in any way in that...” 
 
    “Well you damn sure had to know what was going on.” 
 
    “No sir. Our two agencies don't communicate too often on things like that...” 
 
    Sheriff Naywood folded his arms. “Well that right there sounds like a problem to me... Doesn't it sound like a problem to you? Because Steele disappeared and nobody has been able to find him since. Then his sister disappears during a war on the beach with... well, who knows what...” he waved his arms. “A local news personality was murdered after airing a news special I'm sure you've seen, and her husband, one of my Deputies, took a leave of absence and has since disappeared. Now Mr. Holt, who was friends with both Steele and my Deputy, is abducted in broad daylight by a raid you say wasn't one of yours...” He folded his arms again. “And nobody seems to know a damn thing about anything.” 
 
    “Mistakes happen, Sheriff. The FBI doesn't like it, but like everybody else, we're juggling cases and budgets. Things fall through the cracks. It doesn't help when secretive agencies like the CIA and the NSA who think they're above the need for communication with what they perceive as less important agencies, hold back information. That's been a bone of contention for years.” 
 
    “I don't want to hear about bones of contention...” waved Naywood. “Falling through the cracks? I know what a turnip truck is... but it doesn't mean I fell off one.” He stared at the men in the dark gray suits. “How about you stop blowing smoke up my skirt and tell me what you really know about what's going on here?” 
 
    “The Steele case is an open investigation of national security. The topic is not open for discussion...”   
 
    “Bullshit!” snapped the Sheriff. “You opened it for discussion when you spilled it all over my goddamn county...” 
 
    “We've already told you this wasn't us...” 
 
    “There's so many loose ends and unanswered questions... it's got Fed fingerprints all over it.” Naywood was watching their posture and each of the FBI agents sat openly and casually. 
 
    “My assessment, Sheriff, is that this was an NSA move. Now, you could place an official inquiry with them but I don't think you'll even get so much as an email.” 
 
    “What do you recommend then?” 
 
    “I'm going to put you in touch with an agent who is familiar with the original case... he'll only speak with you off the record, but maybe it will be of some help to you. His name is Phil Cooper. Officially, I will have no involvement in that introduction...” 
 
    The Sheriff nodded, “I appreciate the effort.” 
 
    “In the meantime we will circulate the information about Holt and your missing deputy, maybe we can generate some movement...” 
 
    “I noticed you didn't mention locating Steele who seems to be the crux of this whole thing...” 
 
    “At this juncture,” began one of the agents, “Steele is out of the picture, he's out of reach...” 
 
    Nawood saw an opening. “So he's someplace without an extradition treaty... you can't touch him?” 
 
    “I cannot tell you anything more.” 
 
    “He's dead...” guessed the Sheriff. 
 
    “Not to our knowledge...” 
 
    He's already being held somewhere...” 
 
    The lead agent stood up abruptly, smoothing his suit jacket, followed by the other agents. “We're done, this conversation is over. We'll be in touch.” 
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 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, GEDHEPP SYSTEM: SMOKE AND ASH 
 
    “Jack, you have an incoming communication.” 
 
    “Thank you, TESS.” Steele opened his eyes and swung his legs off the couch in his darkened quarters, rubbing his face. “Source?” It had been a long day and he'd never made it to bed, falling asleep on the couch still in uniform. 
 
    “Air and Space Port, Veloria.” 
 
    Jack stepped over Fritz's sleeping form to get to the desk in his quarters and ran his fingers over the gently lit glass keyboard, the screen winking on, its blue glow illuminating the room around him. The logo of the Velorian Royal family in the middle of the screen matched the gold Pegasus silhouetted against a red rising sun on his ring. He glanced down at the ring on his finger and back up again. The logo sat on a black shield framed by olive branches, flanked by outstretched gold wings. Alité had taken the image he'd used for the Freedom and adopted it for Veloria. He was to say at the very least, floored. 
 
    The screen flickered for a moment as the Queen of Veloria's face appeared. “Hello my husband...” 
 
    “Hello gorgeous.” 
 
    “Do you like my little surprise?” 
 
    “Which one?” he teased. “The fact that your communications are up, or the new logo?”  
 
    “The logo, of course...”  
 
    “It's beautiful. I'm stunned... but why?” 
 
    “I wanted to show the people that the old royal family was gone. This is about rebirth and a new beginning. A new image seemed to be a good way to convey that. I wanted something that would be totally different, something they had never seen before. Something they could not associate with anything past or present. Your winged horse and your flight wings seemed to fit together nicely.” 
 
    “It looks spectacular, sweetie. I hope it works for your...” he stumbled, “our people,” he corrected himself. “So how did you get communications up?” 
 
    “The UFW Directorate was kind enough to send a comm satellite on one of their transports. Before coming down to land at the ASP, they set it up in synchronous orbit with the base so we have constant signal. How's your reception?” 
 
    “Looks pretty good to me.” 
 
    The small screen on Jack's eGo-h lit up, “Jack, we are entering the Gedhepp System in five minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you, TESS,” he replied. 
 
    “Who was that?” asked  Alité. 
 
    He held up his arm so Alité could see the eGo-h on his wrist. “TESS, large screen...” The holographic screen lit up, hovering above his wrist, her animated face smiling at Alité. “TESS, this is Alité Steele, my wife. Sweetie, this is TESS.” 
 
    “Hello Alité.”  
 
    Alité raised one eyebrow, “Hello, TESS,” she said slowly. She shifted her eyes to her husband. “What is she... it, whatever...”  
 
    “Sort of an electronic assistant,” he countered. “She's tied into the ship's systems and can feed me live information and communications...” 
 
    “So she's not real, then?” 
 
    Jack taped the holographic screen in the corner and it disappeared. “No, she's a computer-generated artificial intelligence.” 
 
    “Interesting. She looks pretty realistic.” 
 
    Jack wasn't sure if her expression was wary or unimpressed. “What's wrong...?” he asked. 
 
    “You have a girlfriend,” she pouted. 
 
    It struck him seriously which tore at his heart. But only for a moment. “Ooh, you little minx,” he scolded, his eyes narrowing, “you're messing with me.” 
 
    She smiled wickedly, “Yes, I am.” Her expression shifted and her eyes changed to a vivid purple, “Do you want to punish me...?” she purred. 
 
    It was Jack's turn to smile wickedly. “Lady, if I could climb through this screen, you'd be in big trouble...”   
 
    Her head tilted coyly, “What would you do to me, husband...?” 
 
    “I um...” Steele looked around in the darkened room, knowing full well he was alone but feeling a pang of nervousness just the same. 
 
    “We are on a secure diplomatic channel,” she reminded him. “I want to play...” 
 
    “Woman, you never cease to amaze me.” 
 
    Alité pointed at him, “But I don't want that bitch showing up and ruining things,” she hissed in mock anger.   
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Commander Paul Smiley was watching the squadron screens in the flight tower, waiting for the Conquest to clear the gate, the ship at yellow alert - a standard precaution when entering a system not considered strongly-held UFW territory. “Two flights ready to go?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.”  
 
    Paul listened in on the bridge communications between the ships. “The Westwind is clear...” he announced, checking the roster then glanced up at the vid screen again. “Revenge too. Both ships reporting poor visibility. Tell our flights to take it easy, sensors are impaired...” 
 
    “What do we have out there?” asked the launch coordinator.  
 
    “Heavy clouds of dust, like smoke. High metallic content,” replied Paul. “Ok, we're clear. Go for launch...” 
 
    “Launching...” Two flights of four fighters launched simultaneously, one flight on each side of the ship. The kachunk of the launch sleds could be heard throughout the ship in rapid succession as they hit the end of their rails, ejecting the fighters out into space. 
 
    Pappy keyed his mic, “Bridge, do you have any scan data for us?” 
 
    “Our scans are severely hampered Captain, the Revenge is pushing ahead looking for a break in the conditions.” 
 
    “Copy that.” Paul turned back to the tower controller. “Launch a Zulu to escort the Revenge. Inform the flights on patrol to reduce the distance on their routes by half.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “And I want two more flights on standby and two more suited up...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    On the bridge of the Revenge, Lieutenant Commander Brian Carter was pacing the bridge watching the big screen. Seeing, well... nothing. “Anything...?” 
 
    “Nothing, Skipper.”  
 
    “Zulu moving up on our Starboard side, sir.” 
 
    Brian chewed on his lower lip. “Anybody ever seen anything like this before?”  He got a few glances but it was obvious this was a unique situation for all of them. “How about any ideas on what could cause something like this...?” 
 
    Ragnaar turned in his seat, “There are no notations on UFW records or updates on the charts of any anomalies like this in this system, Commander. It may be something relatively recent. It is not a heavily traveled system... it may have gone unnoticed until now.”  
 
    “How long to the gate?” Brian squinted and could make out the shape of the Zulu off their starboard side. 
 
    “At this pace, Rikovik's Reef gate in about seventy-six hours.” 
 
    “This is going to be a long seventy-six hours,” mumbled Brian. 
 
    “Direct communication, coming in Commander,” said a decidedly female but artificial voice. 
 
    Brian had almost forgotten about the eGo-h on his wrist. “Go ahead, TESS.” 
 
    Paul Smiley's face appeared on TESS' holographic screen. “How's it going over there, Commander?” 
 
    “Blind as a bat, Pappy.” 
 
    “Yeah, us too. We sent you a Zulu escort and we've got two flights out with two more on standby. You've got the most advanced sensors in our group so press ahead, but don't go beyond the reach of our current sensor sweep. The bridge is forwarding you our numbers.” 
 
    “We saw the Zulu...” 
 
    “Good. It's fitted with the sensor magnapod, so piggyback your sensors - let's see if we can improve our results.” 
 
    “Will do, Pappy.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Commander Dar Sloane looked back and forth, out across his wingtips to see the faint outlines of the rest of his flight as they flew through the smoke and ash drifting through the system... so dense he might as well be blindfolded.  
 
    “Say Commander, aren't there supposed to be a couple planets in this system?” 
 
    His headset chirped as the comm ended. “Several,” he replied. “It'd be nice if our sensors could cut through some of this stuff so we don't fly into one...” 
 
    “Am I imagining it, or do I feel buffeting?” 
 
    Sloane keyed his mic, “Yeah... seems to be a current of some sort. I can't tell which way it's moving though.” 
 
    “Oh good, I thought I was losing my mind.” 
 
    Sloane switched over to SPD, Scanned Phase Doppler Radar, and narrowed the beam, slowing the sweep. “I'm getting the best results on SPD, although that's not saying much...” 
 
    “Same here,” chirped the speaker in his helmet. “MPB,” Magnetic Pulse Beam Radar, “just shows a wall of white.” 
 
    “I've got a blob ahea... WOAH!” Sloane yanked on the stick and kicked his rudder pedals hard, firing maneuvering thrusters as the chunk of rock the size of a building materialized in front of him. The Cyclone reared up and rolled, the left wing catching a massive outcropping of rock, barely missing the cockpit perspex, the screaming sound of crushed, tortured metal and shattering of composite armor vibrating through the fighter's frame. The Commander slammed hard against his harness, his vision going gray as the mangled wing ripped from the fuselage was flung outward. The engines still under power threw the Cyclone into a wild cartwheel, venting the oxygenated fuel gel with quick blobs of flame flying through space in all directions. The cockpit alarms were screaming at him as the confined space filled with tangy, metallic, electric smoke. His visor shield slammed shut and the wash of pure oxygen in his suit snapped him to his senses.  
 
    The rest of the flight, in a delta formation had passed the monster rock on either side and they tried to track their crippled flight leader. 
 
    “Stay on him!” screamed Santine. “Don't lose him in this stuff!” 
 
    “Commander! Commander! Cut your engines! Cut your engines! You have fire!” 
 
    Santine switched channels, “Red Flight to CFC, mayday, mayday! We have a midair with debris, we need rescue out here!” 
 
    “Conquest Flight Control, copy Red Flight. Launching emergency recovery. Please feed us your flight path numbers...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Captain Smiley was scrutinizing the holo-chart in the flight tower. “Chart, zoom fifty percent.” The table obeyed silently, bringing the flights, ships, coordinates and flight paths closer, allowing a more detailed view. “There it is,” he pointed, indicating the debris location, fed to the tower from Red Flight. “If Rescue follows their exact path, they should be able to walk her around the debris...” Smiley straightened up and looked down through the glass to the flight deck below. “Tell her to take it easy, no hotdogging. We don't need any additional casualties. And have White flight join up with Red, we're calling them back after this...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Maria Arroyo and her copilot Lieutenant JG Myomerr, were strapping into the cockpit of Rescue Two, running as fast as they could through their preflight checks as the medical and rescue personnel raced across the deck toward the boarding ramp. 
 
    “I'm in!” called Lisa, beating the rest of the team. 
 
    Maria looked over her shoulder, “No you're not, get out.” 
 
    “I want to go...” 
 
    “No! This is not amateur hour. There's no room for you.”  
 
    “But...” 
 
    Maria keyed her mic, waving and getting the attention of the Marine on the deck at the base of her ramp. “Get her off my bird. Now!” 
 
    Without saying a word, the Marine grabbed Lisa around the waist and hauled her bodily off the ship's ramp, the ramp retracting and the hull door scissoring together with a clank. 
 
    “Goddammit! Put me down!” 
 
    Maria looked out her side window at Lisa on the deck and shook her head no. “You'll get your turn kid, just not today,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Cleared for stern launch,” announced Myomerr. 
 
    Maria twisted the anti-grav throttle and Rescue Two went buoyant, bouncing off the deck like it was floating on water, a gentle blue glow under its landing feet. 
 
    Lisa stood on the deck with her hands on her hips and watched the craft rotate smoothly under direction of the deck controller and sail out through the shimmering blue stasis field with an electric hiss, moving out over the fantail, with her landing legs retracting as she retreated out of sight. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Commander Dar Sloane was wrestling unsuccessfully with his crippled fighter to get her wild cartwheeling under control. Snatching the throttle to zero he toggled off the engines and punched the fire control system button. Fire retardant foam sprayed across her engines and injected into the fuel systems sealing the broken lines and snuffing out the fire. Gobbets of foam and dwindling streams of fuel slung out into space in long ribbons. “C'mon baby,” he breathed, “settle down...” He punched an emergency all-stop button which fired all maneuvering thrusters simultaneously for a long blast, the Cyclone shuddered under the force, her damaged frame groaning. “Mayday, Mayday, can anybody out there hear me?” The fighter rolled slowly, still drifting. 
 
    “You're signal's weak but we're tracking you Commander. Rescue Two is in route, is your fire out?” 
 
    “Fire's out, controls are dead. I've got nothing.” 
 
    “Just sit tight. We'll find you but these asteroids are all over the place.” 
 
    Smoke was still pouring out of the vents and Sloane couldn't see a damn thing. “Canopy's gotta go,” he breathed, reaching for the release handle. He heaved but it wouldn't budge. Two-handed and it still didn't move. 
 
    Santine was weaving carefully through the drifting asteroids, the remainder of the flight waiting safely outside the field. “Commander, I've got you in sight.” Smoke and ash drifted through the asteroid field obscuring his view. “Brother, I think you've got a problem...” 
 
    “Yeah, my canopy's jammed.” 
 
    “Then you've got two problems. You're drifting towards a big one, flat up on your Z axis.” 
 
    A spike of adrenalin shot through Sloan, in the smoke filled cockpit he could barely see the canopy perspex. “How far?” 
 
    “You've got about thirty seconds as far as I can tell,” replied Santine. 
 
    It was either get out, or become an ingredient in a Cyclone pancake. “Ejecting!” He reached back and pulled the ejection loops on either side of his headrest, the canopy's explosive bolts firing slowly, one-by-one... 
 
    Santine eased closer, his shields bouncing a gently drifting chunk of rock away from his Cyclone's nose. “Get out Commander! Get out!” All he could hear in response was a string of epithets and static. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Maria was probably flying a little faster than she should, following a tracking line on her HUD, fed by the computer and the waypoint tracking calculations received from Red Flight. “I can't see a fucking thing, can you?” 
 
    Myomerr's feline features twitched, her eyes locked on the scans and sensor readouts, “Me neither.” 
 
    Maria keyed her mic, “Rescue Two approaching final waypoint.” 
 
    “Two birds ahead,” said Myomerr taping on the screen, indicating their location. 
 
    “Back it down, Rescue Two, you're running hot. This field is a drifting obstacle course and you can't follow a tracking string, so shut it off.” 
 
    “Copy, tracking off,” Maria replied as Myomerr reached forward and typed in the command to end the computerized sequencer.  
 
    “Entering Asteroid field,” announced Maria. “Keep your eyes peeled, people,” she called to the rest of the crew. She nosed the ship down, passing underneath the first of the asteroids.  
 
    “Trees,” pointed Myomerr. 
 
    Maria looked up at the underside of the rock then glanced over at Myomerr before switching back to the task at hand. “What the hell are trees doing on an asteroid...?”
  
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Dar Sloane was panicked, swearing, beating on the canopy above him. The bolts had blown but didn't clear the canopy from its rails and the seat didn't fire. He couldn't tell if the radio was still transmitting, because it sure as hell wasn't receiving. Thirty seconds had to be ticking down and he was out of ideas. He couldn't believe he was going to die without being in a fight. If he had to go, that's the way he had wanted it... Fast and furious. He sat back to wait, folding his arms across his chest... son of a bitch.  
 
    The .45 caliber, 1911 semi-auto, charged particle blaster, like Admiral Steele's, was neatly tucked into his shoulder holster. Its performance was the talk of the ship and the Freedom's Chief Engineer had been producing them in the machine shop for anyone who wanted them. He'd decided to get one on a whim. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Santine hadn't been aware that he was screaming at the top of his lungs into his mic, urging the Commander to get out. It was obvious there was something wrong and he was feeling monumentally helpless. He was fifty feet off the fuselage of the crippled Cyclone, staring at the jagged remains of the missing wing, guts hanging out, blackened, trailing fuel and gelatinous white goo. The asteroid was alarmingly close and he was going to have to brake, letting the Commander's crippled fighter go. 
 
    The flashes in the cockpit caught his attention, hot streaks of glowing crimson exiting the edge of the canopy, crossing past the nose of his own fighter. “What the hellion...?” One after another in rapid succession, a steady cadence, one or two deflected by his shields as they sailed his way. As abruptly as they began, they stopped, the canopy moving then lifting, floating free.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Sloane shoved and the canopy broke free, floating above him. Jamming his new favorite firearm and best friend back into its holster, he unbuckled his harness and ripped his cords free, standing up in the seat. Shoving the canopy out of the way, he climbed out over the fuselage and propelled himself with all his might away from what should have been his coffin. But he wasn't safe yet; his suit would only have enough air for about five minutes, max, if he stayed calm. And he wasn't, his heart was pounding like a jackhammer. But at least he wasn't alone, he could see Santine's fighter through the smoke and floating ash.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Ping me, Red Leader,” said the voice in Santine's helmet. 
 
    “Copy, pinging. How far out are you Rescue Two?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes. I'd love to tell you it'll be less but I can't, this is like a friggin maze.” 
 
    “Copy.” Santine knew Sloane didn't have that much time. With his engines at zero he crabbed his bird gently sideways with maneuvering thrusters, easing his way toward the Commander who was drifting toward him. He watched in all directions for anything that might be coming in his direction. Convinced there were no immediate collision threats he reached forward and flipped off his shields. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Sloane watched as Santine's Cyclone approached him sideways, the wingtip facing him, growing slowly larger, clearer. What the hellion was he doing? The flash behind him meant what was left of his ship had rammed itself into the asteroid but he couldn't turn far enough to see it. What a stupid way to lose a ship. It would have been a stupid way to die too. He reminded himself that he wasn't home yet.  
 
    The wingtip missile poked through the gloom and he grabbed a hold of it as he half-collided with it, climbing over it, arms and legs wrapped around it, holding on. Now what? Illuminated by the screens in the cockpit he could see Santine waving him toward the cockpit.  
 
    Holding tightly he positioned his feet and pushed off, parallel above the wing, careful not to touch the surface lest he drift free. It wasn't until he leapt that he wondered what he was supposed to grab onto. Crap. 
 
    Santine closed his visor and grabbed the cockpit lever releasing it, warning lights and a tone chorusing a blast of air venting out into space as he slid the canopy back on its rails all the way back to the lock-open position. Extending his arm, he caught Sloane's free hand and pulled him close, the Commander grabbing onto the canopy and cockpit frame.  
 
    The gold coated visors meant they couldn't see each other's faces, but there were always hand signals. Santine nudged the throttle, easing them towards the area where they'd entered the asteroid field. “Red Leader to Rescue Two, about face, we'll meet you in clear space near the final way point.” 
 
    “What? How...”  
 
    “No time to explain, Rescue Two. Just do it. Red Leader will be communications dark for five minutes, starting now.” He unplugged his umbilicals from his suit and handed the cords to Sloane outside the cockpit who would be nearly out of air. They would buddy breathe, easing themselves through the asteroid field. Slowly, carefully, without shields, a rescued pilot riding a fighter piggy-back to safety. 
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 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    GEORGIA, CHESTER'S TRUCK STOP: BFE 
 
    The rancher and his wife were nice enough to let Chase get cleaned up, washed his clothes and fed him something solid. But he didn't trust them. It was too easy. Too convenient. Sure, they were nice enough, friendly, welcoming, sympathetic. They seemed genuine. Everything that he needed... and it felt too arranged. They accepted him without asking much about his circumstances – not that he would have told them anything anyway. But at this point he didn't trust anyone as far as he could throw them. Realistically, if you met someone in his condition, wouldn't you ask what happened to him? Where he came from?  
 
    If they were curious, they didn't say a word and he found that very strange, very controlled. He did consider that maybe they were being sensitive to his predicament, waiting for him to bring it up... but that wasn't going to happen. So, a pair of old shoes, a baseball cap and a hundred dollars later, he got a smile, a blessing and a ride to the nearest truck stop on the interstate. He thanked them of course, waving as they pulled away; fully aware that they may just have been good people. Maybe. 
 
    “Time to get back in the game,” he breathed, watching the traffic flow in and out of the truck stop. He pulled the RFID from his pocket, “And time to put you, my little friend, to use.” He had checked his clothes, the hat and the newly acquired shoes for any signs of alteration or tampering but could find none. Hopefully this RFID was the only thing tracking him, they hadn't expected him to throw it up.  
 
    Chase went into the mini mart and bought a few things to nibble on and stay hydrated including a pack of bubble gum. I-75 went north and south, reaching from Naples below Ft. Myers all the way up to the top of Michigan. He needed to go south but he was searching for a vehicle going north. Way north.  
 
    The rain had stopped and slivers of afternoon sunlight were playing through the breaking clouds. Reddish-brown muddy puddles dotted the gravel truck lot which smelled like diesel, oil and gasoline. This would be a terribly dusty place without the rain, the red Georgia clay dust settling on everything.  
 
    Leaning against the outside wall of the mini mart, Chase did his best to be anonymous, watching the traffic, chewing a sizable wad of gum. And there it was, exiting the northbound ramp, a huge RV, a family motor coach the size of a tour bus, rolling up to the gas pumps with Ontario plates. 
 
    “Thank you,” he breathed, wrapping the RFID in the sticky bubble gum. He passed the family as they filed past him, heading into the mart, checking over his shoulder as he walked toward the RV. Most of the other patrons were busy pumping their gas, oblivious to the rest of the world as he rounded the back of the bus, pausing only momentarily to stick the wad of gum in behind the spare tire carrier. Protected in its cozy little spot, the RFID wasn't likely to fall off on its own and no one was going to find it unless they needed that spare tire.  He grinned to himself as he headed for the southbound on-ramp, sliding on the cheap mini-mart sunglasses to hide his eyes, pulling the ball cap down over his forehead. “Time to find a ride home...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Sheriff Naywood was stretched out on the couch at home with his wife watching the end of the ten o'clock news when his cell phone rang. His wife reached over picking it up off the coffee table and handed it to him. “You sure you want to answer it?” 
 
    He glanced at the number on the screen and recognized the number. “You know I have to...” He hit send with his thumb and placed it against his ear, “Talk to me, Detective.” 
 
    “We're headed over to a citizen-reported B & E with shots fired...” 
 
    Naywood could hear the police unit's siren in the background. “Where?” 
 
    “You're gonna love this, boss... our boy, Chase Holt's house. Thought you might like to attend.” 
 
    “Definitely. On my way.” 
 
    “Frank, do you really have to go?” pleaded his wife. 
 
    He rose from the couch, sliding the cell phone into his jeans pocket, “Sorry Honey, this one's kind of important...” 
 
    She watched him sling his duty belt over his jeans. “They're always important...” she waved. 
 
    “Sorry, Honey...” he grabbed a Sheriff's windbreaker off a chair in the dining room and slid it on over his t-shirt, meeting her at the door. “Don't wait up...” He held her chin and kissed her goodnight, swinging the door open with his free hand. They'd been married better than twenty years and he knew damn well, she'd be up watching television or reading a book when he got home, no matter what time it was. She was a peach. 
 
    “You be careful, Frank,” she called from the door. She watched him pull his unmarked cruiser out of the driveway, his headlight and tail light strobes coming on halfway down the block. She could tell when he made it to the main street, his siren coming on, fading away in the distance. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Cape Coral PD was already on the scene when the Sheriff's detectives got there and by the time Naywood arrived, his detectives were busy taping off the crime scene. The next door neighbor was sitting on her porch wrapped in a Sheriff's jacket and flanked by a German Shepherd.  
 
    “What do we have so far?” 
 
    A detective with a beard, looking more like a biker than a cop, guided Sheriff Naywood off to the side, out of earshot of the neighbors and Cape Coral policemen. “Karen, that's the neighbor girl,” he thumbed over his own shoulder, “saw a black SUV in our boy's driveway. Thinking he had returned, she went over to see how he was and return the guy's dog. Walking across the grass, she catches moving lights in the house through the window and the house is dark. She peeks through the window and there are three guys in black going through the house. They spot her and come running out, the dog attacks and nails one in the arm and leg. They Taze the girl and shoot at the dog but miss her in the dark. Get this, Karen said the guns didn't make much noise...” 
 
    “Suppressors...” 
 
    “Yeah. Now, they're wearing balaclavas so she can't see their faces - so I'm figuring they don't worry about not killing her. But she seems to think the dog recognized the one that got bit. She said the dog took a real dislike to that one.” 
 
    The Sheriff smirked, “And people say dogs are just stupid animals...” 
 
    “They tossed the house pretty good, made a hell of a mess but the big thing is the safe.” 
 
    Naywood winced. “Gun safe?” 
 
    The detective nodded. “Yep, he's an NRA instructor, remember?”  
 
    “Do we know what they got? I hate to think of more stuff on the street...” 
 
    “No, boss. I'm thinking these are probably the same guys that scooped him up.” 
 
    “The black hats? If they have him, why would they bother?” 
 
    “I don't know, but they cracked the safe without leaving a mark... It's completely intact.” 
 
    “What the hell could they be looking for?” Naywood folded his arms across his chest. “Are we sure our boy didn't just forget to lock it?” 
 
    The detective shook his head. “No, I thought of that. Karen said she went over and inspected his place after the raid, after the fire department and everybody left. She said she actually checked the safe. Then she had another neighbor come over to repair the door so she could lock up the house. She's got a key. The guys that visited tonight didn't force entry, they picked the locks. And in their haste they left some of their tools behind...” 
 
    “Thank God. We could use a clue...” 
 
    “Yeah... but I've never seen technology like this, boss. It's some real digital, James Bond, Sci-Fi shit...” They quietly angled over to the detective's unmarked cruiser and he unlocked the trunk, looking around nervously before lifting the lid to reveal the contents, “Check this out...” 
 
    Sheriff Naywood stared at it blankly. “That's definitely some government gear.”  
 
    “If it's not alien,” added the detective. 
 
    Naywood shot him a glance. “You guys like throwing that possibility around, don't you...”  
 
    “I was on the beach that night, boss. That thing wasn't from around here...” 
 
     “I saw the films...” 
 
    “As God as my witness,” said the detective raising his hand in oath, “it turned that Coast Guard chopper into flaming confetti with a goddamn lightning bolt.” 
 
    Naywood nodded, “I'm not debating you saw something extraordinary, Buck, but you have no idea what they're cooking up at places like Area 51. When I was with the Feds, I saw and heard all sorts of things. Most of them I still can't talk about. And that's one of the reasons I got out, I didn't want to become a nameless casualty of their top secret hush list. So, for now, let's try to focus on what we have at hand, shall we?” 
 
    “Sure, boss.” 
 
    The Sheriff closed the trunk, staring blankly at it for a moment. “Did you call CSI?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the detective checked his watch. “They should be here any minute.” 
 
    “Ok, let's not mention the gear,” Naywood tapped on the trunk, “to anyone but our team.” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss.”  
 
    “And tell 'em all to keep their lips zipped...” He pointed to the trunk again, “Do not leave that in your car when you go home, take it in the house with you but don't let anyone see it. This doesn't go into evidence, understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    When the eighteen-wheeler exited I-75 at Daniels Parkway, Chase felt relieved and nervous at the same time. All the while hoping that RFID was enjoying its ride to Ontario... and still holding the attention of the NSA. It didn't take a genius to figure out who they were. After all, they were the same ones responsible for the Steele's misery, the death of Dan Murphy's wife and the disappearance of Dan himself. He hadn't talked to Dan in a couple of months, now he knew why. He was either dead or hiding so deep they felt the need to focus on someone new to locate him. Parting ways with the trucker, Chase plodded west along Daniels Parkway, not in any particular hurry. It was midday and he couldn't go home in broad daylight. He'd wait till after dark and go knock on Karen's door, hopefully she still had a key to the house. He hoped his tools were still in his truck, he was pretty sure he was going to need to do a bug sweep. His truck... he hadn't even thought about that, would it still be there? 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Chase purposely waited until well after dark to get back to his neighborhood. Walking down his street somehow felt foreign and he was fighting a stomach full of butterflies. He studied every parked car, spied every window, listened to every sound. Nothing but crickets and the smell of freshly mown grass. 
 
    Despite the yellow crime scene tape his house didn't look any different, but his truck was nowhere to be seen. Standing at Karen's door, he unscrewed the light bulb from the porch light before knocking on the door. He cringed, it sounded far too loud on the quiet street. He could hear Allie's bark and was relieved she was still alive. There was a moment he didn't think Karen was going to open the door when the light didn't come on. She peered through the window and there was finally a spark of recognition in her face. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Allie jumped all over Chase as he knelt on the floor, showering him with affection. “I missed you too, sweetie...” He looked up at Karen and Pam, “Thank you for taking care of her... just let me know what I owe you.” 
 
    Karen waved it off and Pam stood mute, “What happened to you, Chase? You've been gone a week... and you look terrible.” 
 
    “It might be better for you two if I didn't tell you... the less you know the better.” 
 
    “The Sheriff and the FBI are looking for you...” 
 
    “What did they do with my truck?” he interrupted. 
 
    “Nothing,” waved Pam, “we put it in your garage after everybody left...” 
 
    “Oh my God, thanks! Was there anything in the truck?” 
 
    “Your duffel and your laptop? Yes. We thought about leaving it in the truck but at the last minute we decided to bring it home with us. I'm not sure why...” 
 
    He grabbed them together and gave them a bear hug. “Oh you beautiful dolls, you are so awesome!”  
 
    “Whew,” Pam pushed him away, “and you are so stinky. No offense...” 
 
    “Sorry,” he chuckled, “it's been a rough road.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Karen replied with a crooked smile.  
 
     He stared down at his hands for a moment, not sure what to do with them, Allie's big brown eyes staring up at him. “What about Penny?” he asked, looking back up. 
 
    The girls shared a glance then looked back at him, Karen shifting uneasily, “We don't know. Nobody will say. We called around to the hospitals and we couldn't find her anywhere. We didn't know what else to do... None of this was on the news or anything. It's like it never happened. When they came back last night...” 
 
    “When who came back?” interrupted Chase. 
 
    “The guys in black armor. They were in your house. They made a real mess...” 
 
    “What did they take?” 
 
    Pam shook her head, “We don't know. They Tazered Karen and shot at Allie while I was calling 911...” 
 
    Chase was pacing like a caged animal. “They Tazed you... son of a bitch. And what's with these assholes shooting at dogs?”  
 
    “She bit one pretty good...” 
 
    He looked down at Allie who wagged her tail slowly, “Good girl.” 
 
    “And when the police showed up they were already gone. The Sheriff showed up and then the FBI. They were here till three in the morning.” 
 
    “I had to give them the key to lock up the house,” volunteered Karen, “they didn't want me to go near it. Their forensics van came back again this morning for a couple of hours.” 
 
    Chase stopped pacing. “Did you get the key back?” 
 
    “No...” 
 
    “Dammit,” he bit his lip out of reflex and winced. Too soon. “I'm gonna have to break in.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “As quietly as possible. Got a big screwdriver...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Approaching his house from the patio facing the water, Chase used the oversized screwdriver as a lever and the head of a carpenter's hammer underneath as a fulcrum to get the sliding glass door to his kitchen to jump its track. Lifting it carefully, he moved it far enough to squeeze past. “Stay out here and keep Allie with you...” he whispered. “Is Pam watching?” 
 
    “Yes,” whispered Karen, “she can see the whole street. Why are you cutting off the power?”  
 
    Chase opened the breaker panel on the patio side of the house. I have automatic sensors in some of the rooms that'll turn the lights on, I want it to stay dark. I'm also hoping I'm cutting power to any video they might have... video usually needs a power feed.” 
 
    Leaving Karen and Allie outside, Chase squeezed his bulk through the sliding glass door, picking up the mini flashlight he left on the kitchen counter for walking the dog at night. Making his way silently through the house, the only illumination coming in from the streetlights outside, he was appalled at the condition of his home. Fucking son of a bitch... What they didn't open or rummage through, they smashed or destroyed. The house still smelled like smoke from the flash-bang that burned the carpet in the center of the living room. 
 
    He gnashed his teeth, his sixty-inch flat screen TV lay face down on the living room floor, a set of boot-prints in the middle of its back. In his office, there were two 9mm bullet holes in the side of the case of his computer tower, another through the monitor. With the mini flashlight in his mouth, he knelt down and unscrewed the twist knobs, removing the side of the computer case. The CPU and motherboard were destroyed but the hard drive was still intact. He unlatched the quick lock and pulled the drive out, unplugging it and heading to his bedroom. He passed the open gun safe in the hall closet without looking or even pausing. He knew it was going to be empty. 
 
    Tossing the hard drive on the bed, he hastily stripped naked and redressed with fresh clothes and running shoes. He would have liked to take a shower but he seriously doubted he had the luxury of time for that. 
 
    Popping open an air conditioning vent on the wall along the floor, Chase reached inside and by feel, punched numbers into a keypad hidden inside, silently closing the vent again. The back wall of his bedroom closet unlocked with a clank and rolled backward, a battery system operating the door motor. With the mini flashlight back in his mouth, he pushed his hanging clothes aside, stepping into the tiny room, grabbing two backpacks; prepacked emergency go-bags, commonly referred to as bugout bags. He eyed the pair of AR-15 carbines on the wall. It would be nice to take a long gun but he worried about concealment, deciding to leave them behind. He was hoping that wouldn't be a mistake. He tossed the bags on the bedroom floor behind him and cleared the extra cash off the safe-room's shelf to add to the money already in the bags, snagging a dog harness with packed pouches off the wall. He palmed the door button inside the room, backing out as it motored closed and rearranged all the hanging clothes to make the closet look undisturbed. The safe-room door latched with a quiet clank as he gathered the bags and headed for the kitchen, his running shoes squeaking on the tile floor. He paused, stuffing the extra cash and hard drive into his bag.  
 
    Chase was trying to decide if he should stay on foot or take the truck, knowing he could cover a lot of ground quickly by vehicle. But the decision had been made for him, three of his tires flat. “Dammit!” he slammed the garage door. 
 
    “Chase! Chase!” Karen's voice was whispered but strained. 
 
    “What?” he asked, running through the house back into the kitchen. 
 
    “Someone's coming!” 
 
    “Where?” He passed the bags one by one through the open door. 
 
    Pam ran around the corner from between the houses, sliding to a stop on the patio. “Two SUVs blocking the street at the end of the block and it's hard to tell, but I think there's four men from each car coming...” 
 
    Hmm, they blocked the street. “Doesn't matter, my truck is trashed.” He hung the harness over Allie and fastened it around her, the pouches hanging on either side of her body. He stood up slinging his backpack over his shoulder, moving over to snap the house's electrical breakers back on, the house still dark. “We gotta go,” he said pointing down the dock and handing Karen the other backpack, “now.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “You really think it would be a good idea to stay?” he hissed. 
 
    “What did you get us into, Chase? Who are these people?” 
 
    “I'm sorry guys, I think you were in this from the start. They'll use you to get to me, just like they're using me to get to someone else...” He moved down the dock dragging her by the hand, Pam trailing behind. 
 
    “Why don't we just call the police?” breathed Pam, trying to keep up. 
 
    “We'll be dead or gone by the time they get here,” replied Chase. 
 
    “I don't understand, why...?” 
 
    “We don't have time for this discussion...” Chase whispered, slinging the little duffel with his debugging gear and laptop over the handlebars of the first Jet Ski. 
 
    The two houses were stormed simultaneously, flash-bangs thumping the night air, the flash illumination seen through the widows. Yelling of voices could be heard and Chase, Pam and Karen flattened themselves on the watercraft ramp between the Jet Skis, doing their best to remain invisible in the darkness. Chase clutched Allie and gently held her muzzle lest she bark. Two figures in black ran between the houses and stopped at the seawall, checking the small yards, patio and water. Seeing nothing, they moved back to the street side. 
 
    “Who knows how to drive one of these?” whispered Chase. 
 
    “I do,” volunteered Karen. 
 
    “Pam, you ride with her, Allie will ride with me. Get on but don't start it until mine's in the water. Leave your lights off...” 
 
    “Ok.” Karen hung the backpack over the handlebars so it sat in her lap, swinging her leg over and sliding up onto the seat. Once they were both on, a couple shoves with his feet and the Jet Ski slid nearly silently into the water.  
 
    “They're on the dock two houses down...” hissed Karen. 
 
    “Stay still.” whispered Chase, frozen in place. He watched, barely able to see their heads as they disappeared between the houses. He tapped the seat and Allie climbed up, laying awkwardly with her rear legs hanging off one side, perched on the foot board. Chase pushed the Jet Ski back, swinging his leg over the seat as it slid into the water, keeping his body low over the German Shepherd. “Go,” he whispered, pushing his start button.  
 
    The two PWCs puttered once or twice and sputtered to life, idling quietly, Chase pulling up abreast of Karen. He idled slowly down the channel hoping to remain unnoticed but the sound echoed off the backs of the houses on the quiet canal. He caught the bobbing motion of flashlights out of the corner of his eye coming between the houses and the shouts for them to stop as the men ran out onto the docks. More lights ahead of them appeared between the houses. 
 
    “GO! GO! GO!” shouted Chase, squeezing the throttle. “Stay with me!” The Jet Ski leapt forward, coming up out of the water on plane almost instantly. He checked his mirror and Karen was right behind him. That a girl! He couldn't hear over the engine whine but he could see the muzzle flashes and the sprites of water out in front of his Jet Ski. He passed through the sprays of water, docks, boats and mooring posts passing him in a blur. He drifted right to make the left-hand turn into the main channel at speed.  
 
    Karen saw the muzzle flashes and the shots hitting the water, weaving, to avoid them, sailing through the spray, slowing down some to maintain control. Pam was holding on with a vice grip with her head buried against Karen's back, screaming. Seeing Chase swing right, Karen thought that's the way they were going, then realizing they were going left. She steered hard and squeezed the throttle, the PWC skidding across the surface of the water before digging in, launching ahead, jetting hard to catch up. The men in black were running around the tip of the block along the seawall, taking shots at them and she did her best to go fast and stay small, crouching as low as she could, docks and houses whizzing past. She weaved hard to avoid a boat sticking out from its dock, missing its exposed outboard motor by inches, the sight of the stainless propeller flashing past her face imprinted in her mind. 
 
    Swinging wide through Bimini Basin, Chase felt they were in the clear and slowed down to let Karen catch up. Besides, he didn't know how far they we going to go and they needed to conserve fuel. He knew he could milk a hundred miles out of a tank of gas, but not hot-rodding like that they couldn't.  
 
    He flipped on his running lights so she could see him and kept it at a steady thirty miles an hour, well below the sixty to sixty-five miles an hour they were capable of. He checked his mirror to be sure she was staying with him. He couldn't see her face but he was sure she was scared to death. He didn't blame her. He rolled a chart of the islands through his mind's eye but still had no idea where they were going yet. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “They're heading for the Casahoochee... Coolahatch... ”  
 
    “Caloosahatchee River,” said the driver of the black SUV, stomping on the accelerator, launching the heavy vehicle down the quiet street. “Yeah, I can see that.” 
 
    “Turn here! Turn here!” pointed the passenger in the front seat. “Take this all the way to El Dorado!” 
 
    The driver wrestled the SUV around the corner, tires wailing, the SUV behind him racing to keep up. At the end of a two block stretch the driver had to brake hard and navigate another corner, smoke coming off the complaining tires. “Fuck it doesn't connect... Gotta cut over another street,” he grunted. The black SUV behind them didn't brake hard enough and slid up on the grass of the house at the end of the block, plowing up the lawn, a shower of grass and mud splattering the house as its driver fishtailed the truck across three lawns and the sidewalk to catch up, barely missing the cars parked in the driveways. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” crackled a voice over the radio. 
 
    Sitting in the passenger seat of the first SUV, Doug Mooreland grabbed the mic. “To El Dorado. We can take the parkway all the way to the bridge and cut them off at the bridge...” 
 
    “What bridge, Doug?” 
 
    Doug keyed the mic, “The bridge from East El Dorado Parkway to West El Dorado Parkway... where it crosses over the canal.” He shook his head. “Dumbass,” he muttered. 
 
    “Doug, there's no bridge.” 
 
    “Bullshit. What connects East and West then?” 
 
    “Nothing...” came the reply. “They're not connected.” 
 
    “Then how the fuck do you get to the other side?” demanded Mooreland. 
 
    “You have to take Coronado out to Cape Coral Parkway and go all the way around...” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Doug threw the mic against the dash, “We passed Coronado a half a mile back.” 
 
    Mooreland wanted to know how the RFID ended up heading north when Holt had ended up back here. He had been so sure if he stranded Holt, he would reach out, connect with whomever could help him most. Dan Murphy. He wanted to catch the group together. He wanted that equipment, he just didn't know who had it. Maybe the neighbor girls had it. It would make sense considering he came right back here. He knew if he could find that alien transmitter he could lure Steele back to Earth. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Running in close formation, Chase felt comfortable turning his running lights back off. Allie was watching over the handle bars as they made the last turn in the canal toward the river. Once they hit the open river nobody would be able to track them. At least not easily. But where to go? There were plenty of marinas, fuel wouldn't be a problem. He wanted something secluded, removed from vehicle traffic. Maybe North Captiva for a few days till things cooled down. Hell there were any number of islands with little or no habitation. He was hoping they might find an empty house, something that wasn't lived in year-round. He was getting ahead of himself... One thing at a time, they needed to get out to the river first. There was little if any moonlight and Chase was staying in the middle of the channel, guided by the lights of the houses and the docks lining the water.  
 
    It was the moving shadows along the seawall blocking out those lights that caught his eye. “Hold on Allie!” He squeezed the throttle all the way in, a straight shot to the river. The Jet Ski launched, the engine screaming and when he checked his rear view mirrors all he could see was the giant rooster tail his craft was making. Cmon, girls! 
 
    The flashes lined the seawall, men running along it, rounds splashing the water around him. He couldn't hear a thing except for the scream of the engine and the gale force wind ripping past his ears. He lay down across the Shepherd, his chin on her head. When he glanced down at the gauges, he was hovering just below seventy on the glassy surface of the canal, dock posts whipping past like fence posts. Dammit, he hadn't thought about them taking El Dorado all the way to the end like that. But in a few short seconds he was clear, the docks, cabanas and moored boats blocking their lines of sight. The opening into Redfish Cove and the Caloosahatchee River never looked so good. He eased off the throttle, looking for Karen, his rooster tail dropping as he slowed down. She wasn't far behind him and he had to speed up to keep her from over-running him. He waved her to the right toward the Gulf of Mexico and they followed the sweeping curve paralleling the shoals of Glover Bight. 
 
    Nearly a mile wide at this point, the breeze kicked up a little chop on the river.  When Karen waved back at him he slowed down waving her closer. “What's wrong?” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Some place we can beach these things and rest for the night.” 
 
    “I think there's something wrong...” 
 
    Chase let go of the throttle altogether, steering gently towards Karen's PWC to get closer. “Sounds like it's running OK,” he gestured to the other Jet Ski. 
 
    “No, Pam. She won't answer me.” 
 
    “She's probably scared to death... Pam!” hollered Chase. “Pam!” He shrugged, squinting in the dark, I can't see anything, maybe she fainted. Is she holding on?” 
 
    “Yeah,” nodded Karen. 
 
    “Might be like battlefield shock. I've seen guys freeze up. We'll go over to the back of Captiva and beach over there for the night. You OK?”  
 
    “Depends on what you call OK...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Chase coasted in to the beach and let the nose of the Jet Ski nudge the sand. One extra goose on the throttle to push it a little further up and he shut it off. “Ok, Allie,” he sat back and took his weight off her. She got up stiffly and jumped off onto the beach, stretching, wandering off to explore. Chase waved Karen in, “Just let it coast.” He reached down and caught the nose. “Ok, shut it off.” He pulled on it to secure it a little higher on the sand. “Ok climb off...” he said, opening the hatch on the nose. He reached in and pushing other gear aside, pulled out a small anchor with some line. 
 
    Karen looked over her shoulder, “Pam, you can let go now, we're safe...” she looked over at Chase in the darkness. “She still won't let go.” 
 
    Chase dropped the anchor in the sand and sloshed over in the water. Her arms wrapped around Karen's waist, he grabbed Pam's hand and had to pry her fingers off her other wrist, her hands ice cold. It sent a spike of fear up his spine and he touched her face, her skin cold. It was more than eighty degrees outside, she shouldn't be that cold. He dug the small flashlight out of the cargo pocket of his shorts and turned it on, putting it in his mouth so his hands were free. He released Karen from Pam's death grip and picked her lifeless form off the Jet Ski, carrying her to the sand. He could feel the sticky slickness on her back and side as he laid her down, Karen standing there, mute. 
 
    Chase examined her closely, she had been hit twice in the lower back and once in the side about three inches below her armpit. She had saved Karen's life. “I'm sorry,” was all he could think of to say. “She's... gone...” 
 
    Karen wailed and sank to her knees in the sand, burying her face on Pam's prostrate form, sobbing heavily. Allie trotted over and lay down next to her, doing her best to be comforting, nuzzling her hand.  
 
    Karen and Pam had been friends since grade school, pretty much inseparable as best friends. Anyone who didn't know them would have assumed they were lovers, when the truth was they were better described as twins from different mothers. Chase had known them for the better part of fifteen years, since high school. Karen was the athletic one, competing on the swim team and running track, while Pam who could have easily passed for a cheerleader, was the bookworm. Chase was heartbroken, he loved them both dearly. Probably even more than Penny... because, well, Penny was new in his life, he had a long -term connection to Karen and Pam. Now he had lost three important people in his life, two within the span of a week. And as far as he could tell, to the same evil.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Sheriff Frank Naywood was not a happy man, by any stretch of the imagination. Cape Coral Police and his Sheriffs had missed the carnage by mere minutes as it spread through the neighborhoods between Bimini Basin and Redfish Cove. Property damage was widespread; cars, boats, houses, broken windows... The minor consolation was no injuries were reported. Detectives and CSI teams were combing the entire area for evidence, having a good portion of the block cordoned off with crime tape, from the house where the two girls lived all the way down to the end of the street.  
 
    Standing in Chase Holt's driveway, Naywood greeted the man getting out of the black Crown Victoria, his hand out, the two man shaking briefly. Frank Naywood...” 
 
    “Phil Cooper, FBI. Looks like you're a little busy tonight...” 
 
    “Understatement of the year, Mr. Cooper. We have empty brass casings from the house behind me all the way to the end of the street along the seawall.” 
 
    “9mm, I'm guessing. Sounds like they were trying to stop a boat?” 
 
    “Jet skis, plural. I think the two girls who lived next door got swept into this whole mess...” 
 
    Phil Cooper pursed his lips. “My guys briefed me about Holt. I understand you have a Deputy at large somewhere that fell off the radar too?” 
 
    Naywood nodded. “Dan Murphy...” 
 
    Cooper casually stuffed his hands in his pockets, “Mmm, husband of the dead newscaster, right?” 
 
    “That's right.” 
 
    “How about Holt's girlfriend?” Cooper's head tilted to one side. 
 
    “She's OK, we have her in protective custody.” 
 
    “Does he know that? Holt, I mean.” 
 
    “No, Holt's been missing for about a week, we've had no contact with him... well until tonight,” motioned the Sheriff. “We're guessing he came back. Not sure how it involves the neighbor girls yet.” 
 
    “Hmm, exponential expansion. Let me tell you a little story Sheriff,” began Phil Cooper, leaning in. He reached into his suit jacket and withdrew a pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind?” he motioned. 
 
    “No,” waved Naywood, “go ahead.” 
 
    Cooper tapped the pack, and pulled out the tallest one. Lighting it, he inhaled deeply. “I'm trying to quit, but I never know what to do with my hands...” 
 
    “The story?” prompted Naywood, a little annoyed. 
 
    “This is completely off the record, open to interpretation and may or may not represent the whole truth...” grinned Cooper. “It's not repeatable. Ever. But you need to believe everything I'm going to tell you, understand?” 
 
    Naywood sighed, “I get it.” 
 
    “Once upon a time, the CIA was running guns to Venezuela by way of Brazil. It was a bid to supply weapons to rebels fighting against Chavez in an attempt to destabilize the government. The White House wanted him out. A man named Jack Steele was the pilot flying that transport. Now, Steele didn't work for the CIA and he had no idea he was being used, he was just a pilot. Someone tried to steal that plane and bless his heart he wasn't about to let that happen. Cop skills. The Kid's a serious boy scout. Did I mention he used to be a cop? Yeah it runs in his family.” Cooper took a draw on the cigarette before continuing, the smoke expelling as he talked. “Well it started a whole incident... especially when his plane disappeared over a corner of the Bermuda Triangle with two navy fighters in hot pursuit. They disappeared too.” 
 
    Naywood rolled his eyes and Cooper caught him. “It gets better, Sheriff. And I'm telling you, it only gets farther out there. But believe me, you can't make this stuff up. Everybody's looking for this Steele kid; FBI, CIA, Military Intelligence, KGB...” 
 
    “KGB?” 
 
    Cooper smirked, “Yeah. But that's not important. At least not right now. See, the Steele kid comes back a year after he disappears and I get a call from his folks, I know them pretty well. When he comes back a little hell breaks loose, after which I get to actually meet him.” The Agent's face changed to one of contemplation, “Interesting kid. He's definitely got a strong command presence...” 
 
    “Did you put him in custody?” asked Naywood, wondering how this all tied together. 
 
    “No, that wasn't going to happen. Because we want the technology he has at his disposal and the Bureau figured to make nice to get it...” 
 
    “What kind of technology?” 
 
    Phil Cooper exhaled a cloud of smoke and looked up at the sky. “The kind that you get from out there...” 
 
    Naywood didn't know whether to laugh or take him seriously. 
 
    “But the Bureau wanted proof,” continued Cooper. “So, the kid showed it to me...” 
 
    “What kind of proof?” interrupted Naywood. 
 
     “Concrete proof. We'll leave it at that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Cooper sighed, “You wouldn't believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Try me. What, did you see a ship or something?” 
 
    Cooper's jaw muscles flexed while he was deciding how much to tell Naywood. “Nah, I didn't see a ship. I visited a ship.” 
 
    Sheriff Naywood stared at him blankly, looking for deception in the FBI agent's face. He saw none. “You're not kidding...” his voice trailed off to a whisper. 
 
    “No I'm not. It was an angels singing, shaft of light from heaven, life-changing event.” He paused for a moment, neither man speaking. “So... I got the FBI to back off and play nice. The CIA got in hot water, facing a Congressional investigation to explain why they were pursuing an American citizen inside our borders. Basically they got a slap on the wrist for being in a pissing match with the Bureau and not letting us handle it.” 
 
    “So how did the NSA get involved?” 
 
    “They saw the data from NASA and DARPA during his visit and basically went nuts that they hadn't been included in something they'd decided was a national security concern. Well, the Steele kid left a gizmo behind for his family to stay in contact with him and...” 
 
    “Because he's... out there...” said Frank Naywood slowly, pointing at the stars. 
 
    “Right,” nodded Cooper. “Well the signal's encrypted but it's not invisible. SETI saw it, got all excited, thought it was an ET contact. DARPA saw it and suddenly the NSA's all over it. They can't crack the encryption and that scares the crap outta' them. And reportedly, the unit's the size of a laptop. Our equipment requires eighty-foot dish transmitters and hundreds of tons of electronics. Yeah, they want it bad. Real bad.” Cooper flicked the cigarette butt into the street and took a moment to fish out another, lighting it, taking a draw. “Anyway, they suspect the one with the gizmo is the sister staying at Steele's beach house. At this point the NSA is playing it cool, watching the house, hoping they can catch the gizmo in use and recover it. But the KGB is watching the same house, though to this day, nobody knows why. But the Ruskies make a move first, the shit hits the fan and the KGB team gets themselves offed.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” mumbles Frank. “So let me backtrack a moment; the news broadcast reports a year ago about the sightings and the things near the moon...” 
 
    “All true. CSS and NSA squashed them for national security. Don't panic the citizenry and all that...” 
 
    “Who's CSS?” 
 
    “Central Security Service. They're controlled by the DOD. The orders for the NSA guys involved in this are probably coming from the CSS.” 
 
    “Which is coming from the DOD, then...” 
 
    The FBI agent took another drag on his cigarette. “Yep. Some righteously scary people.” 
 
    “And the incident on the beach...” 
 
    Cooper dropped the cigarette butt on the concrete and ground it out with the toe of his shoe. “Yeah. Real. I wasn't here that night but to hear the kid's parents tell it, that wasn't Steele or his ship...” 
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    “Another member of his fleet,” said Cooper casually. 
 
    “FLEET?!” That was way louder than Naywood had intended. “Fleet?” he whispered.  
 
    “Fleet.” confirmed Cooper. “So anyone remotely connected to Steele, is going to get a serious rectal exam from the NSA. They want Steele and the technology so bad; I really don't think they give a shit about anything else. In fact, I haven't talked to his folks in a while, I ought to do that. Make sure they're OK. This is starting to give me a seriously bad feeling.” 
 
    “Exponential expansion,” nodded Naywood, understanding a little better. “So all these people are connected to Steele?” 
 
    “In one form or another,” confirmed Phil Cooper. “Holt, Steele and Murphy are all in the same Masonic Lodge...” 
 
    “What about Caroline Murphy? What happened there?” 
 
    “That was an enemy asset elimination. She embarrassed them and they wanted her gone for that. They wanted a loud and clear signal this was something not to be fucked with.”  
 
    Naywood rubbed his face with his hands. “My God. These guys are acting like rabid animals. They're supposed to be protecting the citizens...” 
 
    Cooper shook his head, “No, protecting citizens is the job of law enforcement. Your job. These guys are tasked with protecting the country; which means sacrifices by the few for the benefit of the many. They have license to do whatever they need to do. Many levels of collateral damage are anticipated and accepted. ” 
 
    “I thought these people were supposed to be special...” 
 
    “They are special. Very special. Most are ex- Rangers, Seals, Special Forces... but there's a lot of internal pressure for results. I'm not making excuses but I certainly understand their frustration.” 
 
    “Doesn't excuse their behavior,” retorted the Sheriff. “This is an unacceptable excess of force.” His cell phone rang and he excused himself, answering it.  
 
    “Sheriff, this is dispatch. We have a phone call from someone claiming to be Chase Holt.” 
 
    “Put it through.” The Sheriff listened to the tone change, the line switching over. “Hello...?” 
 
    “Hello, this is Chase Holt... You won't be able to trace this call, so don't even try.” 
 
    “You're on my cell phone Mr. Holt. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “Do you have the girls with you?” There was a pause and Naywood thought maybe he'd lost the call. “Mr. Holt?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” his voice wavered. “They killed Pam. She's dead...” 
 
    “Goddammit,” he breathed. “Is Karen alright?” 
 
    “Yes, she's alright.” 
 
    “Where are you Mr. Holt? We know this wasn't your fault. Let us come and get you, we can help you.” 
 
    “No you can't Sheriff. Nobody can. We're on our own. I called to let you know where we left Pam, so you can get her...” 
 
    “Can I talk to Karen?” 
 
    “Maybe later, she's finally asleep now...” 
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 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, GEDHEPP SYSTEM: BIRTH OF JAX MERCURY 
 
    The heat was staggering, a wind blowing across the desolate terrain like an unrelenting blast furnace. Very little grew there save the cactus and the scrub, an occasional rattlesnake or scorpion hiding in what little shade was available in the inhospitable terrain. A range of purple mountains shrouded in heat waves stretched across the backdrop and flat-topped buttes jutted out of the desert floor. Kyle Steele stood next to a barrel cactus in jeans and a loose white t-shirt looking bronzed, nearly sunburned. His t-shirt flapping in the breeze, he scoured the horizon with binoculars, “Lynette... Lynette!” 
 
    Lisa sat bolt upright, drenched in sweat, her heart pounding. Disoriented and confused, she had to examine her surroundings to determine where she was. It didn't make much sense at first, still feeling the heat of the desert and the hellish wind. In contrast, the climatized air in her quarters felt cool on her damp pajamas. 
 
    “Miss Lisa, I detect elevated body temperature and an accelerated heart rate. Are you feeling satisfactory?” 
 
    “Not now, TESS,” mumbled Lisa throwing off the sheets and running toward the door of her quarters, Gus on her heels. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Foggy, half asleep. Jack Steele reached for his robe, “Hold on, hold on...” He shuffled barefoot through his quarters to the incessant pinging of the door chime. Fritz lay on the sofa in the salon, his ears up, eyes open, unmoved. 
 
    “OK, OK,” said Steele, “enter already...” 
 
    The door swished open, disappearing into the bulkhead, his sister stumbling through the door, Gus trotting over to where Fritz lay, sitting quietly next to him. “Something's wrong. Something's wrong...” she chattered. 
 
    Sleepily, he waved her in. “Sure, c'mon in. I wasn't sleeping or anything...” 
 
    “I had a dream, a bad dream...” 
 
    “And you just couldn't wait till morning to tell me about it,” he said yawning. He opened a small fridge inset into the interior wall, “Juice?” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” she waved, obviously distressed, pacing. 
 
    “Look, I get it, you had a bad dream,” he said calmly. “It was just a dream...” 
 
    “No, it was one of those,” she countered. 
 
    Jack paused mid hand-off, a bottle of juice half-extended towards Lisa. He knew what that meant. She had a vision. Much more than a dream, more vivid, more real, almost tangible. His mother had them too.  
 
    “About Mom and dad,” she continued. “There's something wrong. Really wrong.” Lisa took the bottle, her hands a little shaky. “There's something else, I can't put my finger on it. There's other people too...” her voice trailed off as she stared off into the darkness. 
 
    “What other people? Who?” 
 
    She shook her head as she opened the juice, “I don't know I couldn't see faces.” 
 
    “Could you tell what's wrong?”Jack dropped wearily onto the sofa next to Fritz. 
 
    “It's very abstract, I'm not sure I can understand it all, but I could feel it...” 
 
    Jack took a swig of juice from his bottle. “Could you be misreading it?” 
 
    Lisa stopped pacing for a moment, reflecting, reviewing it in her head like a video playback. “No... they're very alone, it's desolate, unbearably hot, hostile...” she was staring off into the darkness again. And despite the heat in her vision she shivered. “How soon before we get home, Jack?” 
 
    Jack the man, her brother, wanted to tell her they would break for home now, make a beeline for the Terran system. But Jack the Admiral; knew that was an impossibility. There were pros and cons to being an Admiral, this was definitely in the con column. “We're headed that way, but we have a lot to do and a lot of distance to cover...” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Lisa, we have a job. A big job. Look at the mess we have in this system and how it's slowed us down...” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    Jack sighed, “About two-and-a-half months. Maybe more.” 
 
    “Fine,” she waved. “The Revenge is fast. I'll take the Revenge and meet you there.” 
 
    Jack almost snorted juice through his nose. “You'll do what now?” he sputtered. 
 
    “Sure that would work,” she started, “you could get task force business done and we could go home...” 
 
    “On what planet,” interrupted Jack, waving his hand “skip that, in what universe did you become a command officer capable of commanding a ship? And where was I when it happened?” 
 
    “Don't be an asshole,” she snapped. 
 
    “Then stop being irrational,” he replied calmly. “You're letting your emotions run away with you. Get a grip.”  
 
    “Give me a shuttle.” 
 
    Jack couldn't help but laugh out loud at the absurdity of the idea. “That's like asking for an inner tube and a paddle to circumnavigate the globe. It's ridiculous.”  
 
    “We've got to do something.” 
 
    “We are doing something, Lisa. But everything has its limits. In our fastest ship, in a direct route, we're six to eight weeks away.” He stood up and stopped her pacing, his hands on her shoulders, “You know as well as I do...” he felt how damp she was and touched her back. “You're soaked. And you're shivering. Go take a hot shower,” he pointed at the bathroom. “I'll find you some fresh PJs.” 
 
    “What were you going to say?” she asked padding through Jack's quarters. 
 
    “That those things you and mom have are not always present-tense. They're possibilities... what might be.” 
 
    “I wish I could say that makes me feel better,” she shouted over the shower's rush of water. The warmth felt good, allowing her tense shivers to melt away as her body relaxed, unclenched. She spent a few minutes just letting the water pound on her muscles. 
 
    Stepping out of the shower, pulling a towel off the rack, she wrapping herself up. “Were you able to find something for me to wear? Or do I have to go back to my quarters in a towel?” She patted herself down and threw her wet hair over her shoulder after tucking the oversize towel into a beach wrap. “Jack?” She walked out of the bathroom, through the sleeping area into the salon. “Where'd you go...?” 
 
    The old man in the hooded cloak sat on the sofa, legs crossed at the knee, next to Fritz. Gus sat at his feet. “I believe he went to get you some fresh sleepwear my dear,” the old man said softly. 
 
    Lisa yelped, stumbling backwards, clutching at her towel, meeting the wall behind her. His presence startled her; she had not seen him in the dimly lit room. “Who are you?!” she demanded angrily, her eyes adjusting to the light. 
 
    “Friend,” said Fritz. 
 
    “Yeah... well...” she stammered, searching for words. “A warning would have been nice. Dammit.” Strangely, she didn't feel threatened. She wasn't sure what she felt, other than surprised. She tried to slow her heart. “Who are you and what are you doing here?” she said in her sternest voice, forcing calm. 
 
    “Aww,” he said in mock disappointment, “you don't remember me...” He pulled his hood back, revealing his lined and weathered face. 
 
    Lisa's eyes grew wide and her hand shot over her mouth as she inhaled sharply, pointing at him with her free hand. “You're the man in the forest! On Veloria,” she whispered. “I thought I made you up...” 
 
    “No, I'm quite real.” he smiled. He sipped from a snifter of brandy she hadn't noticed a moment before. 
 
    “But...” there were so many questions running through her head.  
 
    He offered his snifter to her. “Here, take a sip.” 
 
    “I, I Don't drink.” 
 
    “Just a sip. It's some of the best brandy in the universe. Diterian Brandy. It will calm your nerves. You will like it. I promise.” 
 
    Oddly she trusted him completely. Lisa took the glass offered her and sipped. More than once before handing it back, the rich flavor and substantial body of the thick brandy warming her. “Mmm, that is good. Thank you.” She felt a calm radiate through her and wondered if it was the brandy or what he had said, some type of hypnotic suggestion. She knelt on the floor, sitting on her feet, Gus moving to her side. 
 
    “No my dear, not hypnosis, just really magical brandy.” He smiled and her heart warmed.  
 
    “You read minds,” she observed. “Interesting. I was wondering where you went. On Veloria I mean. I wanted to thank you...”  
 
    “I know,” he replied, “I heard you.” 
 
    “Why did you leave me?” she asked. “I was totally lost. I had no idea what to do or where to go...” 
 
    “You were never alone,” he waved. “There are certain things we have to accomplish on our own in order to grow. And you grew a lot that night. I am very proud of you; you are strong like your brother...” 
 
    “You know Jack?” 
 
    The old man smiled and nodded, “Jack and I are well acquainted.” He put his feet flat on the floor and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Which brings me to our topic for tonight. Jack has a difficult job with a tremendous amount of responsibility and pressure on his shoulders.” The old man paused to sip the brandy, letting it slide down his throat. “You are his teammate. He needs you, and he needs you to be levelheaded so he can count on you. You cannot let him down. You are one of the very few people in the universe he trusts completely. He respects your opinion, but you need to work with him, not against him. Understand?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied. “But I'm worried about our parents. Can you tell me...” 
 
    “I cannot,” he interrupted politely, holding up an open hand. “Anything I tell you could affect any number of decisions you make along the way. The repercussions could cross entire star systems. I assume you understand the Butterfly Effect?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It is exactly for that reason. It could easily change the course of history and the lives of millions of beings for decades, centuries even. It must be what it must be.” 
 
    “There are certain things we have to do on our own...” she muttered. 
 
    “Exactly right,” he confirmed, rising from his seat. “Well, I've taken up enough of your time.” He bent down and kissed her on top of her head. 
 
    “Wait, what's your name?” 
 
    “Voorlak,” he replied, pulling the hood back over his head. “Jack likes to call me Old Man, when he thinks he's being irreverent.” 
 
    “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “No. It does accurately describe me, after all.” His form seemed to shift, changing transparency, perhaps changing planes of reality as he passed through the outer wall of the hull, disappearing completely. 
 
    “Whoa,” she breathed, “that's wicked cool.” 
 
    The door swished open, Jack carrying fresh pajamas. “Here you go kiddo,” he muttered, tossing them to her as he passed, heading back to bed.  
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I'm gonna sleep here, OK?” 
 
    “D'you snore?” he asked, flopping onto the bed. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fine. Sleep wherever you want.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jack.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The Conquest's senior staff was huddled around the holo-chart in the Admiral's office, the commanders of the Westwind and Revenge on vid-com, sitting in on the conference from the Captain's ready room of their own ships. A close-up of the Gedhepp System floated over the table, the task force holding station on the far edge of the asteroid field facing the gate to Rikovik's Reef.  
 
    It had been a long process, the ships slowly forging ahead through the asteroid field, either nudging aside the smaller chunks with their shields like an ice breaker ship through frozen water, or decimating larger asteroids with ship's guns. A full size version of the asteroid video game Jack remembered playing at the arcade as a kid. Thinking back on that made the corners of his mouth curl a little, almost imperceptibly.  
 
    “Between the information fed to us from the patrol and shuttle pilots,” began Captain Ryan, “and the information astrometrics and cartography discovered, we have determined that this field of what we've been calling asteroids is actually the remains of a planet in this system. Whether it broke apart on its own or it was impacted by something catastrophic, we don't know. If cartography is right, it is the remains of a planet in the fifth orbit from the sun.” 
 
    “And we're passing through what would be the fourth, aren't we?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Correct. Astrometrics estimates the rock field extends from the fourth orbit to the sixth.” 
 
    “My God, It's going to affect two other planets...” 
 
    “Correct. Fortunately they are uninhabited. It is apparent that their orbits have not carried them through so far. And the field is orbiting as well, but far slower than the orbit of the planet it used to be.” 
 
    “It's going to be a real mess when they do,” said Jack. “Things will be pinballing all over the system.” 
 
    “Pinballing?” 
 
    “Bouncing,” clarified Jack. “This stuff is going to scatter all over the place. The UFW may have to close or restrict access to the system. How soon before the closest planet makes contact?” 
 
    “About seventy days for the planet in the fourth orbit, about three hundred days for the sixth planet. The fourth planet is rather small, it may not survive its full orbit. The sixth planet will sustain damage but nothing to cause its destruction.”  
 
    “Is there anything sizable left of the fifth planet?” 
 
    “About one-half,” volunteered Pappy. “We found that the closer we got to the fifth orbit, the less-dense the field was. The pieces were bigger and easier to navigate. Also, less smoke and ash. The Zulu was able to get closer to take some scans. To me, it looked fairly hollow, sort of honeycombed.” 
 
    “Could it have been mined out?” 
 
    “It's possible,” offered the Westwind's Captain. “Once they're that fragile, an impact of some kind or instability in her tectonic plates or core and it tears itself apart. If they drilled too deep it may have released some volcanic event... we'll probably never know. Because if it was a mining company, they will never admit to this.” 
 
    Jack folded his arms across his chest. “If this was a mining project, this is huge... hundreds of thousands of people had to be involved. It must have taken decades...” 
 
    “Not necessarily, Admiral,” countered the Westwind's Captain. “Standard mining, yes. But strip mining can be done on a planetary scale in five or six years by laser dredge ships. As you can see, they don't leave much...” 
 
    “You've seen this before, Captain?” 
 
    The Captain nodded,  “Yes, unfortunately. I was a cruiser commander at the time. We were tasked with clearing the mess out of the system because it threatened an inhabited planet. Our group was there nearly three months blasting what was left into dust. I don't think the inhabited planet was ever the same after that. I remember reading some time later that it had severely affected their seasonal climate because the cosmic dust floated between the planet and their sun.” 
 
    “Did you ever find out who the mining outfit was?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, Admiral. Although I remember VirTech Mining being a suspect.” 
 
    “There's that name again,” said Steele, stone faced. “Somebody who knows what goes on in operations like this has to have a conscience. We just need to find that somebody.” 
 
    “Needle in a haystack,” volunteered Brian from the Captain's office on the Revenge. 
 
    “A really big haystack,” offered Paul Smiley. 
 
    “Dissension in the ranks,” breathed Jack, staring blankly at the holo-chart. “And they won't be alone, there will be others. Scuttlebutt spreads like wildfire; we just need to get it to come to us...”  
 
     “I know that look,” said Brian. “Whatcha thinking, Ja, er, Admiral?” Brian caught himself, his mind stumbling across Jack, then Skipper, finally spitting out the right title. 
 
    “I have an idea...” 
 
    Paul looked at Steele across the chart table, only seeing half of him through the holo-chart floating between them. “Do I even dare ask...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “So let me get this straight,” said Lisa, as she and Jack walked down the corridor from the meeting. “The Revenge is now the Raven?” 
 
    “Right...” 
 
    “And you're not you. You're Jax Mercury?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Who the hell am I, then?” 
 
    “You're you.” he replied. 
 
    “What if I don't want to be me?” 
 
    Jack stopped mid stride, pausing in the corridor. “Why would you want to be somebody else? I have to because they may know my name; it's connected with the Freedom...” 
 
    “And whose last name do I have?” she queried. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” Doh!  
 
    “Yeaaah...” she teased. “And you're the Admiral.” 
 
    Jack rested his hands on his hips. “Ok, so who do you want to be?” 
 
    “Princess Sunshine,” she joked. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and kept walking. “Over my dead body. It needs to be similar,” he explained, “something easy to remember.” He snapped his fingers, “How about Lisa Stone?” 
 
    “Ooh, like Sharon Stone... OK, I like that.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele belted the holster around his waist, strapping it to his thigh, dropping in the .45 caliber, 1911 semi-auto, charged particle blaster. He tested the release and reholster to be sure it was smooth and secure. It felt good to be in civilian clothes again, something akin to what he used to wear on the Freedom. Dark gray form-fitted pants tucked into high boots, a dark blue, high collar shirt and a leather flight type jacket. All-in-all, comfortable and stylish. The ship's tailor had done an extremely nice job of making him look like an entrepreneurial ship's owner... with a slant towards bad boy.   
 
    He hefted the duffel off the floor and took one last look around his quarters, “C'mon, dog, time to go.” Fritz jumped up with a snort and a quick wag, beating him to the door.               
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa was already at the shuttle, having an animated chat with Dar Sloane, her duffel stowed in the cargo compartment. She was dressed in tall flight boots and a leather and fabric body suit, a 1911 particle blaster like Jack's belted around her waist, strapped to her thigh, having traded her trusty Glock for something with a little more punch.  
 
    “Well look at you, Ms. Stone,” commented Jack, strolling up. “Slick outfit.” 
 
    “Looking good, Mr. Mercury,” she retorted. “Nice touch,” she indicated his unshaven stubble. “My friend, Mr. Sloane here,” she patted Dar Sloan's shoulder, “has promised to look after Gus for me while we're gone.” 
 
    “Good deal.” replied Jack, somewhat distracted. He pointed at the open gull-wing doors on the four-person shuttle from the Revenge, Ensign Tusker seated at the controls in the pilot's seat. “Go ahead Fritz.” The German Shepherd jumped up over the door threshold into the seat next to Tusker. When Jack turned back, Lisa and Dar were lip-locked like two horny teenagers tongue-wrestling under the high school bleachers. “Aww, crap, I didn't want to see that,” groaned Steele. “Eww...” He grabbed his sister by the collar and pulled her away, dragging them apart. “Time to go, Barbie,” he said sarcastically. “Tell Ken you'll see him again at the sock-hop.”  
 
    Buckled in, gull wing doors closed and secure, Lisa waved and Dar looked on sheepishly, smiling back. Jack glared at him through the canopy perspex. He didn't dislike or even hold it against the pilot, he knew the two had been spending a lot of time together... it was just seeing it. It was, well, ugh. He shuddered.  OK, shake it off. 
 
    The shuttle lifted off the deck, rotating smoothly, heading out through the blue stasis field, passing over the Conquest's fantail. Lisa was still looking over her shoulder back at the flight deck. 
 
    “Stop it,” hissed Jack. “Stop acting like a lovesick puppy...” 
 
    “But I really like him...” 
 
    “I think I got that,” he replied, sarcasm dripping from his voice. “I think everyone on the flight deck got that...” 
 
    She shrugged innocently, “Don't care.” She turned to him suddenly, “Ooh, I almost forgot! Did I tell you...?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don't care,” she repeated smugly. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The landing bay of the Revenge was almost claustrophobic compared to the Conquest's, a mere closet, tightly packed, everything in its place. Tusker was busy securing the shuttle to the deck. Three shuttles shared space with cargo, parts and repair stalls. 
 
    Marine Sergeant Draza Mac dragged the duffel bags out of the shuttle's small cargo compartment. “Welcome aboard the Raven, Mr. Mercury, Ms. Stone...” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Mac. Are all of our temporary transfers aboard?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. All mission pertinent equipment and personnel aboard. The Skipper asked that we direct you straight to the bridge. I assume you remember the way?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Draza Mac hefted the bags. “Good. I'll make sure your things get to your quarters.” He paused, cocking his head, hearing the change in the tone of the ship's engines. “Sounds like the Skipper's got us under way. Once we clear this crap, it's less than an hour to the gate.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The bridge crew of the Conquest was watching the Revenge, now the Raven, pull out of formation, heading toward the gate to Rikovik's Reef. She was moving cautiously, out of the planetary debris, leaving the Conquest and Westwind behind, hidden in the clutter and metallic dust. Even in the zero gravity, it clung to her hull, her movement leaving a trail of dust and ash like a wake behind her. 
 
    Captain Ryan stood up at his station and stretched, massaging his back with his hands as he watched the big screen. “Communications, I want double coverage on your station. I want full time monitoring on the Raven's emergency channel.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “I want everybody fresh. Four hour shifts, no more. We're staying on yellow alert...” He looked over at his first officer. “You have the bridge, mister. I'll see you in four hours.” 
 
    “Aye sir.” 
 
    “I'll order up some food and drinks,” said Ryan turning towards his ready room. “Good luck Mr. Mercury,” he breathed without looking back. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

  [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    RIKOVIK'S REEF: DEN OF THEIVES 
 
    “Rikovik's Reef in thirty minutes, Skipper.” 
 
    “Understood.” Commander Brian Carter reclined in his chair, feet on his desk in the Captain's ready room, “Your quarters OK, Jack?” 
 
    Jack extended his legs on the couch, leaning against the armrest, Fritz already sound asleep on the floor next to him. “Sure, they're fine.” 
 
    “You didn't expect me to give up mine, did you?” Brian smirked crookedly. 
 
    “Nah,” waved Jack, “it's your ship, man. I'm just a guest.” He glanced over at the holo-chart hovering above the table. “So they had a set of beacons out of the Rikovik gate routing traffic around the danger in the system to a third gate?” 
 
    “Yep. We counted eight markers but I'm sure there were more beyond our sensor reach.” 
 
    “Pretty smart idea.” 
 
    “It is,” gestured Brian. “But it shows planning and preparation. Whoever set them up knew what was going on here.” 
 
    “Agreed.” There was a silence and Steele found himself staring at the shimmering hologram.  
 
    Brian spoke first. “So, Mercury huh? Quicksilver,” he whispered dramatically. “A highly toxic, amorphous liquid metal... some freaky symbolism there, Jack. Did you do that on purpose?” 
 
    Steele shrugged. “It's also in Greek mythology. Mercury was the Roman god of financial gain, commerce and communication. He also guided travelers, and more interestingly,” he rubbed his hands together in an evil gesture, “escorted souls to the underworld.”  
 
    Brian glanced, checking the time on his eGo-h. “Wasn't he the one with wings on his feet?” 
 
    Jack nodded, “That's the one. He needed them, he was a very busy god.” 
 
    “Man, that's kinda deep,” said Brian, cocking his head to one side. “But why did you have to call us the Raven? I've never really liked those birds, they always gave me the creeps.” 
 
    Jack took a couple swallows of water. “Well, the common consensus associates them with death. But American Indian mythology paints them as a harbinger of magic, being able to travel between light and dark, life and death. Able to exist in either plane. The Raven's also supposed to be able to bring communications back and forth from the living to the dead, from the divine to the earthly.” 
 
    Brian shook his head, “So traveling between light and dark, we really are the Raven then.” He shivered outwardly, “You just gave me the chills.” 
 
    “Suck it up buttercup, we need to look like serious badasses, here.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “One minute to gate exit, Commander.” 
 
    “On my way,” confirmed Brian. “Looks like it's showtime, Jack.” 
 
    Jack swung his feet off the sofa and took a second to adjust, taking a deep breath. He touched the surface of his eGo-h, “TESS, please find Lisa Stone and call her to the bridge.” 
 
    “Certainly, Mr. Mercury,” she replied in a sultry voice. 
 
    “And thank you for remembering to use my new name...” he ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “Of course,” TESS replied, sweetly. “You only need to tell me once, I am not capable of forgetting.” 
 
    Brian pulled the water bottle away from his mouth in a bid to prevent water coming out of his nose. He was unsuccessful. “Oh snap,” he sputtered, wiping his face and pinching his nose. “Dammit, that hurt,” he winced. “Did she just burn you?” 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
    “She's got attitude! How did that happen? Mine doesn't do that.” 
 
    Jack rose from his seat, Fritz rising with him, stretching like a cat. “I don't know,” muttered Jack, “just lucky I guess.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele stood between Brian Carter in the Commander's seat and Raulya in the First Officer's seat, the entire crew dressed in civilian clothes of their own taste and choosing.  
 
    Fritz sitting by his side, Jack pointed Lisa to the second chair at tactical. “Do whatever Raulya tells you to do...” She moved without question, activating the screens at the station and tilting them to her liking.  
 
    Ahead of them, the splash of abstract color swirled in the center of the gate, undulating like liquid with a life of its own. “Entering gate corona,” announced Ragnaar.  
 
    “All battle stations manned?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Aye, all manned, cells charged, systems dark.” 
 
    Tendrils of color reached out and enveloped the ship as its bow neared the center, pushing though its surface. Punching through the other side, the colors spilled off the ship's hull like a whale breaching the ocean's surface, rivulets and droplets of light and color reaching outward like spray, only to fall back to the surface of the gate as if affected by gravity, recollected to an energy well. 
 
    “Five ships, Commander. They have us locked and tracking! Weapons are live!” 
 
    “Shields up, guns live...!” 
 
    “BELAY that order!” shouted Steele. “Stay the course, no deviations...” 
 
    Brian looked over his shoulder, “What are you doing, Jack?” 
 
    “You gotta walk in...” 
 
    “Like you own the joint,” nodded Brian, finishing Steele's sentence. 
 
    “These are probably the security guards checking IDs at the door,” explained Jack. He keyed his mic, “All hands, this is the bridge. I know we're all a little nervous, everybody just stay calm. Keep your eyes open and your systems dark.” 
 
    “Incoming comm. I believe it's coming from the destroyer.” 
 
    “On screen.” Steele stood with his feet apart and his arms folded, his jacket's fresh leather squeaking. “This is all yours Bri.” 
 
    “Gee thanks.” 
 
    A single video square winked into existence on the big screen, a thin man with greyish skin and blue-black hair. “Who are you and what is your purpose here?” 
 
    “Who's asking? said Brian, rising from his seat and stepping past Jack. “I like to know who I'm talking to.” 
 
    “Captain of the FreeRanger DD224. Now answer my question.” 
 
    “Commander Brian Carter, skipper of the Raven. We're here to pick up a load of parts and equipment.” 
 
    “Gunships closing in on either side, Jax,” whispered Lisa.  
 
    Jack nodded once, almost imperceptibly to indicate he'd heard her. 
 
    “We don't have any record of you or your ship in this sector before...” 
 
    Brian folded his arms defensively, mirroring Jack standing behind him. “There's always a first time, isn't there... Do you greet all your first time visitors this way?” There was a hint of aggression in his voice mixed with aggravation. 
 
    “Who did you say you were seeing?” asked the FreeRanger Captain, stoically, unmoved. 
 
    “I didn't,” countered Brian. “I didn't realize coming to this system for trade was restricted, I thought it was a free travel and free trade sector. Maybe we should take our business and money elsewhere.” 
 
    The FreeRanger Captain's mouth curled at the corners, a hint of evil. “We just like to know who we're doing business with...” An inquiry and side conversation momentarily took the Captain's attention away from the screen. When he turned back he leaned forward, eyeing Jack. “And who are you?” he pointed. 
 
    “Jax Mercury,” replied Jack. “I own this ship.” 
 
    “Why aren't you sitting in an office somewhere, mister owner?” 
 
    “I like to keep an eye on my investments...”  
 
    “You don't trust your captain and your crew?” 
 
    Jack unfolded his arms, clasping his hands casually behind him. “I trust them just fine. It's the people we deal with I have to watch.” 
 
    The destroyer's Captain roared with laughter, his head tilting back, revealing uneven, jagged teeth. “Who in hellion have you been trading with? Entertainment traffickers and Glacier dealers?” 
 
    “Oh, it's not the people we do business with, so much as it's the people we meet along the way... But I digress, I really couldn't discuss our business,” said Steele as politely as possible. “If it got back to our clients or our vendors it might be bad for business. I'm sure you understand.” 
 
    If the destroyer Captain noticed the intentional dig, he had no reaction. Turning away from the screen again, his side conversation lasting only a few seconds. He turned back, emotionless. “Enjoy your stay in Rikovik's Reef. Keep your nose clean.” The comm's video square winked out. 
 
    Steele looked around the bridge, “OK, what the hell was that?” 
 
    “They were just about up our ass,” commented Lisa. 
 
    “We were recording a low-yield scan,” offered Raulya. “I believe the gunships were doing a cargo scan. They pulled away about the same time he signed off.”  
 
    “What were they looking for?” asked Brian, returning to his command chair. 
 
    “Anything smuggled,” explained Ragnaar, “that they could confiscate, or tax you on to let you pass.” 
 
    “Hmm. A little grifting,” grumbled Jack. 
 
    “Bribery is a survival staple of the pirate world,” commented Ragnaar. “I'm sure the fact that the owner is on the ship, made them believe that it is a small operation not worth the effort. A larger outfit may have been worth more of a take.” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Good point.” He took a deep breath. “Stand down the crews. What's our time to Rikovik's planetoid?” 
 
    “We should make port in about two hours. Unless you want to jump.” 
 
    “No, let's not give anything away, two hours is fine.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    From space, Rikovik's Reef looked like a brown blob with spikes, dotted by lights and dirty neon... Upon closer inspection, it was much worse; a grimy brown asteroid, covered in cobbled black structures layered in red rust, covered in dilapidated lights and colored neon, probably scrounged from sign junkyards all over the star system. It looked like a decrepit ghost town, a place that hopes and dreams went to die. Die a long, agonizing death. “Such a happy and cheerful looking place,” quipped Jack sarcastically. “Like the stuff of nightmares.” He wasn't sure if the attempt at lighting and color made it look slightly more inviting or just more desperate. He was leaning toward desperate. 
 
    For Lisa, just the sight of the place made her stomach roll uncomfortably.  
 
    “The tower is requesting berthing preferences, skipper,” announced Ragnaar. 
 
    “What are the options?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Internal or external, sir.” 
 
    Jack and Brian exchanged glances. “Internal might be easier to load cargo if we're lucky enough to find what we need,” said Jack. 
 
    Brian nodded. “Makes sense. Internal, Mr. Ragnaar.” 
 
    After a brief exchange with the tower, a landing guide appeared on the big screen, displaying an approach pattern for the Raven, akin to stripes on a road, showing a traffic lane. Digital statistics and traffic information scrolled next to the approach overlay. 
 
    The grubby, desolate appearance of Rikovik's Reef was just that, an appearance. A false impression of her actual condition; which was a bustling urbanized planetoid... with a little frontier flavor. As they neared the cavernous opening the navigation aid was guiding them towards, they could see rows of windows in the rock face, whether they were offices or residences it was unclear. A train passed above them, the monorail following along the outside of the planetoid, disappearing into a tunnel, taking it inside the rock. 
 
     The Raven passed through the massive stasis field at the bottom half of the planetoid's waist, dwarfed by the open maw carved through the rock, before entering the interior spaceport of Rikovik's Reef.  
 
    “I think you'd be able to fit the Conquest in here,” whispered Jack.  
 
    “Sure looks like it,” agreed Brian. “My God, it goes all the way out through the other side.” 
 
    “Probably to accommodate the ore freighters when they were mining,” explained Ragnaar.  
 
    Ships of all types lined either side of the bay, the Raven was required to fit into a mooring space between two others. Alignment targets appeared on the screen as the traffic guide disappeared. At the helm, Quixetta maneuvered the ship gently into place, crabbing it sideways with maneuvering thrusters, maintaining her attitude. The alignment targets flashed green and he released the controls as docking clamps extended out to the Raven's hull. Two resounding kachunks reverberated throughout the hull, the floor moving slightly. “Clamps secure, we're in.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack, Lisa, Draza Mac, Brian, Ragnaar and Raulya stood at the open hatch to the gangway double-checking last minute details. “Everyone stays armed,” ordered Jack. “And a full security detail here and on the ramp if we open for cargo.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “I got it. Don't worry, I'm not taking any chances. We'll keep the warmers managing the core temps. Just in case.”  
 
    Walking down the gangway to the dock, Jack, Lisa and Draza Mac set their TESS' to mark the location of the ship. Standing on the dock getting their bearings, the expanse of the interior spaceport only became more evident, ships moving through the interior past the Raven, past ships berthed on the opposite wall.  
 
    Offices above them carved into the rock of the planetoid, sealed with glass walls, stretched the length of the spaceport. Gantries reached across to the other side, moving cargo with cranes, material haulers moving back and forth along the docks.  
 
    “I feel so small,” muttered Lisa. 
 
    “Welcome to Rikovik's Reef,” greeted the man passing between them and the terminal doors. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “We're looking for parts...” offered Jack. The man was dark complected, the kind of color a man gets from years in the sun, his face lined and leathery. 
 
    The man scrunched his face in disbelief as he looked the Raven over, “She looks OK to me...” 
 
    “We're looking for parts for a client,” explained Jack, “not for her,” he motioned in the direction of the ship. 
 
    “There are several dealers here...” 
 
    “Who's the biggest?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “That would be Deep Black, young lady.” The man looked her over, considering her curves in the leather and fabric bodysuit. “Not the best side of the city though...” He pointed at the 1911 charged particle blaster hanging on her hip, “You know how to use that thing?” 
 
    “We'll be fine,” said Jack, cutting in. “How do we find this, Deep Black?” 
 
    The man pointed at the terminal doors, “Through these doors, up two levels to transport. You have several options; trains, cabbies, and slot trams. Unless you know the city well, I wouldn't recommend the trams. You need to go to the Peninsula Sector... if you go too far you end up on the Island. Stay out of the Island.”  
 
    “What's the Island?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Never you mind,” he shot back. “You stay out of that area! The Island is not a place for a girl like you.” 
 
    “What's that supposed to mean?” said Lisa defensively. 
 
    “People like you disappear on the Island,” growled the man, walking away. Worn and faded, the word Lawman reached across the back of his jacket, a large, equally faded, number 42 in a circle underneath it. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    It was almost immediate upon leaving the terminal and stepping out onto the transport level. Lisa made a face, swallowing hard, tasting the metal in her mouth and at the back of her throat. “What the hell is that? It's disgusting.”   
 
    “Scrubbed air,” said Jack and Draza Mac almost simultaneously.  
 
    “Either ancient equipment or the filters need a serious flush,” explained Draza Mac. “Some areas may be better than others, depends on the age and upkeep.” 
 
    Jack motioned to one of the vehicles at the curb, the driver waving an acknowledgment. “Our ship's systems are far superior,” commented Jack. 
 
    “It's also why ships have gardens,” added Draza Mac, “they remove that taste.” 
 
    The side of the cab slid open wide, cutting off any further conversation on the topic. The driver motioning them in. “No bags?” 
 
    “No bags,” confirmed Jack, climbing in. “We need to go to Deep Black in the Peninsula.”  
 
    “I can take you most of the way,” said the driver, steering away from the terminal. The vehicle accelerated silently, floating on an antigravity cushion, heading for one of a series of tunnels in the far wall. 
 
    “What do you mean, most of the way?” asked Jack leaning forward. 
 
    “I do not go into the Peninsula that far. You can take a tram or walk the rest of the way, it won't be too far.” 
 
    “Well if it won't be too far, why won't you take us all the way?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “It is not a safe area...” 
 
    “And you want us to walk?” she growled. 
 
    “I thought it was the Island that was the dangerous area,” said Jack, cutting in. 
 
    “Oooh, yes. The Island is bad. Very bad. But the far end of the Peninsula is not much better.” The driver swung the vehicle into another tunnel, weaving through slower traffic, rock walls passing by in a blur.  
 
    “What makes those areas so bad?” Jack was trying to pinpoint the type of dangers involved in traversing those areas. 
 
    “The criminals,” shrugged the driver, oblivious to the benign banality of his reply. 
 
    “Specifically,” said Steele through clenched teeth, trying to keep the snarl out of his voice. 
 
    “Oh I really can't say...” 
 
    “Can't say or won't say?” hissed Steele, his ire rising. From the back seat he wasn't able to see enough of the man's face to get a reading of deceit or avoidance. 
 
    “I've probably said too much already...” whispered the driver, barely audible. 
 
    Steele sat back in the seat, contemplating who might be listening in on the conversation. And when he saw Lisa lean forward he tapped her on the knee and shook his head no, sweeping his eyes around the inside of the vehicle. She nodded curtly and sat back in silence.  
 
    Some areas of the inside of the planetoid were well lit, looking upscale and well traveled, others looked like residential areas and yet others like manufacturing and commercial areas. All-in-all, it seemed to represent a well-rounded society. They passed a well-lit and colorfully decorated bazaar, with open stores and booths on either side of the street. Crowds of people were milling about, venturing into the shops and strolling through the eateries. It was a quick glimpse but Steele's artificial eye recorded the image of two men standing on a corner talking, the word Lawman spanning the back of their jackets. One had a number 23 in the circle below it, the other had a number 54. The fact that they had the exact same build and height struck him as slightly odd. He was still reviewing that image a short time later when the vehicle pulled to the curb in a darker, less friendly looking area. 
 
    “This is as far as I can go,” the driver said cheerfully. “If you'll scan your ITC card,” Interstellar Trade Credits, “with the reader on the back of my seat, we'll be all set.”  
 
    “We couldn't pay you extra to take us all the way, could we?” asked Jack, holding his card up to the reader. 
 
    “No sir. Sorry.” The driver looked back over his shoulder, a concerned look on his face, his brow furrowed. “Would you like a receipt sir?” He nodded slightly. 
 
    Jack caught the inference. “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Digital or written?” The driver held up a stylus to indicate what Jack should choose. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Standing on the curb as the transport pulled away, Steele examined the clear rectangle of plastic film, then checked their surroundings quickly. “TESS, scan this please,” he laid the film over her screen. Lisa and Draza Mac watched the gloomy shadows uneasily. Scanning it from underneath, TESS bought up the scan on her holographic screen with a translation off to the side. The girl is not safe. Keep her close. Never alone. 
 
    “That's all of it, TESS?”  
 
    “That's all of it, Mr. Mercury,” TESS replied, her face appearing. “Please be careful.” 
 
    “Did you understand his directions?” 
 
    “Yes, Jax.” She bought up a map of the area. “I have managed to tap into the Citymap System, he was being truthful in his directions.” 
 
    “OK, let's go. Screen off TESS, but ears open. Use my earpiece for communication.” 
 
    “Understood. External sensors active, earpiece linked. Connecting to my TESS counterparts.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    It was odd walking through what in many places looked like a normal city in most respects, if it wasn't for the fact that it was all inside the planetoid. It equated in Steele's mind to an underground city. It might as well be. No sky, few open places, traveling through tunnels cut through its core. Stores, residences and businesses nothing more than rooms carved into the rock. It was a little claustrophobic. And dark.  
 
    It seemed the further they went, the darker it got, many of the lights broken or missing completely, with little if any traffic and fewer and fewer people. The fewer people they saw, the more Jack felt like they were being watched. “Just because you're paranoid...” 
 
    “Doesn't mean you're not being followed.” whispered Lisa, finishing his sentence. 
 
    The area changed from a run-down retail area with decrepit stores, litter and vacant store fronts to commercial structures. Actual building fronts. And they hadn't seen a soul in at least five minutes. It felt like they were the only three people in the area. But Jack knew better than that, his senses reaching out, the little voice in the back of his mind screaming; Danger! Danger! at the top of its proverbial lungs.  
 
    “Wish I had my twilight vision with me,” whispered Draza Mac.  
 
    “And a carbine... “ 
 
    “Some armor...”  
 
    “A few grenades...” 
 
    Steele's earpiece chirped at the same time Lisa's and Draza Mac's did, each getting separate instructions from their TESS', the units working in unison. “I'm detecting two heartbeats ahead on the right, Jax. Sixty-feet.” 
 
    Walking to the left of her brother, Lisa fell back a step to address a shadow detected on the left side of the street. Draza Mac spun around to watch the rear, walking backwards. 
 
    Steele slowed his pace, the little voice in his head still screaming. His hand resting on the grip of his hybrid 1911, he popped the holster's release. When the two men stepped out of a recessed business entrance just fifteen feet ahead, his firearm had already cleared the holster and he had dropped to a combat crouch. “Stop!” he commanded. 
 
    “Easy buddy. We don't want any trouble. Just give us the girl and we'll be on our way. No need for anyone to get hurt...” 
 
    “Step aside!” commanded Steele. 
 
    “Buddy, you are in the wrong neighborhood to be making demands like that... look around you. Just give us the girl and you can be on your way...” 
 
    Steele knew it was a distraction bid, so his eyes never left the two men standing nearly shoulder to shoulder, blocking the way. Weak details from distant lights highlighted their silhouettes. His sight picture was Mr. Talker's head. “Step aside...” Steele growled through clenched teeth, snapping off the safety. “I won't say it again...” 
 
    When the headlights of the vehicle parked in the blackness between the buildings across the street, suddenly bathed the trio from the Raven in harsh light, Draza Mac screamed, “Ambush!”  
 
    Time slowed down for Steele, as Mr. Talker lunged. He squeezed off the first shot, Mr. Talker's head disappearing from his shoulders in a crimson explosion, splashing the second man in gore.  The vehicle charged out of its hiding spot to drive through and separate the group, triggering a hell storm of fire from Lisa. Shooting on the move, Steele cut the second man down with two fast shots to the body as he advanced. Massive gaping holes completely through his body that sucked his liquified organs out his back. He was dead before he hit the ground. The trio advanced over the prostrate and lifeless forms, Steele sweeping the street ahead, scanning for targets.   
 
    His free hand on Lisa's belt, Draza Mac trotted backwards, firing at the moving shadows advancing swiftly from behind, while Lisa's rounds blew through the windshield of the vehicle as she danced sideways to keep up with her brother's strides.  
 
    With golf ball sized holes in the windshield and hood area, the vehicle careened across the street and slammed into the building behind them, imbedding itself in the wall, temporarily cutting off the pursuers coming up from the rear. Seeing movement, Draza Mac added a couple holes in the vehicle's driver's door as he backed away, still tethered to Lisa by his grip on her gun belt.  
 
    “Truck! TRUCK!” screamed Draza Mac, the rear ramp of the vehicle dropping to the ground, two men jumping out with long guns who swung behind the vehicle for cover, firing as they maneuvered. 
 
    Hot magenta streaks of energy sizzled past, splashing on the building and ricocheted across the ground. Jack spun, planted his feet and the three of them pumped a rain of fire upon the truck and its occupants, the charged particle slugs punching holes through the vehicle like paper. A deafening, eyeball-searing fireball lifted the vehicle off the street, parts skittering across the ground, off buildings and the stone ceiling, the blast knocking them all flat on their backs. The heat took their breath away as it sucked in all the surrounding oxygen.  
 
    Laying on the ground panting, Steele struggled to get up, “We gotta go...” he wheezed. 
 
    “Can't breathe,” gasped Lisa. 
 
    “Get up, get up...” Steele dragged himself to his feet, gun still in hand, pulling his sister up with his free hand. “Draza...?” 
 
    “I'm coming, boss...” The Marine forced himself onto his feet and immediately swung his pistol into action, scanning their surroundings. “Reload!” he called, seeing a respite long enough to do a tactical mag change. He captured the partial mag as he swiftly tapped the fresh one in place. 
 
    Sirens wailed somewhere, echoing through the tunnels and hollows of the planetoid. An automatic fire system somewhere on the ceiling started spraying fire-fighting foam on the burning wreckage. 
 
    Steele's headset chirped, “Lawmen are coming, Jax.”  
 
    “I know TESS. How far to Deep Black...” 
 
    “Very close, at the end of this street. Six-hundred feet.” 
 
    “Let's move...” Steele completed his own reload on the move, followed by Lisa whose slide was locked back on an empty chamber. Hustling into a stiff breeze generated by the air supply system trying to supply oxygen to the starved area, breathing became easier. Twice they had to conceal themselves in the shadows as emergency vehicles flashed past on the street. “Where were they a few minutes ago?” whispered Draza Mac. 
 
    “There's never a cop around when you need one,” replied Jack sarcastically. 
 
    “A cop?” 
 
    “Slang for a policeman.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” nodded the Marine. “You can explain that one to me later.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    When the door to Deep Black Supply split down the middle, opening into the wall on either side, Jack wasn't sure what to expect. But this wasn't it. He stepped back a moment to look up at the sign, confirming they were in the right place. One half of the sign was lit, the other half flickered and hummed. The office looked like a warehouse had regurgitated; boxes, cartons, crates and equipment stacked everywhere, disorganized abstract columns reaching toward the stone ceiling.  
 
    The woman behind the counter had her back to the door, rummaging through the clutter on her desk, “Crap on a cracker,” she muttered. 'Where in hellion did I put it?” Petite, no more than five feet tall, she had a shock of short platinum-blond hair that from the back made her thin five-foot frame resemble a Q-Tip. She looked up towards the open doors to the warehouse. “Mouse!” she shouted, “Did I leave my puff out there?” 
 
    “No ma'am!” 
 
    Walking into the lobby, if you could call it that, Lisa, Jack and Draza Mac exchanged curious glances before he rotated to watch the door behind them. Lisa folded her arms not wanting to touch anything. “Excuse me...” 
 
    “Just a minute,” snapped the woman, who had resorted to throwing things on the floor in search of the object of her desire.  
 
    Jack spotted a thin stick protruding from her back pocket. “Could it be that thing sticking out of your back pocket?” he offered helpfully. 
 
    The woman paused momentarily patting her pants and finding the puff stick, straightening up slowly. “The question is,” she said, turning around still irritated. “What were you doing staring at my a...” Her eyes scanned the trio, stopping on Jack. “Oh, hello,” she said smoothly, not missing a beat. Her short-cropped platinum-blond hair framed her pixie-like features, accentuated by one eye as blue as ice, the other as green as an emerald. She instantly broke into a coy smile. “Cheriska Skye,” she announced, extending her hand. Each person took a turn to shake her hand but her eyes never left Jack. “And you are?” 
 
    “Jax Mercury. This is my assistant, Lisa Stone and my Chief Engineer, Draza Mac.” 
 
    “Are you off that sharp little frigate that just came in?” 
 
    “The Raven, yes.” 
 
    “Want to sell it?” 
 
    “Uh, no...” 
 
    “I had to ask,” she shrugged, “I collect things...” 
 
    “I can see that,” replied Jack, glancing around. 
 
    “Want to fix it?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “No, nothing for the Raven.” 
 
    “Then what can I do for you?” Cheriska asked, puffing on the stick. A smokeless menthol aroma drifted through the air. 
 
    “Hey boss?!”  
 
    “Not now, Mouse!” she shouted over her shoulder. “I'm busy...” she said sweetly, turning back. 
 
    “But Boss, I can't find that LG-542-Z you wanted!”  
 
    Cheriska pursed her lips before turning around, “At the end of Aisle Five on the right! Eye level!” 
 
    “I looked there!” 
 
    “I swear to you,” she screamed, “if I come back there and it's right where I told you, I'm going to kick your ass!” She turned back. “Sorry, it's so hard to find good help nowadays.” 
 
    “Found it!” shouted Mouse. Standing at nearly seven-feet, he decided there was a distinct difference between what she considered eye level and what he considered eye level. He hefted the sizable part over his shoulder and headed off to shipping. 
 
    Cheriska rolled her eyes. “Of course you did,” she said to her guests. “It's surprising what they can accomplish when there's an ass-beating at stake.” Her eyes sparkled. “So, what is it that you need?”  
 
    “We have a parts list...” 
 
    “Of course you do...” she said glancing over at the security monitor, waving them behind the counter. “I don't suppose you folks had anything to do with that little incident up the street in our fair neighborhood, did you?” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    “Come, come,” she waved. “Don't be slow; they'll be looking for you in a moment. Can't have them finding you. It will cost me,” she urged, as the trio rounded the counter through the maze of boxes and columns. 
 
    “Cost  you how?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “By ending your little shopping spree, of course,” added Cheriska, ushering them through the open warehouse doors. Over her shoulder, she checked the security monitor on her desk. “Too!” shouted the woman, her voice larger than her size, “Escort these folks to the back of the warehouse!”  
 
    “OK!” 
 
    Cheriska pointed down a dimly lit aisle, stacked on both sides to the ceiling with crates, “Go that way, she'll meet you. Stay quiet.” She turned back toward the office. 
 
    They walked down the aisle which seemed to reached into infinity. “TESS,” whispered Jack, “any map of where we're at?” 
 
    His earpiece tweeted, “No sir. Just an open space on the map. This is the single largest room on the entire planetoid. Over twelve-hundred feet long and nine-hundred feet wide. It is interesting to note it also has its own bay doors to the outside.” 
 
    “Space outside?” 
 
    “Yes, that is the only outside possible...” 
 
    Smart ass artificial intelligence...  
 
    When Cheriska silently appeared in front of them at the intersection of a cross aisle, it took the trio by surprise. Steele stopped short, Lisa bumping into him. “How did you do that?” 
 
    The woman cocked her head to one side, motioning them to follow. “Do what?” She turned away to lead. 
 
    “Get ahead of us...” Steele thumbed over his shoulder, “I thought you went back to the office.” 
 
    “Cheriska went back to the office.” 
 
    Steele was having a difficult time processing the third person reference. “Yes, you went back to the office...” 
 
    “Not me. Cheriska.” 
 
    “But you're Cheriska.” said Lisa. 
 
    “Well yes, but I am Too.” 
 
    “Jack and Lisa glanced at each other quizzically. “You are too...?” said Jack, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Too, what?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Cheriska Too,” replied the woman, matter of factly, leading on. 
 
    “Why am I not getting this?” mumbled Jack, running his fingers through his hair. “You're both named Cheriska?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “So she's Cheriska One and you're Cheriska Two?” 
 
    “Not two as in numbers, Too as in also,” she waved. I am Cheriska also. We are clones.” She shrugged and waved again, “Actually, Cheriska is the original, I am the clone.” 
 
    “That is so cool. So you're identical then...” commented Lisa, “interesting.” 
 
    “Not identical,” replied Too. “Cheriska has one blue eye and one green eye; I have one green eye and one blue eye...” She directed them to a back corner before reaching the end of the aisle. “Go all the way to the end and turn left. There will be a gap between the wall and the racks, squeeze past and go behind them. Stay there till one of us comes for you. And turn off your electronics, they can pick up the frequencies. Stay quiet. If they check the warehouse they rarely come back this far... but if they do, it could be bad for all of us.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” whispered Lisa, suddenly aware of their precarious predicament.  
 
    “I need to go back up front.” 
 
    “Why are they doing this?” whispered Lisa after Cheriska Too had walked out of sight. “Protecting us, I mean.” 
 
    “For the money,” replied Draza Mac, his voice hushed, walking behind Lisa and Jack. “I'm sure they have a rather diverse clientele... This is probably not the first time they've had to hide a client from the authorities.” 
 
    “The question being,” whispered Jack, “what it's going to cost us. I don't imagine this is out of the goodness of their hearts...” 
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 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    RIKOVIK'S REEF: DUALITIES 
 
    “Skipper, there's a couple of Rikovik's Lawmen down here at the ramp. They want to come aboard...” 
 
    Sitting in the Raven's galley, halfway through his meal, Commander Brian Carter dropped his fork, activating his mic. “Absolutely not,” he interrupted. “No one boards.” 
 
    “They're being rather insistent...” 
 
    “I don't care, it's not negotiable,” Brian cut in, rising from the table. “I'm on my way.”  
 
    “Trouble?” Warrant Officer Dale Alaroot had pushed his plate aside and half rose from his seat. 
 
    “Maybe,” replied Brian, “you're with me.” 
 
    The boarding gangway attached to the starboard side of the Raven's hull was not far from the galley. Brian and Dale made it there in short time, two of the ship's Marines looking like scruffy freelance security personnel, were physically barring access to the ship, carbines slung across their bodies. To an average observer their positions were fairly casual. To someone knowledgeable, they were completely ready for a gunfight. 
 
    “Skipper's here, step aside boys,” called Dale Alaroot. 
 
    Brian strode between them, stopping at the open hatch entry, standing squarely in front of the two Lawmen. “What can I do for you?” he asked politely. 
 
    “We need to see the Captain of your...” 
 
    “You got me,” waved Brian, interrupting. “Commander Carter. What can I do for you?” he repeated, irritation creeping into his voice. It was then that he realized the two men were the exact same height, weight and build with the same facial features. He made no mention of it, despite his curiosity of their duality. 
 
    “We'd like to come aboard and speak with you about...” 
 
    “We can speak here.” 
 
    The one with the number 42 on his jacket waved toward the ship's interior, “Perhaps we'd be more comfortable...”  
 
    “We can speak here,” said Brian adamantly, giving no ground. 
 
    “Fine.” The Lawman sighed and glanced down at his e-Pad, “There's been an incident in the Peninsula Sector...” 
 
    “What kind of incident?” asked Brian, cutting in abruptly. 
 
    “We're not completely sure yet...” 
 
    “Then how does it concern us?” 
 
    “Because we believe it involves these people,” said Lawman 42, handing the e-Pad to Brian. “Aren't these people, members of your crew? ” 
 
    Brian glanced at the dark picture of Jack and Lisa who appeared to be sitting in a vehicle of some kind. “They might be...” 
 
    “They're being sought for questioning,” said the Lawman, accepting the device back, “in connection with the incident in the Peninsula I mentioned.” 
 
    “Which was...” prompted Brian with a wave, looking for more detail. 
 
    The Lawman looked mildly annoyed. “There was some property destruction, a few casualties...” He frowned, “Look, I'm not saying these... casualties... were star citizens. Far from it, but seeing as witnesses seem to be scarce, we would like the opportunity to interview your folks,” he waved the e-Pad, “to find out what really happened.”  
 
     “So you're not sure our people were even involved then...?” 
 
    “No we're not. But there are some strong indicators that they were there. I didn't catch their names...” 
 
    “Because I didn't give them,” replied Brian, remaining stoic. 
 
    “Well, would you mind?” asked Lawman 42, his finger poised over his e-Pad. 
 
    Brian pursed his lips for a moment, trying to decide what to say to the inquiry, when a thought hit him. “John Smith, Mary Smith and Bob Smith...” 
 
    The Lawman's eyebrows arched. “Smith? That's kind of an odd name, isn't it?” 
 
    Brian shrugged, “Family name, what can I say?” 
 
    Lawman 42 looked down at his pad and back up again before deciding to make a note of it. “You'll give us a call if you hear from them, won't you?” 
 
    “Absolutely, of course,” nodded Brian. He watched the Lawmen walk down the gangway, checking curiously over their shoulders as they headed back to the dock. 
 
    “You're not really going to call them, are you?” Dale whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Oh, hell no.” 
 
    “You worried, Skipper?” 
 
    Brian shook his head, “No, if they can't find them, that's a good thing.” He thumbed the screen on his eGo-h. “TESS, can you ping Jax Mercury?” 
 
    “Yes Commander, pinging.” She was silent for a moment. “I am getting no response to my ping, it appears Jax Mercury's TESS is currently dark.” 
 
    “Is his TESS shut down?” 
 
    “TESS units are never off in the conventional sense, Commander. We can, for the lack of a better term, hibernate. This allows the unit to be undetectable to nearly all electronic scanning systems.” 
 
    Brian and Dale walked backed towards the galley, leaving the security team to resume their duties at the boarding hatch. “They're hiding then,” said Brian to Dale. “Do you have a last known location, TESS?” 
 
    “Checking Commander.” Her holo-screen opened with a map, her animated character to one side, an icon blinking on the far end of the planetoid. “It appears Commander, that they made it to a location marked as Deep Black. It is listed as a parts and supply warehouse...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “I hear voices,” whispered Lisa fearfully, barely audible. 
 
    In the darkness between the wall and the racks, Jack held his finger to his lips, listening intently. There was more than one male voice but only one female voice. Try as he might, he could not make out the actual discussion, just the fact that it was somewhat heated. Peeking between the crates and boxes did nothing to better his understanding of what was going on, his little voice shouting cautionary warnings in his ear. 
 
    When Mouse's hulk squeezed past the racks and silently appeared around the corner, Lisa almost screamed and Jack almost had a heart attack. “Easy, easy,” he urged, his voice hushed. “I'm Mouse, I work for Cheriska. We need to move you, the Law isn't taking the normal bribe, they want to search the whole warehouse, they're waiting for extra Lawmen.” 
 
    Steele rose to his feet. “Where can we go? We're kinda trapped...” 
 
    Mouse pointed at the floor below his feet, “You're standing on the exit,” the big man waved, “step back,”. He pulled open the back of a false crate stacked on the nearest rack, revealing a hidden electronic command panel. Entering a code on the screen prompted movement of a panel of the floor. It swung up on hydraulic arms a tunnel shaft dropping away into the darkness below. Dim lighting flickered on, revealing a ladder reaching down into the darkness. “Go,” he pointed. “I'll be last.” 
 
    They descended through ten feet of the planetoid's solid rock to a level below, Mouse stopping a couple feet below the floor at another control panel mounted next to the ladder, to secure the escape hatch. Stepping off the ladder, stale, musty air clung to their faces, almost moist, its weight almost tangible.  
 
    “Sorry,” apologized the big man. “We don't pull power unless we're actually down here for something.” Calling up the controls on his e-Go, the lights flickered to life, the air system kicking on. “The air will get better in a few minutes... Cheriska said you have a shopping list?” 
 
    But Jack had already walked away, looking at all the dust-covered ships parked throughout the cavernous secret warehouse. “Sure, in a minute,” he waved dismissively. Stopping and staring at two dust-laden Warthogs sitting side-by-side he reached up and wiped off the filth under the canopy release where the pilot's name would be, but it had been purposefully sanded off. The ship's name on the twin-tails still remained, the faded words UFW YNOSA still lettered on the tail.  
 
    “The Ynosa,” he breathed, somewhat mystified to have found them. 
 
    “What is it?” whispered Lisa, sliding up beside him. 
 
    Jack cleared his throat. “The Freedom was the Ynosa before the pirates raided her... Before we had her...” he whispered back. 
 
    “How do you think they got here?” 
 
    “Captain Kidd must have needed the money and sold a couple of them off...” 
 
    “You don't want those dusty old relics,” called Mouse, waiting patiently near the ladder. “We got those about four or five years ago and they were at least twenty-years obsolete back then...”  
 
    Lisa pointed further across the room, “What's that one? Isn't that like the one we lost?” 
 
    “Good eye, kiddo!” grinned Jack. “Hey Mouse, how much for that dark gray one over there?” pointed Steele. 
 
    “The Remora fighter?” he said, walking in that direction. “I don't know if you'd want her... she's an older model and she's stripped.” 
 
    “What do you mean stripped?” asked Steele, heading towards the fighter with Lisa and Draza Mac in tow. 
 
    “No armaments. All her guns have been pulled off. She came in like that.” 
 
    “She still run and got all her electronics?” 
 
    “As far as I know, yes. We can plug her in and you can take a look if you want...” 
 
    “I want.” Jack walked underneath the fighter and started a precursory preflight inspection. “Doesn't look like she's ever been hit...” He was noticing small, flush, silver dots on her hull and wings – something he'd never seen before. 
 
    “She's been sitting for quite a while... she's probably dead.” Mouse was dragging a heavy cable off a reel to the nose, popping open an access panel, plugging the cable into the fighter to power her up. He reached up and activated the pilot's access panel, the canopy motoring back slowly on its track. “I don't have a ladder but I can boost you up if you want to take a look...” 
 
    Steele accepted the lift and climbed over the side of the canopy into the cockpit, which despite the wear, was still clean and tidy. Cells charging, he began testing the systems. The dash, gauges, screens, sensors and air immediately came to life. Activating the flight systems, he watched the control surfaces match the flight stick motions along with the gimbaled maneuvering jets for space flight. Two last tests... He activated the antigravity system and the fighter quickly bounced off the floor. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted mouse, “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Easy Mouse,” Jack waved over the side, I got to make sure everything works. You want to sell it, don't you?” He watched the big man nod slowly and shut down the antigravity the fighter settling back to the deck. One last thing... He crossed his fingers and hit the starter, hearing the engine spin up, releasing it immediately. Nice. Hitting the igniter button produced a throaty bump. “Looks like it's all good...” he called down. “What's this ARC system, Mouse? I've never heard of that...” 
 
    “I don't fly, I don't know.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have any weapons to accidentally go boom so let's try it...”mumbled Jack, reaching for the switches. Activating the ARC system, a small independent screen swung into view, a message rolling across the readout. Initiating ARC - Automatic Reflective Camouflage system. A schematic of the spacecraft appeared, covered in markers. STAND BY system checking emitters... System reading and calibrating... System active... The whole process took less than thirty-seconds.  
 
    Shouts from the deck below him diverted his attention and he looked over the side, “What?” 
 
    “What do you mean what?” shouted Lisa. “You didn't notice your freaking ship was invisible?! All we can see is your damn head!”  
 
    Steele did a double take, looking out over the wings and back behind himself towards the stern, seeing only the floor beneath him and the wall behind. If he looked hard, really hard, he could see the vague outline, a minor distortion. “Whoa. That's cool...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Lawman 63 shoved the e-Pad in front of Cheriska for the umpteenth time, “Look at it again.” 
 
    “I don't have to look at it again,” she sneered, “I told you I haven't seen those people.”  
 
    “One of our other Lawmen spoke to them on the docks, your business came up specifically. We know they were headed here... A transport driver dropped them off just outside the Peninsula on the outskirts of Town Central, straight up the street from here.”  
 
    “Well they never made it here,” Cheriska insisted. “That's quite a distance from Deep Black, and since it seems all the extra money I give you assholes doesn't buy the safety of my clients through this fucking area, maybe I should simply pay off the damn criminals.  Oh that's right,” she slammed her empty mug down on the table with a whack, “you're all one and the same, aren't you? Is that why you're mad?” She stood up, “Someone finally kill that ass you call a brother-in-law? Did he and his band of thugs try to nab the wrong person?!” 
 
    “That's enough!” shouted Lawman 63, slamming his fist down on the counter. “Consider Deep Black shut down until further notice!”  
 
    “Kiss my ass, you prick. Consider you and your goons cut off. Not another credit.” 
 
    “We'll close down all your business, then,” threatened the Lawman. 
 
    “You give that a try. In the meantime I'll be calling the Chief Constable, the Magistrate and the Primayor...”  
 
    Lawman 63 lunged across the counter at her and she jumped back meeting the frame of Mouse walking up behind her. “Problem...?” With one arm the big man slid Cheriska around behind him, eying the Lawman.  
 
    Sweeping his jacket, the Lawman rested his hand on the grip of his sidearm, “Back off you...” 
 
    Four Lawmen emerged from the warehouse brushing past Mouse and Cheriska, “Let's go...” 
 
    “You didn't find anything?” raged 63. 
 
    “No.” The Lawman with the number 87 on his jacked paused at the end of the counter, studying 63 and his body language, glancing over his shoulder at the Deep Black employees. “Do we have a problem here?” 
 
    Lawman 63 straightened up, “No, nothing,” he said slowly, staring evilly at Cheriska. He turned and followed the others out, not looking back. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
      
 
    The music was loud enough to dance to, but not so loud that you couldn't have a conversation. A layer of smoke hung near the ceiling and people milled about, some dancing. The clientele was mixed; some dressed for a night out, others like the rough neighborhood it was. An truly eclectic mismatch of patrons. A red-haired waitress with alabaster, nearly transparent skin came over to the table and laid an e-Pad down. “Here's a menu. Anything you want, Mouse said is on the house...” 
 
    Draza Mac leaned to the right, studying a half-nude dancer on the stage. “Uh, anything?” 
 
    The waitress smirked, “Food, drinks... or yeah, that too.” She switched her eyes back to Steele. “Just tap whatever you'd like,” she indicated the e-Pad, “and I'll bring it over.” 
 
    “Thanks,” nodded Jack. “So does Cheriska own this place too?” 
 
    The waitress bought her finger to her lips, her eyes shifting nervously around. She nodded once and hastily left the table. 
 
    “That was odd,” offered Lisa. 
 
    “Hey, this whole rock is odd,” commented Jack, studying the inside of the nightclub and the faces around them. “Like that maze of tunnels Mouse brought us through...” He paged through the menu and selected a handful of items. 
 
    “I was starting to get a bit nervous back there,” admitted Draza Mac. 
 
    “You and me both,” added Lisa. “How many businesses do you think Cheriska owns?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    “Judging by what I've seen so far,” said Jack, running his fingers through his hair,” I'm guessing a good part of the Peninsula.”  
 
    Lisa's eyes were scanning the room. “Do you think those guys that jumped us were part of her, um, enterprise?” 
 
    “I don't think so. It would be counter productive. She stands to make a lot more from her legit business than smuggling girls...” He paused waiting for the waitress to finish depositing their food and drinks on the table, watching her walk away. “Though I'm sure moving women on the black market is probably lucrative in its own right, it can't possibly compare with her warehouse.” 
 
    “You never know... They did seem to know we were coming,” said Draza Mac, pointing out the elephant in the room. 
 
    “Yeah, that thought has been bothering me too,” nodded Jack. “It seemed staged, not a crime of opportunity...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “You OK Cheriska?” 
 
    She reached up and patted Mouse on the chest, “I'm fine. Good timing by the way, I think he really wanted to throttle me. So, how are our clients doing? Are they secure?” 
 
    “They're down on level three having dinner and drinks at the CherriPit. I comped them whatever they wanted...” 
 
    “Good deal. Let's hope their shopping list makes up for all the trouble...” 
 
    “Oh it does,” grinned Mouse, handing her his e-Pad, “it does.” 
 
    She scrolled through the items. “He wants twenty-five stasis emitter systems?” 
 
    Mouse nodded. “Full kits; emitters, reflectors, sensors and cabling. The SEk-2540 systems. New ones.” 
 
    “I don't think we have that many, do we?” 
 
    Mouse pulled up a stool and swung a leg over. “Nope, we have seventeen. But we have enough rebuilts to cover the order. I told him they were factory warrantied rebuilt units and he OK'd it.” 
 
    “Excellent,” waved Cheriska. “But I wonder what he needs that many for? That's a lot of emitters...” 
 
    “He didn't say. Told me it was for a confidential client.” 
 
    “If I didn't know better,” she mused, inhaling on her puff stick, “I'd say he was building a ship. A big one...” 
 
    “Could be for a base too,” offered Mouse, “you can run those units in series for bigger bays...”  
 
    “Did you tell her the best part?” asked Cheriska Too, strolling into the office from the warehouse. 
 
    “Scroll to the bottom of the order,” prompted the big man, pointing at the e-Pad. 
 
    Cheriska scrolled to the stop. “By the Gods! You sold the Remora?” 
 
    “As-is, no guns. I had to throw in a full load of fuel, though...” 
 
    “Well done, Mouse! This definitely makes up for the rest of the day... How's his credit? Did you check?” 
 
    “No terms, he paid in full.” 
 
    Cheriska stared at him, unblinking. “Cash?” 
 
    “An instant funds transfer...” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed for a moment, glancing at the order total. “He has some mighty deep pockets...” She inhaled on the puff stick, staring blankly. Suddenly something seemed amiss and it gave her an uneasiness she hadn't felt in a while. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “I'm telling you,” whispered Lisa urgently, “that's Nina!”  
 
    Jack was trying to get a better glimpse between the passing patrons of the girl on stage in the red dress. “Nina's dead, Lisa...” 
 
    “Correction, Nina's missing. Her body was never recovered so her death is not confirmed. We do not know, for sure, what happened.” 
 
    “I suppose it's not impossible...” muttered Jack, trying to see through the increasing crush of people, “that we might have missed an escape pod... Dammit, it's too crowded, I can't see her now.” He stood up, his CABL-enhanced artificial eye targeting the girl in the red dress, zooming in. 
 
    “I hate to rush things folks,” said Mouse, appearing out of nowhere, “but we've got to go. Now...” 
 
    “What's going on, Mouse?” asked Lisa, trying to keep tabs on her brother at the same time. She snagged his sleeve, holding him from disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    “The Lawmen are giving us some problems... They're putting pressure on us trying to locate the three of you, we need to get you out and back to your ship.” 
 
    Steele was torn, if that truly was Nina, and he was fairly certain it was, he owed it to her to get her back. “The girl in the red dress...” he pointed, glancing back at Mouse. 
 
    “You don't have time for fun and games,” urged the big man, “Cheriska got word the Lawmen are going to raid this place...” 
 
    “Dammit,” growled Jack, I don't want to have sex with her, I think she's one of our friends who went missing...” 
 
    “The Syndicate owns the girls, Mr. Mercury, you can't help her. Let it go. You'll only put her life in danger and get yourself killed...” 
 
    Reflections of flashing colored lights at odd angles danced across the walls and ceiling of the club, causing general panic, people screaming and pressing towards the exits. Jack shot a glance toward the stage and the girl in the red dress had disappeared. 
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
    “We have to go now!” shouted Mouse. 
 
    Steele pulled his empty mag out of his belt pouch, handing it to Draza Mac, “Swap me.” Draza pulled a loaded magazine from his belt and traded. Stuffing the loaded mag into his pouch, Jack grabbed Lisa's arm, “Can you fly the Ramora?” 
 
    She searched his face, she knew he was going after Nina. “I think so...” 
 
    “Think doesn't cut it, Lisa. Can you fly the Remora?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then do it.” Steele switched his gaze to Draza Mac, “You're her back seat...” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The stampede of patrons was trying to force their way through the front doors to freedom, temporarily stalling entry of the Lawmen, but the raid was inevitable. The floor was littered with bottles, discarded food and broken glass. 
 
    “Use that side door, Mr. Mercury,” pointed Mouse, “they'll be heading to the Island.” 
 
    Lisa grabbed her brother's hand, “Maybe it's not worth it...”  
 
    “I have to try,” said Jack. “Have the Raven launch, meet them in space, they can protect you.” He looked over at Mouse, “You can deliver our parts via shuttle...?” 
 
    Seeing the Lawmen weaving their way in through the crowd, the big man pulled Lisa and Draza Mac toward the hidden back exit. “The shuttle's already packed. Go now!” he nodded towards the side door. 
 
    Steel bolted past the stage amid authoritative shouts from behind him. The corridor to the back door was narrow and he prayed the back entrance was unsecured, the only alternative hiding spots the restrooms he had just rocketed past. He hit the back door at a run, blowing it open so hard it slammed against the outside rock wall with a bang, the two Lawmen standing outside startled to see him suddenly appear. He didn't slow his pace, instead accelerating like a running back for open field, bulldozing the first Lawman. The second managed a solid grab and Steele spun his body, viciously throwing an elbow, producing a juicy crunch, dropping the man in an unconscious heap.  
 
    He sprinted away, spotting an empty patrol vehicle at the end of the street, his senses suddenly picking up every shadow, every movement, every sound... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “It was nice of them to wash it off,” commented Draza Mac, looking through the clean canopy from the back seat of the Remora as he fastened his belts. 
 
    Lisa climbed over the side of the cockpit with a boost from Mouse. “Uh huh,” she grunted, dropping into the seat and scanning the controls. “Mac, call the Raven while I get us running. Get them moving.” She belted herself in, taking a deep breath and closing her eyes for a moment, recalling her checklist in her head. She flipped on the main power and the flight control systems, testing the surfaces and gimbaled maneuvering jets. All the surfaces were free. Locks, chocks, blocks...all clear...  
 
    “We don't have suits or helmets,” commented Draza Mac from the back seat, “what does that mean?” 
 
    “It means, we can't afford to screw up. So please shut the hell up and let me concentrate...” Air system, communications, sensors, scanners, fuel pumps, jet systems, anti-grav... The fighter bounced up off the deck. Fuel levels are good, power cells are completely charged... “Mac, we're head-in, I'm going to have to back us out the door. You're going to have to guide me out with your turret camera...”  
 
    “Got it. Stasis field on, door is open,” he said, watching the monitor. 
 
    Hand on the throttle, Lisa paused. What am I forgetting? She scanned the dash and the systems. HOLY CRAP! The canopy! She pulled the lever, the long canopy motoring swiftly forward, latching down with a hiss, the green indicators coming on. “Good one Lisa,” she muttered, “go into space with the canopy open. Brilliant...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Commander Brian Carter was halfway to the bridge when TESS' holo-screen popped up, Draza Mac looking back at him. It was a short conversation, prompted by Brian who had to remind the Marine to keep a long story short. Now Brian was second-guessing himself, realizing he didn't fully know all the circumstances. Hopefully the missing details were minor. “TESS, forward the coordinates to the bridge...” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” she replied, almost seductively. 
 
    He swept the screen and it disappeared as he hustled toward the bridge at a trot, keying the mic on his earpiece, “Now hear this, all hands on deck, all hands on deck. Prepare to cast off immediately...” Lights strobed yellow, matching the gong, ending after several cycles.  
 
    “What's going on?” called Maria, catching up and pacing him. 
 
    “Hello, shit? Meet fan,” replied Brian. 
 
    “Leave it to Jack...” she commented lightheartedly. 
 
    “I've learned to expect nothing less. Take the second seat?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The hull vibrated, the deck moving beneath their feet as they neared the bridge. The bridge doors swished open, separating down the middle as they passed the sentry in the corridor. “Report,” called Brian, sliding to a stop, dropping into the command seat. 
 
    “Umbilicals clear, gangway clear, docking clamps released, hull sealed. We're ready to get underway.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm.”  
 
    “Looks like we have an audience on the dock,” announced Maria, pointing to the collection of flashing lights. 
 
    “Better luck next time, Copper,” sneered Brian. “Mr. Ragnaar, did you get the coordinates?” 
 
    “Aye sir, coordinates programmed in.” 
 
    Brian called up tactical on his command screens. “Good. Follow the traffic lanes. Once we're clear, fly it like you stole it.” 
 
    Ragnaar glanced over at Quixetta at the helm and they shared a nod. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa's headset chirped, “Remora, you're clear. The parts shuttle will be on its way as soon as I can get over to the other bay.” 
 
    “She keyed her mic, Copy that. Thanks for all your help, Mouse.” She watched the bay doors close as she rotated the fighter around, still coasting backwards. “Shields up,” she announced, flipping them on, the field generators spinning up to a hum. The display showed all the shield emitters working at full capacity, something Jack could not test in the bay. She was glad to have the protection considering she was unarmed. She flipped the engine startup, listening to the spool-up, watching the readout, punching the igniter when the marker popped green. A throaty thump turned into a low growl, eliciting a sneaking grin and instant butterflies in her stomach. Hand on throttle, she was about to fly a fighter for the very first time. 
 
    “We've got company...” 
 
    Oh crap! Lisa snapped her head in a swivel, looking around, “Where?” 
 
    “Directly behind. Looks like a Law Enforcement bird of some kind... They're hailing... message is; return to the dock.” 
 
    “Screw that. Hold on...” She slid the throttle forward, tentatively at first, then with a bit more authority, the engine coming to life, pressing them back into their seats. 
 
    “There's another one, bogey left!”  
 
    Lisa hazarded a glance, the second one cutting in at full throttle from around the tip of the planetoid. A threat indicator lit up, a warning horn squawking. “This asshole is targeting us!” She clenched her jaw, a sudden sweat breaking across her brow as the adrenalin hit, heart instantly pounding as she shoved the throttle to the far stop, thumbing the boost button. “Not today...” she winced, the G forces narrowing her vision. The cockpit gravity gyro was working to normalize the G forces but a flight suit was required for the best results. She let go of the boost button and eased the throttle back as her vision went gray, the G forces balancing out, allowing her to gulp some air. “You with me, Mac?” she panted, easing the throttle forward to the far stop again, the gradual increase easily compensated by the Remora's gyro. 
 
    “Still here... you almost had me there, though.”  
 
    “Sorry about that. They still with us?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, blinking hard, taking a deep breath. “They fell off the grid pretty quick when you hammered it.” He tapped on his nav screen, “We're way off course...” 
 
    “I know.” She rolled and pulled on the stick, putting the fighter in a wide arc, “No sense in pointing them to our rendezvous.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Maneuvering the Lawman's patrol vehicle down streets and through tunnels toward the Island, Jack Steele was wondering how he was going to find Nina in the red dress. It wasn't like there would be a sign with an arrow; kidnapped girls here. He was beginning to doubt this particular line of decisions and the direction it was taking him. Of course that was the problem with decisions you had to make in short order, there was better than a 50/50 chance you were going to make the wrong one. And the farther you followed that path the farther astray you were going to end up. Unless of course you succeeded, in which case it was a genius plan.   
 
    And what the hell was he going to do if he actually found her? How in God's name was he going to get her off this rock? Hmm, one thing at a time. 
 
    He let the patrol cruiser coast to a stop, allowing cross traffic to clear an intersection, running his fingers through his hair. People standing on the corner looked curiously at the man in the battered Lawman's vehicle that was obviously not a Lawman. He ignored them and drove on, looking for signs of a red dress. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, the group of people walking down the street contained a splash of red and he slammed on the brakes, throwing open the scissor-wing door and jumping out. “Nina! Nina!” he shouted, rounding the nose of the vehicle and running toward the group. 
 
    “Back off, mister!” threatened one of the men, pulling a sizable blade.  
 
    “Easy, guys,” said Jack, skidding to a stop, raising his hands, “thought she was someone I knew.” The woman wearing a long red cape had fooled him. “No harm, no foul, just a mistake, guys.” He turned and sprinted for the vehicle, slamming the door and driving off. OK, OK, got a little over-excited there... running up screaming her name like a lovesick teenager probably wasn't the best tactic... 
 
    Picking his way towards the Island, Steele checked two gentleman’s clubs and a nightclub, hoping the Syndicate thugs protecting the girls would have stopped off at a local establishment to make up for the short night and money lost because of the raid on the CherriPit. Of course initially having to do a little fancy driving to lose the Lawmen, he managed to get himself temporarily lost. He might simply have overshot the area the girls were in. Reaching the end of the Peninsula, he decided it was at least worth driving through the Island to see if he could improve his luck.  
 
    Except there were no bridges to the detached Island. Only trains. Crap.  
 
    Abandoning the Lawman's vehicle in the darkest area he could find, he headed for the train station. Waking TESS, he checked the time. It had been two hours... with every minute that ticked by, his chances of finding her drifted further away. He shook it off, he had to try. Steele didn't want to delve too far into his own head why he needed to find her, but he felt responsible for her and decided to leave it at that.  
 
    Walking across the footbridge from the solid rock of the Peninsula to the station suspended between the main asteroid of Rikovik's Reef and the separate asteroid of the Island, was more than a little disconcerting. The trains that passed on either side of the main platform, rode through metal-bottomed glass tubes. Incorporated with an arched glass ceiling and glass panels in the platform floor, provided a view that was simply spectacular. It was a beautifully modern station... too bad it was so damn filthy and so poorly maintained.  
 
    Steele glanced up at the video monitor hanging on the support pillar above him, realizing his face was on something resembling the six-o'clock news. Terrific. At least the video clip was dark and blurry. He glanced around at the nearly empty platform, two people on the other side waiting for a train heading the opposite direction. He turned his back on them, waiting patiently for an Island-bound train. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Weaving in and out of tunnels through the rock of the Island, the train made stops all around the Island's perimeter. The Island was definitely the seedier side of the tracks and Jack had just walked a considerable amount of it, visiting more clubs and girlie bars than he could count. All to no avail. Wearily, four hours later, he dropped himself into a seat on a train heading back to the Peninsula. The serpentine train had no independent cars, winding its way smoothly, nearly silently through the tunnels like a metal snake.  
 
    He stretched himself out, closing his eyes in the nearly-empty train. He needed a shower, feeling dirty by exposure to the seamy underbelly of Rikovik's Reef. If he could make his way to Deep Black, he was sure he could arrange a shuttle pickup from the Revenge. He had run out of ideas and his luck was running on empty. 
 
    “Hey. Hey you...” Steele opened one eye, two men standing before him, unsteady on their feet from a combination of the train's movement and their alcohol content. “You're the guy on the news...” 
 
    “Nah, that ain't me,” replied Jack with a wave, feigning intoxication. His right hand slowly crept toward the grip of his sidearm, pausing when his fingertips touched the holster on his thigh. 
 
    “Yeah man,” chuckled the other drunk, “that's you alright...” 
 
    “Don't go back to the Main Rock,” started the first, sitting down on a nearby seat. “Buddy, they're gonna catch you. Stay on the Island, the Law don't come out here.” 
 
    “I gotta get off this rock,” countered Jack. “I was looking for someone and I've come up empty...” 
 
    “You a bounty hunter, mister?” 
 
    Steele straightened up in his seat. “Nothing like that. I'm looking for a woman...” 
 
    “Lots of women on the Island.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “I'm looking for a specific woman. She was abducted...” 
 
    “Oh,” nodded the man, “the Syndicate has her then.” 
 
    “That's what I've been told. But I lost her when...” 
 
    “When you were running from the Law,” interrupted the first man. “Yeah we saw some video on the news. You drive like crazy!”  
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair, “Yeah well, I got lucky...” 
 
    “You need to go to the Blue Moon, that's where they house most of their girls. You might find her there.” 
 
    Steele frowned. “Is that a hotel?” 
 
    “Hotel, whorehouse, black market... It's four streets in, off the third station...” 
 
    “What about getting off this rock?” 
 
    “There are some transport pilots for hire on the far end, but they don't do long hauls.” 
 
    “That's fine, I don't need to go far.” Approaching the station, Steele could see flashing lights reflecting off the arched glass ceiling. Dammit, cops. They must have found the abandoned patrol cruiser. 
 
    “One more thing,” said the first man. “If you piss off the Syndicate in any way, you'll never get a ride, no one will go against them. You'll have to steal something. Can you fly?” 
 
    “Yeah that's not a problem.” Steele scanned the platform, it was empty. 
 
    “Good. Your best bet is to get off at the train stop past the docks. It's the yacht basin... Don't get caught though, the ships there belong to the Syndicate.” 
 
    “Oh swell...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Floating in the rubble of Rikovik's mined-out asteroid field, Lisa had shut down many of her systems, including shields, careful to set her drift to match the field. With the ARC system running, she would be nearly invisible to anything the Lawmen had while they waited for the Raven. “How are we doing, Mac?” 
 
    “We've got an inbound, good size.” 
 
    “Not a Lawman?” 
 
    “No, way too big. She's really moving too. With our sensors on passive sweep I've got no details.”  
 
    Lisa checked her systems. “Hope it's our ride. But we're staying put till we know for sure...” 
 
    “Works for me, Skipper. I'm in no hurry to get shot at.”  
 
    As nervous as she was, that made Lisa crack a smile. She liked the way it sounded. Skipper... 
 
    “I've got another bogie,” added Draza Mac. “Coming in on a similar vector that we took. It's small.” 
 
    “Should be our parts shuttle. I hope.”  
 
    “I've got a ping, Skipper... verifying... big one's the Raven.” 
 
    “Sweet. Return the ping,” Lisa instructed.  
 
    “Copy, ping returned. I'm seeing a comm to the Raven... confirming... got it, shuttle is from Deep Black.” 
 
    “Good timing.” Lisa activated her shields, deactivating the ARC system before relighting her engine, rotating the Remora in a direction for a clean exit from the rubble. She eased the throttle forward. “Remora to Raven, set me up for approach for docking procedure...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Sitting in the Raven's command chair, Brian Carter shot a glance over at Maria sitting in the second seat. “Was that who I think it was?” 
 
    “That was Lisa,” replied Maria. “She must be handling comms from the back seat.” 
 
    “I thought Mac was in the back seat...” 
 
    “Then where the hell is Jack?” asked Maria, wide-eyed. “Lisa doesn't even have her wings yet.” 
 
    “I don't know, I was trying to keep our comm short.” 
 
    “There's only two seats in that thing...”  
 
    “I get it,” snapped Brian. “First things first. Go down there and guide her in for a hookup.” Maria slid out of her seat and hustled off the bridge without another word, giving Brian a little reprieve from Maria's concerns. “Helm, all stop. Instruct the shuttle to stand by until we've recovered the Remora.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The train eased away from the platform leaving the Lawmen behind. Steele took a quick glance around before sitting down, a group of people sitting several rows behind him, a streak of red near the outer window. Did his luck just change? “TESS,” he whispered, “can you take a picture of someone behind us?” 
 
    His earpiece chirped, “Of course I can. Face my screen in that direction.” He stretched, interlacing his fingers casually behind his head, leaning back in his seat. “Perfect. OK, I have it...” 
 
    “There she is...!” he breathed, examining the digital photo on TESS' screen. Six girls, three goons. And one of the goons looked like a neckless human wall with legs. Well, sort of human. Nina was sitting next to the window, half asleep, the girl next to her slumped on her shoulder, both of them disheveled and worn looking. A direct confrontation looked to be out of the question, she'd be in no condition to run. He was going to have to come up with a plan that minimized the risk of gun play... 
 
    His earpiece chirped, “Jax, if you're thinking of a recovery action, you should know the girls are wearing some type of control collar...” 
 
    “What does it do, TESS?” he whispered.  
 
    “I've searched my database and I don't find a match. Most commonly they issue a debilitating shock if the subject moves beyond the set boundary of the control unit. 
 
    “What are the other possibilities?” he whispered. 
 
     “Death. By lethal injection, by explosion, by electrocution... Considering that the women are valuable commodity, I would estimate the units are meant to temporarily incapacitate, nothing more. If I was to speculate, I would say the rather large man has the control unit.”  
 
    Steele rubbed his eyes and exhaled heavily. “Yeah, that would have been my guess...” 
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 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    RIKOVIK'S REEF: WRONG SIDE OF THE TRACKS 
 
    Steele had to be realistic; he wasn't going to get all three. One, maybe two, but not all three. And either the girls would take hits or he'd go down. He'd have to follow at a safe distance and see if an opportunity presented itself. He feigned inebriation, allowing the group a lead getting off the platform, following slowly behind. The Syndicate thugs were either tired, or lazy, or both. Not once had they looked behind them, plodding along, the girls shuffling between them. The girls were obviously worn out but he couldn't help but think they were either drunk or drugged. There was no animation or chatter from any one of them; girls or guards.  
 
    He sunk himself into the shadows as the group paused at a corner to let a vehicle pass through the intersection, the tail-end guard looking back for the very first time. Steele ran his thumb across the top of the holster release... the 1911 charged particle blaster would sound like a cannon on this narrow street. A suppressor would be really nice to have right about now... then he wondered if you could actually silence a charged particle blaster. He thought about the knife in his boot; he could fight with a knife but he had never managed to pass knife-throwing 101.  
 
    When the group turned the next corner, Steele hustled up to close the gap, peeking around the corner. They were gone. The street and sidewalk deserted except for a few parked vehicles. A spike of adrenalin hit him and he rushed, albeit cautiously, forward, drawing the 1911, keeping it close to his body. What the hell, where did they... His comm chirped, “Stop! Stop!” He stopped, flattening himself into an irregularity in the wall doing his best to be invisible as a set of doors less than ten feet ahead opened with force, banging against the rock wall. Two of the Syndicate goons strolled out into the darkness, their backs illuminated by the light inside the doorway until the doors automatically swung closed. It was the neckless walking wall and the tail guard, getting into the vehicle parked out front. Jack wasn't sure the wall was going to fit but he managed, the vehicle dipping on his side under his mass. The lights came on and they drove slowly away. Steele exhaled, looking up, listening to his heart pound. The neon blue, crescent moon hung above the doorway with no words. The Blue Moon... how did I not see that?  
 
    He stuck the 1911 into the back of his waistband and untied the holster from his thigh, folding it up against his body, covering it all with his jacket. 
 
    Steele walked through the door like he'd done it a hundred times, taking it all in as quickly as he could, angling for the front desk, surrounded with what appeared to be bulletproof glass, a teller's speaker above the payment tray.  
 
    The guy behind the glass looked like a permanent part of the chair he was sitting on. “What do you want?” he demanded gruffly, rubbing the scruff on his double chin. 
 
    “That beautiful girl in the red dress that just came in here...” 
 
    The desk man leaned toward the speaker, “Mister, do you have any fucking idea what time it is? We're closed. Those girls are going to bed; your dick can wait until later.” 
 
    “But I'd like...” 
 
    “Beat it! Literally. Go home and take care of it yourself...” 
 
    “I'll pay you double,” interrupted Steele. 
 
    That stopped the rant for a moment, his mind working. “Y'know,” said the desk clerk, his attitude changing. “You look like a decent guy, all clean cut and whatnot... I'm going to do you a huge favor. I'm going to charge you triple. But to be nice, I'm going to throw in her little girlfriend. You'll like that. A little two-on-one? Yeah you look like the type, I can tell...” He tapped on the payment tray, “How you gonna pay for that?” 
 
    Steele dropped his ITC card in the tray.  
 
    “Real nice, not worried about the old lady finding out, eh?” 
 
    “Not married,” lied Jack, accepting it back. 
 
    The desk clerk dropped a key card into the tray. “Room 410.” He waved at Jack's ITC card, “I took a little something extra for myself. After they're done with you, you'll think I deserve it anyway. It'll save you the trip of coming down to tip me.” 
 
    Jack smirked wryly, “I appreciate your thoughtfulness...” 
 
    The same type of threadbare carpet as in the lobby greeted Steele when he stepped off the elevator on the fourth floor, the musty, dimly lit corridor stretching out on either side, the directional placards missing from the wall. So I guess they're not putting their profits into the décor... 
 
    Finding room 410, he waved the key card in front of the reader, the door unlatching, sliding into the wall. The heady scent of incense rolled past him out into the corridor, stars twinkling outside the bay window on the other side of the room. OK, now that's pretty cool...   
 
    “I'm sorry mister,” said the naked girl wearily, her back to him, “I didn't expect any more visitors tonight. I'll be right with you...” 
 
    Jack stepped into the muted light, letting the door close behind him, scanning the room for anything that might resemble a video camera. “Nina Redwolf,” he said softly. 
 
    Standing in front of her wardrobe, pulling something sheer to put on, the woman froze. “How do you know my name...?” she whispered.  
 
    “Are there video cameras in this room?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then don't overreact...” he breathed, “It's me, Jack.” 
 
    She finished pulling what she was looking for, wrapping it around her and fluffing her hair before turning to him. She paused a moment, studying his shadowed features before moving to him with as much restraint she could muster, encircling him with her arms, burying her face in his chest, shaking. “Oh my God,” she sobbed, “Oh my God. Oh my God... How did you find me?” 
 
    “By accident,” he whispered in her ear. “We saw you in the CherriPit before the raid. I've been searching for you ever since.” He squeezed her tight. “Hold it together, sweetie. Now I need you to remember something rather important; in this world I am Jax Mercury... can you remember that?” She nodded without pulling her face away from his chest. “Are there cameras in the bathroom?” She shook her head no. “The shower is running, who's in there?” 
 
    “My girl, Ruby.” 
 
    “The second girl the clerk promised?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you trust her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” He turned her toward the bathroom, its rectangle of light spilling out across the bedroom floor. “We're all going to take a shower together where we can talk and not be heard or recorded.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack leaned against the sink. “Any chance we'll get interrupted?” he asked, pulling off his boots. 
 
    “No,” replied Nina, slipping into the shower, “unless we don't come out of here in an hour. All it takes is one of us walking around once in a while so they can see us.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “I don't know what you paid him,” replied Nina, “but he gave you all day.” 
 
    When Steele slipped into the shower the girls were huddled under the dual shower heads, washing their hair, the steam filling the shower. Ruby was olive complected, all of five feet tall with waist length jet black hair, slanted oriental eyes and pointed ears that reminded him of every drawing of an elf he'd ever seen. Nina had shortened her auburn tresses to shoulder length and her skin had lost some of her natural golden color. But neither one could be ashamed in a bikini... or naked. Wow! panted the little voice in his head. 
 
    “Ruby, this is Jack, er, Jax. Jax this is Ruby,” announced Nina.  
 
    Jack stuck out his hand, “Hi...” 
 
    Ruby put out her hand, “Hello... Oh, look someone else wants to say hello... very nice,” she smiled, crouching, reaching out. 
 
    Steele scooted back bumping into the shower glass, gently grabbing her by the shoulders, pulling her back to a standing position. “Eyes up here, sweetie” he motioned casually with a flick of his fingers, her eyes to his. 
 
    “But he wants to say hello,” she motioned. 
 
    “Yeah well, he's got a mind of his own sometimes. OK, all the time,” he waved. “But I'm a married man and we're not here for that...”  
 
    “It's cute,” said Nina, “I've never seen you nervous before... and I've never seen you naked before. I like. And as much as I love women, I've got to say, I'd do you... And probably not hate it...” 
 
    Steele blinked hard, frowning, “Thanks... I think.” 
 
    “I think we should do him,” volunteered Ruby. 
 
    Steele held his hands out, “I can't, please don't...” 
 
    “She'll never know,” coaxed Ruby, reaching out. 
 
    “But I'll know,” said Jack, pained. “At another point in my life I would've jumped at the chance to be with two women as beautiful as you. In fact, you probably wouldn't have had to ask. After hello, discussion would have been rather unlikely. But now, well...” 
 
    “I think it's sweet,” interrupted Ruby. “And I respect that. You're probably the first man I've ever met that isn't a total pig... She stretched her arms wide, “Group hug?” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “Lady, you're killing me...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Brian took the mug of coffee handed him by the porter, scanning his screens. Blowing the steam away, he glanced up at the inset video on the big screen. The Deep Black shuttle rotated and pulled away, leaning over, lighting its engines and streaked away, arcing towards Rikovik's Reef. 
 
    “DB-One to the Raven, we thank you for your business! Come back and see us again...” 
 
    Brian rubbed his eyes. “Are we all buttoned up?” 
 
    “Aye, Skipper.” 
 
    “Shields up, let the gun crews stand down...” Brian's TESS chimed, diverting his attention. “Carter, go...” he touched the glass face – prompting the holographic screen, Maria's face appearing. “Maria...” he acknowledged. 
 
    “Skipper, it looks like the parts delivery is complete. Jack got everything we were here for...” 
 
    “Do I detect a but coming?” he prompted. 
 
    “Yes. Several. Can you come down?” 
 
    “On my way. How did Lisa's recovery go?” 
 
    “Flawless,” smiled Maria. “Flew it like she owned it.” 
 
    “Excellent. Down in five.” The screen disappeared as he rose to his feet. “Mr. Ragnaar, you have the bridge. Take us into the rubble field and let's minimize our signature.” 
 
    “Will do, Skipper,” replied the big man, moving to the command seat. 
 
    Passing gun crews in the corridor returning to normal duties, Brian's TESS chimed again. Well, ain't I the popular one today...” he touched the glass face – prompting the holographic screen, “Carter g... Jack?” Steele's face looked back at him on the screen. Brian kept walking. “Are... are you in the shower?” 
 
    “Yeah. Long story and not enough time to tell it. Tell Lisa I found her. We just need to find a way off this rock.” 
 
    “Found who? Wait, we'll come get you...” 
 
    “No! We'll come to you. What are your coordinates?” 
 
    “TESS,” said Brian. Her face instantly appeared on the holo-screen as a small inset, “Send Jax Mercury our coordinates.” 
 
    “Stand by, Commander,” she cooed. “Request complete, coordinates sent.” Her head tilted to one side, “Will there be anything else?” 
 
    “That's all, thank you,” replied Brian, her video square winking out.   
 
    “Got it,” said Jack, “thanks, gotta go...” 
 
    “Wait,” said Brian, “who did you find?” 
 
    “Nina Redwolf.”  
 
     Brian's screen winked out, the connection gone. “Nina?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Clean and dry, with the machinations of a plan, Jack, Nina and Ruby climbed into bed together for much-needed sleep. Aware that the video camera would be watching, they remained mostly undressed, cuddling, arms and legs intertwined. TESS was scheduled to wake them so they could execute their plan during Rikovik's peak business hours when the streets would be the most crowded with people.  
 
    “No wandering hands, OK?” mumbled Jack, getting comfortable. 
 
    Ruby draped her arm over his waist from behind, “I'm not making any promises. You point that thing at me and I might put it to good use...” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” whispered Nina, “I've met his wife. If he doesn't split you in half with that thing, she's liable to do it with something else... And not in a good way.” 
 
    It was quiet but there was something that had been plaguing Jack's mind since they spotted Nina in the CherriPit. “So what happened, Nina?” he asked softly, “In Velora Prime... how did we lose you?”  
 
    “When I came to, I was trapped in a damaged section of the Freedom, on level two. The comms were down, the section was filling with smoke and the pods were offline. I found an access hatch and was able to make my way down to level three where I finally found a live pod. I launched but I couldn't get the damn rescue beacon to broadcast. It looked like the ship was headed for the Velorian sun... was it?” 
 
    “Yes. We didn't want the Pirates to know what happened...” 
 
    “FreeRangers,” she corrected him. “They call themselves FreeRangers.” 
 
    “They can call themselves whatever the hell they want, they're still pirates. Was there anyone else? Alive I mean...” 
 
    “No, everyone I came across was dead. I checked. Anyway, I think I drifted for about three days before a freighter nearly ran over my pod. I was out of rations and nearly out of water. They picked me up and dropped me off here, sold me to the Syndicate.” 
 
    Jack yawned, “Lisa will be so glad to see you, I'm glad we were able to find you.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Nina, yawning in response. 
 
    Seven hours went by quickly and Steele was enjoying a thorough examination of the inside of his eyelids when TESS' voice invaded his cloud of warmth and comfort. He opened his eyes, looking around without moving, getting his bearings. “Thanks TESS, I'm awake.” When he rolled on his back and looked over at the girls, they were entwined, sleeping like curled kittens. Except they had switched sides, Nina sleeping between him and Ruby. Thank you Nina... protecting me from Ruby the Rabbit.  
 
    He rolled close to Nina putting his face in her ear. “Time to get up, Kiddo...” 
 
    “Stop poking me with that thing,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Sorry,” he replied sheepishly, “it's a morning thing...” 
 
    “If by morning you mean twenty-four hours a day, I totally understand...” She slid her arm out from under Ruby. “Doesn't that thing ever go down?” 
 
    “You're hot, so sue me...” 
 
    Nina brushed unruly bed-hair out of her face, “You really think so? I never thought you noticed...” 
 
    He chuckled, looking at her wild mop, “Well, maybe not right now so much...” 
 
    “Ass,” she laughed, slapping him on the chest.  
 
      
 
     ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The girls surprised Steele, being dressed and ready to go in under ten minutes. Standing huddled at the door, the question would be, was the clerk paying attention to the videos or not? Strapped back to his leg where it belonged, Jack drew his sidearm and let it hang at his side, ready to pass his key card over the reader. 
 
    “Let me have your knife,” whispered Nina. 
 
    “My knife?” He pulled his flat-gripped Ka-Bar from its sheath on his boot and handed it to her. 
 
    “I throw a ball like a girl,” she admitted, “but I throw a knife like the Seminole Indian 
 
    that I am.” She hefted the knife, feeling the heavy blade's balance in her hand. “This'll do. Go ahead, open the door...” 
 
    The corridor was empty except for the guard sitting in a chair down at the end, dozing with an e-Pad in his lap. “He'll have the controller and the collar key... I've got this...” whispered Nina. Checking the corridor toward the elevators, she pushed past, staying Jack and Ruby with her hand, walking quietly, holding the knife behind her back.  
 
    “What's she gonna do?” whispered Steele. 
 
    Ruby pressed forward to peek around Jack. “She's going to slit the bastard's throat.” 
 
    The sound of the elevator starting, coming up from the lobby, made Nina cringe, hesitating as she saw the man in the chair, stir. She was still twenty-feet away when his eyes fluttered open, focusing on her. 
 
    His face immediately shifted to a grimace. “What are you doing out of your room, bitch?” 
 
    The knife felt natural in Nina's hand, like an old friend. She adjusted her grip, wound up and launched it like she was pitching a fastball, producing a wet thwuck as it buried itself up to the hilt in his neck, sticking into the back of the chair. He flailed uselessly as his life's blood spurted out in crimson streaks, his eyes wide, gurgling, unable to scream for help, clutching at the handle. Nina whipped around, “Check the elevators!” Watching the life pass from his eyes, she dug through the bodyguard's pockets, looking for the collar key and the floor's key pass. She had never killed before and was surprised at the lack of regret or remorse. In fact she really didn't feel much of anything. Except maybe contempt. Maybe that was the key, the contempt and hatred was shielding her from her other emotions. No time to think about that now... 
 
    Ruby darted out, retrieving the key pass from Nina, her stomach roiling as she gagged at the sight of the blood pool in the guard's lap. “Wait,” called Nina, “hold still.” She fitted the electronic key into Ruby's control collar and unlocked it, letting it fall to the floor. “Now do mine, do mine...” Ruby had some difficulty, fumbling to unlock the collar with her eyes closed in an attempt to avoid the bloody spectacle behind Nina. 
 
    When the elevator doors opened, the two patrons holding their room keys were confronted by the business end of a charged particle blaster. “Step out, gentlemen,” waved Steele. The men entered the corridor, dozens of women running around in various stages of dress and undress. “This is your lucky day...”  
 
    “Really?” asked the first man. 
 
    “No. I'm afraid not,” replied Steele, snatching their key cards at gunpoint. “And unfortunately for you there are no refunds.” He guided them into Nina's old room and moved the girls' small duffel bags, the door closing and locking the two men inside. 
 
    Nina had to put her foot on the guard's chest to hold his body still and use both hands on the grip of the Ka-Bar while she wrenched it out from between his vertebrae, the blade scraping and crunching bone as it came free. She wiped it on his pants as clean as she could get it before sticking it into her belt. “His comm is getting a call, we've got to go!” 
 
    Jack passed her a duffel, “You're sure this is going to work?”  
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. A breach is supposed to seal the room and evacuate the hotel...” 
 
    “Elevators and stairs. Go! Go!” he waved at the crowd of women in the corridor. “OK, here goes...” The sound reverberated in the narrow space as Jack fired two .45 caliber charged particle rounds through the closest open door, striking the outside window of the room, the heavy glass spidering. “Wow. tough stuff...” As he contemplated another shot, there was a strange crackling sound, the spider pattern widening, spreading. An ear-piercing whistle preceding his ears painfully popping as the room's door slammed shut like a guillotine, an evacuation alarm screaming in the corridor.  
 
    The elevators and stairwells quickly filled with screaming women, panicked patrons and pissed-off Syndicate employees all trying to reach the lobby and the safety of the street.  
 
    Jack, Nina and Ruby were making steady progress in the stairwell despite its congestion and the addition of people pouring in from the two floors above their own. The first shot sizzled over his head hitting the wall, cooking off the paint and leaving a sizable scorch mark. Jack spun as people around them panicked on the verge of stampeding but he could not see the shooter hiding in the crowd.  
 
    “How far are we?” he asked, leaving his firearm holstered. 
 
    “Second floor,” replied Nina. “Follow me when we reach the first floor, we should be able to break from the crowd and go out through the kitchen...” 
 
    Another shot passed between Jack and Nina, hitting the girl in front of Nina between the shoulder blades, pitching her forward with a scream of agony, creating a domino of bodies, carrying Ruby with them. The fear and panic of the people behind them created a forward press and Jack and Nina went down as another shot passed over them. The pile of people on the landing was almost four deep and Steele fought to his feet, pulling Nina up and digging for Ruby. People scrambled and clawed their way over one another and it was getting increasingly difficult to remain civil and survive. Staying low and pushing  with the rest of them like a rugby scrum, Jack could see the shooter over his shoulder on the landing above them, clutching a woman like a shield, shooting from behind her.  
 
    Steele drew and fired over the shooter's head, destroying the light fixture above him, making him duck. Reaching up and smashing the light above them with the muzzle of his gun, he sent the stairwell into darkness. He grabbed Nina and pushed forward, plowing people aside. “Ruby?” 
 
    “I've got her!” shouted Nina over the din. 
 
    Someone grabbed Jack by the shoulder, a strong man's hand and he sent him to the floor with an elbow. There was another pileup of screaming people at the bottom of the stairwell but Jack managed to stay on his feet, pulling Nina and Ruby along with him. “Are we on the first floor?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” pushed Nina, “go left here...”  
 
    “Dammit,” spat Ruby, “I lost my duffel.” 
 
    “Forget it,” said Jack, hustling to keep up with the girls, “You can have anything you want later...” They followed the corridor through the deserted dining room of the restaurant toward the kitchen.  
 
    “You say that now,” continued Ruby, jokingly, “but I know you're just going to turn me down...” 
 
    “Tell you what,” said Jack, weaving between tables, “if my wife says it's OK with her, then it's OK with me...” Like that would happen. 
 
    The crimson shot flashed past Jack's ear with a static sizzle, the second sending Nina sprawling with a grunt, face first, Steele skidding to a stop on his knees, drawing his hybrid 1911 as he dropped. He fired two charged particle slugs behind him, the sound ringing off the walls, the rounds blasting through tables and chairs, much different than the energy weapons the Syndicate thugs were using. It served to get them to dive clear, allowing him a second to scoop up Nina and yank her to her feet, a smoking hole in the duffel bag slung across her back.  
 
    They plunged through the kitchen doors and towards the back, Steele dumping things behind them on the floor as they ran. He skidded to a stop at the walk-in refrigerator, yanking the door open. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” hissed Nina. 
 
    “Eggs.” 
 
    “Egg – Ohhh!” She grabbed cartons handed her and began throwing them all over the floor. 
 
    “Screw that,” said Jack, dumping entire cartons at once. He waved her to the exit, waiting behind the open, hefty refrigerator door.  
 
    The doors from the dining room swung wide, neon red lances coming from at least three shooters, the rounds crossing all over the kitchen. Protected, he waited. Aiming at a muzzle flash, his first shot producing an abrupt scream and another volley of exchange fire criss-crossing the room, minus one.  
 
    Steele blasted off another couple of rounds and peeled back to the exit, shooting as he retreated, realizing this was not a time to stay and fight. They needed to keep moving to avoid being cornered or flanked. The exit closed behind him and he backed away, shooting the control panel, the sound echoing in the narrow alleyway behind the Blue Moon Hotel. Ooh, that can't be good... 
 
    “Look at this, ruined half my damn clothes,” grumbled Nina, examining the hole in her duffel. 
 
    “Better than a hole in you,” he retorted, grabbing her by the hand and pulling. “Gotta go.”  
 
    They did their best to blend in to the small crowds that walked the streets of the Island in its peak business hours, but there weren't too many women walking around loose. A transport slid to a stop alongside them and Jack's hand went immediately to the grip of his sidearm. “Hey,” said the girl leaning out the window. “Room 410, right?” 
 
    “Who wants to know?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Room 405. Get in, hurry!” The door slid open, four more girls huddled in the back seat. As soon as Jack and the girls were in, the door closed and the driver took off. “So, where are we going?” 
 
    “We?” blinked Jack. 
 
    “You're the guy on the news aren't you? The one in the chase with the Lawmen?” 
 
    Steele's mouth screwed sideways in apprehension, “I might be.” 
 
    “Then you need to get off this rock. The Syndicate has a bounty on your head... I heard five million. Preferably dead. So any idiot with a pulse pistol is going to be gunning for you. Including the Lawmen if you go back to the big rock.” She steered around slower traffic. “My guess is you're a pilot, am I right?” 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that...” 
 
    “Then anywhere you're going, we're going. Because we need to get off this rock as bad as you do. Do you have a ship - where are we going?” 
 
    “To the yacht basin...” 
 
    She glanced at him in the mirror, “The only ships in the yacht basin are Syndicate ships. And since you just made the biggest move against the Syndicate anyone's ever seen on this rock, I'm guessing you're not Syndicate...” 
 
    “No I'm not.” 
 
    “So you're going to steal one?” She shook her head, “I can see you like to live dangerously, mister. You're either crazy or lucky...” 
 
    “A little of both,” interrupted Nina, sarcastically. 
 
    “We'll never get into the basin by vehicle,” said the driver, “we'll have to take the train and walk...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The train wound its way lazily around the Island, ducking in and out of the rock, providing alternating views of tunnels and stars. Sitting in the window seat next to Jack, Nina kicked his foot, motioning toward a group of riders ahead of them with a discreet nod. They were huddled around a video screen mounted between the windows, throwing quick glances around the train. 
 
    “I've got a bad feeling about this,” he whispered. “Can you see what they're watching?” 
 
    “Looks like a newscast...” 
 
    “Oh that's not good...”  
 
    “It's not,” breathed Nina, “I think they've recognized you...” 
 
    One of the other girls from the Blue Moon leaned over Steele's shoulder from behind, “What's going on?”  
 
    “Nothing good... if anything happens, keep your head down. Tell the others.” Jack's hand rested on the grip of his sidearm. He tried to appear casually disinterested, not making direct eye contact. “It'll be the big scruffy guy with the beard...” 
 
    “What about the skinny guy to his left?” 
 
    “He's a wannabe. The beard is the real deal, he hasn't taken his eyes off us and he hasn't blinked yet. The guy with the white hair on the other side is the wild card.” Jack popped the released on his holster and pulled the hybrid 1911 clear, the muzzle pointing at the back of the empty seat in front of him. The charged particle rounds would pass through it without deviation. 
 
    “They both have their hands in their jacket pockets...” 
 
    “I see that.” Steele flashed a wicked smile, “Do I know you, mister?” 
 
    The big man blinked, “What?” 
 
    Success, he'd broken the man's concentration. “I said, do I know you... You're staring at me like a long-lost brother or something.” 
 
    “You... look familiar,” announced the Beard. 
 
    “I have that kind of face,” mused Jack. “Happens all the time. Forget it,” he waved with his free hand. The Beard nodded and turned his back, the others redirecting their attention back to the video screen. The cop in him wasn't sure if they'd lost their nerve, like a shoplifter being engaged by a store clerk, or if this was a sly tactic. He was hoping they'd lost their nerve but the little voice at the back of his head was telling him they were simply rethinking their plan. 
 
    “This is our stop,” whispered one of the girls from behind, “we must get off here.” 
 
    “Use the exit behind us,” he whispered back. “I'll follow you. Make it quick and don't stop, don't look back.” 
 
    Steele slid out of his seat to let Nina pass behind him, his gun hand still hidden by the seat back in front of him. “Go, go,” he breathed. He dropped back into the seat, sitting on its edge as he quickly checked over his shoulder, almost all the girls were out on the platform. The Beard's men were watching casually, perhaps waiting for the right moment. He had a feeling they wanted to shoot him in the back. He wasn't going to give them that chance as he rose from his seat, his gun hand hidden behind his thigh, backing toward the rear door. 
 
    They all moved at once, shooting on the run, charging him. He fired once before diving between the seats on the other side of the aisle, their pulse lasers slashing past him on both sides, burning holes in the seats. To prevent catastrophic damage or explosive decompression, the pulse lasers didn't penetrate most cover. Unfortunately for the Beard and his men, Steele's charged particle blaster didn't suffer the same limitation. Crouching, he could see the top of white hair, a gun hand over the top of the seat back shooting blindly. Peering past the edge of the seat in front of him, Jack squeezed the trigger twice, the distinctive bark of the hybrid 1911 echoing in the train car, the rounds punching through White Hair's cover with ease, producing a scream and a flailing of arms as he toppled over, his pulse laser skittering across the floor. 
 
    “C'mon Jack! I can't hold the door much longer!” shouted Nina from the rear exit.  
 
    “Keep your head down,” he shouted back, shooting over the top of the seat. Pulse lasers sizzled over his head. 
 
    “Give it up mister and we'll let the bitches go!” 
 
    “You can kiss my ass, fatman!” The train lurched and stopped, trying to resume its route, stalled by Nina at the door. Steele leapfrogged over the seat behind him, dropping to the floor, looking under the seats. Feet and knees... He squeezed off several rounds, the empty charged particle propellant casings tinkling across the train's floor. He heard the screams and jumped to a crouch, bolting into the aisle and heading for the rear door, crimson slashes flashing past him, one tugging at his jacket. With his free arm he collected Nina at the door as they rolled onto the platform in a tumble, the doors spasming. “Dammit,” he said looking down, “this was brand new leather. Fuckers...” He quickly swung, leveling the 1911, snapping off two quick shots just before the doors closed, spidering an outer window on the train before it pulled away. “Deal with that, asshole.” 
 
    “The girls went on ahead to see if they could pick a ship,” said Nina, rising to her feet, offering Jack her hand. He took it and she pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “Do they know what to look for?” he asked, checking his magazine, swapping it for a full one. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    It only took Nina and Jack about five minutes to reach the docks, a cavernous area five stories tall, with network of metal walkways that extended around the end of the Island in an arc, docking clamps on articulated arms holding ships of various sizes in place above and below them.  
 
    Pausing in a shadowed area, they scanned for the girls. “Where the hell are they?” 
 
    “You don't suppose they got caught, do you?” asked Nina. 
 
    Steele scrutinized the ships at hand. “I hope not.” A jolt and rumble like rolling thunder shook the walkway beneath their feet, followed by sirens and flashing lights three levels below them. Nina shot him a concerned look. “Explosive decompression,” he grinned, “train go boom.” 
 
    Movement caught Nina's eyes, “Over there,” she pointed. About halfway across, a group of girls was running up the stairs from a lower level. Reaching the same level Jack and Nina were on, they continued up the winding staircase, taking two steps at a time. “Where are they going?” she wondered aloud. “There,” she pointed, answering her own question. The girls from 405 were leaning over the railing at the very top, waving the girls up, a ship berthed behind them.  
 
    “Let's go!” 
 
    Jack and Nina bolted out into the open, across the walkway toward the staircase. The girls from 405 were waving from above but Jack had neither the time nor the inclination to wave back. Thirty-feet from the stairs, he suddenly realized what they were waving about as two Syndicate men appeared from below, running up the stairs after the girls. Focused on the chase, they didn't give a sideways glance as they rounded the rail and up the next flight of stairs. 
 
    Stunned at his seeming invisibility, Steele lengthened his stride, pounding across the metal grating of the walkway, quickly pulling away from Nina. Closing on the two men ahead of him, he grabbed the rail as he neared, swinging the corner wildly and taking the stairs two at a time. Lunging hard he caught the closest man by the ankle, the thug lurching into the stairs face-first, splitting open his face on the edge of the stair in front of him, knocking him senseless. Steele scrambled over his body as the man's partner twisted in-flight, off balance, to confront him. Steele swung hard but the man was out of reach, leaning back to avoid the haymaker, still trying to maintain his footing. He backed hard against the rail, top-heavy and with a sweep Steele dislodged his footing and the man went backward with a scream, over the rail, falling onto a walkway rail two levels below with a bone-crushing thud. 
 
    Nina rounded from the landing below Jack, the Syndicate man behind him face down on the stairs, his face smashed and bloody, groggily fishing in his jacket for his pulse laser. She threw herself bodily on him, her knife grasped in both hands, her weight and momentum driving the lengthy blade between his shoulder blades to the hilt. Steele whirled at the scream but it was short-lived, Nina trying to wrench the blade free. 
 
    The sound of more footsteps ringing on the metal stairway from below seemed to be closing fast.“Forget it, kiddo,” he said reaching back, grabbing her hand, “gotta go...”  
 
    The dash to the ship was a minor maze of walkways leading to different ships, some ramping up in odd directions, the girls cheer-leading from the ship's berthing dock. Somehow there were twice as many women as before and there were more coming from multiple directions. 
 
    “Where the hell are they all coming from?” asked Jack, tromping to a stop at the base of the boarding ramp. “And where the hell are we going to put them all?” 
 
    “Don't you worry about that,” said the woman from 405, the driver of the transport, “I got this,” she added patting his face. “You just get your ass in that cockpit and fly this thing. I'll work the dock controls.” Winnipool was her name, she was the older sister, the matron, the mother-figure for most of the girls. She had been around longer than most and she knew more than she probably should have.  
 
    Without hesitation or further deliberation, Steele grabbed Nina's hand and dragged her up the short boarding ramp. “C'mon, I need you with me.” The interior of the ship was a cross between a luxury yacht and a whorehouse, the warm, damp interior smelling musty.“Oh, what the hell,” he moaned, making his way to the cockpit, “it's a freaking party bus...”  
 
    “What's that smell?” asked Nina, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “Booze, sweat and sex... if I had to guess,” muttered Jack, plopping down into the pilot's seat, steering Nina to the copilot's seat. “A decade of it...” He started flipping switches, activating systems on a preflight checklist hanging on the flight yoke. Good thing the air system was one of the first things on the list... he dialed the antigravity to ten percent, enough to make the ship buoyant but a stable neutral. 
 
    “Mister! Mister!” screamed a girl running through the ship's interior, appearing at the cockpit doorway, “they're shooting!” 
 
    Steele sprang to his feet, pointing at Nina “Stay! Don't touch anything!” 
 
    “I'm not a dog, you know!” she called after him as he disappeared. 
 
    Laser fire came and went in all directions. God only knows where the girls got the  pulse lasers, but they were doing a fair job of protecting the last group of girls sprinting across the metal walkways toward the ship. Where are all these girls coming from...? Steele ran down the ramp passing Ruby who spun and went down as he passed her, screaming in pain. He doubled back, holstered his 1911 and scooped her up, carrying her into the ship, lying her on the floor, darting back out.  
 
    “Everybody inside! Let's go!” From the top of the ramp he was able to see the hiding spots of some of the Syndicate men, pumping rounds through their meager cover with his particle blaster. He quickly became the focus of return fire, the red hot slashes splashing on the ship's hull, scorching the surface, smelling like burnt electronics. He ran  down the ramp, allowing the girls to board, the Syndicate focusing on him. He whirled at the scream behind him... 
 
    “Winnie!” screamed the girls still on the birthing dock.   
 
    “I got her!” he shouted, pointing at the ship, “get aboard!” They retreated from the rail, carrying the only survivor of the last group that attempted to make it across to the ship, her unconscious form hanging limply between two girls, three more firing as they retreated to the safety of the ship. 
 
    Jack dropped to a knee next to Winnipool, who was crumpled against the docking control pedestal.“C'mon, let's get you inside...”  
 
    “I'm not going anywhere...” she wheezed, looking down at the two gaping holes in her stomach and ribcage.  
 
    Steele tried not to look at her exposed ribs, his eyes tearing up, “You'll be OK, we have a good doctor, we'll get you all fixed...” 
 
    She put her fingertips on his lips, “So sweet of you to say, but I was a doctor... in a life before here. We both know...” she inhaled sharply, her eyes rolling up before coming back to lucidity again. “It's alright; I never expected to make it off this rock alive. But I'm fine with it...” She patted his face as before. “You go, get those girls to safety... a better life...”  
 
    Steele could hear the calls of the girls and the running of boots on the metal walkways. He was about to be overrun. He turned back and kissed her on the forehead, giving her a hug. Words failed him. 
 
    “Let the wings of the Lords guide you,” she whispered. Go. Go hard...” She grabbed his arm as he rose, “Go hard...” her hand slipped away. 
 
    Torn, grieving for someone who he'd just met, he pushed the knot down in his stomach and mentally wrenched himself free, firing at the advancing thugs as he ran up the boarding ramp. He paused at the door looking over his shoulder, she smiled weakly and shot the first man to round the railing to the birthing dock. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele dropped into the pilot's seat and belted himself in. “Everybody sit or lie down!” He flipped the engine starters, listening to them spin up. “You might want to go sit with Ruby,” he said to Nina without looking, “she's hit.” It barely registered that Nina was up and out of the seat before he finished saying it, he was still thinking about Winnie's last words... go hard. His fingers poised over the engine igniters, he felt a little numb. A little numb and a lot angry. This is for you Winnie... The engines lit with a throaty tandem whump and he could imagine whoever was controlling the yacht basin's traffic losing their mind over lit engines inside the Island.  
 
    Going hard, Winnie... When Steele shoved the throttle forward, three-hundred feet of flame instantly incinerated everything and everyone on the walkways. The metal stairways and walkways turned to molten slag, docking arms and supports melting, collapsing under their own weight. Weakened docking systems burdened with moored ships crashed through the levels below, crushing them on the Island's floor and cooking everything within about a thousand foot radius, leaving the Syndicate's Island in utter chaos.  
 
    Glancing at the sensor sweep, several light craft launched from Rikovik's Reef proper and Steele realized they were about to have some very unhappy company. He slid the throttle to the far stop and input the coordinates for a rendezvous with the Raven. “TESS, connect us with Brian Carter.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Brian's TESS lit up, her holo-screen popping into view above his wrist. “Incoming from Jax Mercury...” she cooed, smiling at him. Jack's face appeared, TESS' face becoming an animated thumbnail off to one side.  
 
    “I've got a little situation here, Bri...” 
 
    “Talk to me boss...” 
 
    “I've got fast movers at my back, and I'm flying an unarmed bus that can barely get out of its own way...” 
 
    Brian looked up from TESS' holo-screen, “Yellow alert!” The warning sounded, accompanied by flashing yellow lights throughout the ship. “Mr. Ragnaar, do we have his coordinates?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Locked in.” 
 
    “Best speed...” nodded Brian. 
 
    “Aye, flying it like we stole it...” 
 
    “What's your ETA Brian?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “I've got maybe five before they overtake me...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The Lawmen were not particularly pleased with Steele's answers when they demanded that he return to Rikovik's Reef with the ship and its human cargo belonging to the Syndicate. No, and he certainly didn't offer anything to assuage their already surly mood. In fact, he probably made it worse. Much worse. Admittedly, kiss my ass, was not a viable negotiation tactic. But in Jack's defense, negotiation is about give and take, coming to an agreeable middle ground where both sides make concessions and both sides enjoy some progress. But you had to have something to bargain with... with an empty vacuum of options, Steele probably let his attitude get the better of him.  
 
    Strapped into the copilot's seat, Nina closely monitored the sensors and shields, allowing Jack to concentrate on flying. “There's something big on the edge of our sweep...” 
 
    “Concentrate on the ones shooting at us please,” he testily reminded her. 
 
    “Don't get your undies in a wad, I'm watching...” She adjusted the sensors, zooming in on the flight of pursuit craft which gave her a dimensional view, providing her with the details she needed. “They're bracketing left and right, you'll need to go up or down...”  
 
    Lances of intense green passed on either side, and Steele knew that was a warning shot. “Mmm, Boron guns. Lightweight stuff...” 
 
    “Can they hurt us?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Our shields are light and we have no armor to speak of. Think you can route shield power aft when we need it?” 
 
    “Aft?” 
 
    “To the back, because it's about to get real dicey...” The ship bucked and the screen with the ships statistics showed an immediate drop in shield strength. “And that was just a love tap to remind us they mean business.” 
 
    Nina busied herself with restoring shield strength to the stern of the ship. “Sweeping in on the left...” 
 
    Steele pulled left, hoping to cross them in front of each other. But it was like trying to outmaneuver a sports car with a school bus. A few shots went wide, green lances lighting up the darkness, but still more connected with the rear shields. Steele began weaving as unpredictably as he could, up, down, side to side but he realized the bus wasn't going to last long. The Lawmen would simply pick them apart at their leisure. “They're trying to take out the engines,” he growled, manhandling the controls. “They're being careful not to damage the hull, they want their cargo back.” 
 
    “Coming in on the left again...”  
 
    Steele broke low, not wanting to repeat his earlier maneuver, the green streaks passing over the top of the ship. He immediately changed directions, flashes of green passing over the port wing. 
 
    “The ones on the right are dropping back.” 
 
    “Easier to match our maneuvers if they're not too close...” Steele wrenched the yoke over, barrel-rolling the bus as boron green streaks passed all around. The ship jolted once, then twice, the status screen lighting up with flashing yellow zones. “Shields can't take much more...” he winced. It jolted again, the screen flashing red as a warning buzzer sounded. “Dammit... shields are down!” He could feel his heart pounding in his ears, sweat stinging his eyes, helpless panic attempting to fight its way to the surface. 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Nina fighting back tears of frustration, “I'm doing the best I can but she's not producing enough power to regenerate the...” 
 
    The next hit was jarring, sounding heavily metallic, like someone hit the hull with a sledgehammer, the ship lurching, warning buzzers and red lights flashing all across the status screen. The operating temperature for the Starboard engine shot up so quickly that the overheat alarm surprised Jack. In mid-reach for the emergency shutdown it let loose, grenading itself into confetti and spinning shrapnel, rolling the ship on its side from the torque of the remaining engine. “Son of a bitch,” Steele eased the throttle back and wrestled with the controls. 
 
    “I lost one of them, where'd he go?” asked Nina. 
 
    “If we're lucky our engine took him out,” replied, Jack, concentrating on control. “Dammit, we're losing fuel.” He punched the fire control button for the right engine, hoping it might stop or at least reduce the fuel loss.  
 
    A Lawmen pursuit craft pulled up close on the starboard side, flying even with the bus' cockpit, the pilot tapping on his earpiece. “We have received clearance to destroy that ship if you do not return to Rikovik's Reef. Which I will happily do, considering you just killed my flight leader...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The Raven's bow pierced the GOD portal, the filaments of color dancing, reaching across her hull like neon lightning as she pushed through into the black from her short jump. 
 
    “Forward gunners targeting...” announced Maria. 
 
    Commander Brian Carter leaned forward in his seat, peering at the big screen. “What the hell is he flying?” 
 
    The Raven's main tachyon particle drivers, opened fire, their heavy thumping felt in the floor, neon blue streaks passing through the Lawman's craft flying alongside the damaged yacht, cutting through it, instantly blowing it into pieces. The two remaining Lawmen split, one sweeping in on the tail of the yacht, the other breaking for Rikovik's Reef. Between the Raven's main guns and her mercury Gatling batteries, neither one made it very far. The Raven turning them into unrecognizable wreckage. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The Raven's sudden appearance was a welcome sight but the pucker factor when her main guns and mercury Gatling batteries lit off in his direction made Steele want to be almost anywhere else. One moment the Lawman was there on his right, then he was gone, replaced with a flash, a swelling spray of debris and spinning chunks of mangled wreckage fluttering outward.  
 
    He nosed the bus over hard to expose the Lawman sweeping in on his tail and the streaks of silver from the mercury Gatling batteries were so close their reflections flashed across the surfaces of the control screens. 
 
    “Damn, that's close!” shouted Nina, “Are they nuts?” 
 
    Steele saw the bogie disappear from the sensor grid. “Just that good,” he croaked, swallowing hard. The Raven passed over the bus in a streak, chasing down the last Lawman.  
 
    His earpiece chirped, “Stay on course, Jax. We will circle back and meet you at the rendezvous, there's another bogie inbound...” 
 
    “Copy that,” replied Jack. “Don't let them delay you; we need to get out of this system.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Slowly drifting in the rubble of Rikovik's mined-out asteroid field, Jack's chin was resting on his steepled fingertips, his elbows on the armrests of the bus' command chair. He was staring out into the darkness and flickering stars, his mind in neutral like the remaining engine. Though they had lost almost a third of the fuel the craft could carry, he dared not shut it off, not knowing how much of the engine control systems were left intact. At least she'd stopped leaking fuel...  
 
    Nina reentered the cockpit with two bottles of water, handing one to Jack. “How are we doing?” 
 
    “Not great,” he replied, popping the seal on the water. “I've run all the diagnostics she's got, but it's not telling me why our shields won't come above fifty percent.” He took a long draw on the water. “We lost a third of our fuel load but we're running only one engine, so I have no idea what that's going to do to our range...” 
 
    “Navigation won't calculate that out?” 
 
    “She's pretty beat up, I'm not sure I can trust the navigation to get it right. It was off three minutes on our arrival to the rendezvous point. Stretch that out over a full system and we could be in big trouble...” He took another long swallow. “How are the girls doing?” 
 
    “Scared.” 
 
    He nodded, “You?” 
 
    “Scared,” replied Nina, picking casually at the label on the bottle. 
 
    He nodded again, he had some serious concerns too. “We'll be OK.” 
 
    “Are you sure... or are you just saying that to make me feel better?” 
 
    “Maybe a little of both,” he admitted.  “How's Ruby?” 
 
    “Sleeping. She'll be OK. One of the girls used to be a nurse on Winnie's surgical team, she gave her a sedative from the emergency medical kit...” 
 
    “What about the girl that they carried on?” 
 
    Nina picked at the label on her water again. “She doesn't look good, she's real pale. And she hasn't come-to at all. At the very least I think she'll lose her left leg.” 
 
    “Then maybe it's best she stays out.” 
 
    Nina looked a little queasy, “Yeah, maybe.” 
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 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    JENFAR SYSTEM, FREERANGER – DD217: LITTLE WHITE LIES 
 
    Commander T. B. Yafuscko propped himself up on one elbow to look at the flashing comm link in the darkness of his suite, blinking away the sleep from his brain. He reached over and tapped the screen, leaving the video off. “Report,” he whispered. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you Commander, we have recorded a FreeRanger general broadcast.” 
 
    Tibby rubbed his eyes, “What's the topic Lieutenant?” 
 
    “There's been an incident in Rikovik's Reef and Command is looking for some support in the area.” 
 
    “Details?” 
 
    “A few, but they're not terribly clear. Command suggests direct contact with Rikovik's for responding assets.” 
 
    Tibby sat up and swung his feet off the side of the bed, staring into the darkness, “Any other responders so far?” 
 
    “No sir. Not at this time. There are a couple ships stationed in the system though.” 
 
    “Hmm, well, we've got nothing else pending,” said the Commander, thinking aloud, “send an acceptance reply. What's our ETA?” 
 
    “About fifty-two hours.” 
 
    “Send us. Keep me apprised, Lieutenant.” Tibby reached back over and tapped on the screen ending the comm. He could feel Grinah there in the darkness, stretching like a cat, her hand rubbing lazily on his back.  
 
    “Where are we going?” her voice said sleepily.  
 
    “Something going on in Rikovik's Reef... We're going to go and see if we can make some gold.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she purred, half asleep, “I like gold... Come back to bed for a while.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    This was not Commander T. B. Yafuscko's first encounter with Rikovik's Reef, he had been to the socially twisted and criminally overrun planetoid before, but he had never had the privilege of speaking with the Primayor. Not that Tibby considered it a privilege, no, but he was sure the Primayor considered it so, pompous ass.  Tibby stared for a moment at the darkened screen in his office after the communication winked out, wishing he could have the last ten minutes of his life back. Remembering he was not alone, he swiveled his chair around, “So? Thoughts...?” 
 
    The three other officers present all began talking at once until he held his hand up, their chatter dying down. He pointed at Grinah, his most trusted confidant. “Ensign, your opinion?” 
 
    “Before or after we had to listen to him ramble on about how great and important he was...?” She waved her hand, “Sorry, had to be said. I think he's a shill for the Syndicate.” 
 
    “There's no doubt in my mind,” agreed the Commander. He pointed at his second in command, Dash Zarnev, “Lieutenant?” 
 
    The Lieutenant scratched his three-day stubble, “Hmmm, I think beyond the obfuscation and bullshit, there is gold to be had here. Do I trust him? No. Do I think there's a job here? Yes. But I think we ask for a good-faith retainer. That might tell us if they're willing to pay off on completion.” 
 
    Tibby nodded. “Point taken, good idea. But what do you make of the other three ships they have in the region? Why do you think they want to hire outside guns to handle this?” 
 
    “As I hear it,” explained Dash, “those guys are the gatekeepers. They're FreeRangers, but they're salaried by the Reef. I have a friend on a ship that runs supplies through that area, he says those boats never stray more than a quarter of a system from the rock, and never more than one at a time. Those would be the guys we'd be dealing with if this clown,” he flipped a wave at the blank vid-screen, “decided not to pay off.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Tibby stroked his own stubble, realizing he'd forgotten to shave. “More guns than we've got. Not something we'd want to tangle with.” 
 
    “Three to one is bad odds.” 
 
    “Still, I suppose we could involve the FreeRanger Council if things went into collections, they could impose some heavy sanctions...” 
 
    Dash made a face of distaste. “That takes time though. Meanwhile we're out the time and energy.” 
 
    “Let's see what he says to a retainer, we'll make our decision then.” The Commander pointed at the last contributor, “Doc, what do you think?” 
 
    The ship's surgeon was leaning against the holo-chart table, his arms folded across his chest. “Well, I'm convinced he's being one-hundred percent honest – about how important he thinks he is. But according to his eye movements and mannerisms, he's telling more than little white lies about everything else. There are some real whoppers in there. I'd go so far as to say some total fabrication woven in.”  
 
    Tibby pursed his lips, “Yeah, that's about what I thought.” 
 
    “I can go over the video playback of the conversation, Commander, I should be able to separate fact from fiction...” 
 
    “Sounds good Doc, get back to me with what you find. Should prove interesting. We'll give the good Primayor a follow-up call when we reach the Rikovik system.” He pointed at Dash Zarnev, “Lieutenant, you've got the bridge, we need to get some breakfast...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack Steele's TESS lit up, her holo-screen popping into view. “Incoming signal from Brian Carter.” 
 
    “Connect, TESS.” 
 
    Brian's face appeared, TESS' animated face sliding over to one side of the screen. “You OK over there?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” replied Jack. “I lost an engine and dropped a third of my fuel load. She's pretty shot up... Navigation is glitchy and I'm not sure I can calculate my range accurately.” 
 
    “Send me your Op Stats, we'll run it through our system.” 
 
    Steele glanced at TESS' face and she acknowledged his need with a nod. “Sending.” 
 
    “Nice timing, by the way,” commented Steele, “they were about to finish us off.” 
 
    Brian smirked, “Probably the shortest GOD jump ever made,” he chuckled, “a whole four minutes.” There was a pause in the conversation as Brian looked off screen to his right. “OK, Jack, our nav computer calculated out the best settings for your fuel situation. Set your power at seventy-three-and-a-half percent.” 
 
    “How far will that get us?” asked Steele, adjusting his throttle setting. 
 
    “Through the gate and the transition. You'll run out of fuel halfway through the next system; Aegeron Pass...” 
 
    “Swell.” 
 
    “We should be OK,” waved Brian, “We're sending the Conquest and Westwind the coordinates, they'll meet us there.” 
 
    “Don't they have two other systems to go through?” frowned Jack. 
 
    “Yeah, but at the snail's pace we'll be cruising, they'll probably beat us there. You sure you don't want them coming here to Rikovik's to get us?” 
 
    Steele chewed the inside of his lip. “They'll get jumped at the gate by our little pirate friends... not that they'd be much of a match but I don't want to risk it. Besides, I think this place can be useful if we don't blow our cover.” 
 
    “Some cover,” glowered Brian. “You really think they'd actually let you come back here?” 
 
    “Yeah, if they think there's money in it. I think our contact at Deep Black has a lot more pull than she lets on. And depending on her reach, which seems considerable, she may be very useful in more ways than one.” 
 
    Brian shook his head, “I still don't see how you figure coming back here, waltzing in without them trying to shoot your ass...” 
 
    “Greed. Plain and simple. Greed overrides some pretty strong prejudices...” 
 
    Brian shrugged, “If you say so I guess. It's your neck.” He pinched his lower lip and then waved, his mouth turning up a mischievous little crooked smile. “So OK, I gotta ask; you couldn't find something a little smaller or faster? Something you could have landed in our bay? Explain to me why you decided to steal the equivalent of a flying motorhome...” 
 
    Steele let out a slow breath, “We have a few extra passengers...” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    Steele pursed his lips pensively, “We, that is, Nina and I, are not alone... we have a few extra passengers...” 
 
    “Twenty-three,” interrupted Nina. “Girls.” 
 
    “Say what?!” exclaimed Brian, leaning closer to his screen. 
 
    Steele blinked curiously as TESS' holo-screen divided into two panels, then three, as Lisa and Maria almost simultaneously appeared “Twenty -three girls?” they said in unison. “Hiya Nina!” waved Lisa. 
 
    Nina waved back, “Hiya Lisa!” 
 
    “It's a long story,” muttered Jack. 
 
     Brian glanced down at his wrist and pointed at a non-existent watch, “Ooh look, we have time.” 
 
    Steele glanced out at the slowly passing stars. “Smartass,” he grumbled.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Jack... Jack, wake up!”  
 
    Steele's eyes popped open, bleary-eyed, “What's wrong?” He looked outside the cockpit, his mind taking a moment to register the shimmering silver transition tunnel, scanning around then back to her. Nina's hands were on the copilot's flight yoke, her eyes wide with a touch of panic. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “I don't know, five or six hours I guess. Focus Jack, the autopilot shut off and when I tried to put it back on like you showed me, nothing happened. So I've been keeping with the Raven manually. But now the navigation system went blank...” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Nina pointed over the dash at a wavering blue-white light, a spec in the distance. “Right there, the blue-white flame?” 
 
    “I see it. Let's give them a shout and get them to drop back a bit.” Steele noticed his breath in the crisp air of the cockpit and suddenly realized the distinct chill in the air. “Why the hell is it so cold in here?”  
 
    “I don't know, I've been too busy steering...” 
 
    “Flying,” he corrected. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    While still appearing functional, when the ship's comm system refused to broadcast, the first thing that entered Steele's mind was a cascading system failure. “Uh oh... comm's not broadcasting...”  
 
    “I can see my breath,” said Nina, “I think it's getting colder...” 
 
    “TESS, contact Brian Carter.” Please connect, please connect, please connect... Jack waited impatiently as the unit reached out, but he instinctively knew it was taking too long. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Mr. Mercury,” apologized TESS, “I cannot reach Brian Carter. The transition tunnel is interfering with the range of my broadcast.” 
 
    “Crap,” he breathed. He grabbed the pilot's yoke, “I've got the bird, go check on the girls.” Waiting until Nina was clear of the cockpit, Jack nudged the throttle up to nearly ninety percent to close the gap between the bus and the Raven, quickly initiating a diagnostic cycle on the ship's system with his free hand. Given her severely compromised condition, the ship refused to fly a straight course without constant attention. “TESS, cycle a continuous distress call, we need to get their attention.” 
 
    “Broadcasting,” replied TESS. 
 
    “Christ, it's freezing back there,” huffed Nina, pushing past the curtains into the cockpit. “Everybody's huddled together in the salon. They took all the bedding, pillows and blankets out of the rooms and they're all scrunched together.” 
 
    “How's Ruby?” 
 
    “Awake, in pain, about as comfortable as can be expected. I don't think the other girl is going to make it, though. She's as white as a ghost.” 
 
    “The cold might actually help her.” 
 
    Nina tilted her head to one side, “How so?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, his attention diverted, trying to get some of the systems to respond, “I just know that for some injuries, doctors will sometimes induce a coma and put a patient in a cold environment. I'm not sure how it works exactly, but I imagine it's like a suspended animation.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa Steele was sitting on the deck in the Raven's cargo bay, her back against the landing gear of a four man shuttle, half-watching some of the crew members exercise while she read an electronic version of the Remora's flight manual. She was tempted to sit in the fighter's cockpit while reading to review all the systems while she read. As a visual aid of course. Not that she considered taking it out on a joy ride. No, that wouldn't be safe in a jump tunnel transition. But she enjoyed the thought of an unsupervised flight anyway. Semi-lost in her daydream, the tone of the distress call broadcast by her TESS jolted her back to reality, spilling her coffee at her side and banging her head on the landing gear door. “Son of a bitch,” she hissed, crawling free of the nose and sprinting across the deck toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “TESS, put it on the big screen,” commanded Brian Carter. “Helm, slow to one third, keep us above transition threshold protocols.” The video was full of snow and the audio was distorted and loaded with static. 
 
    “Sir,” said TESS, “It appears Mr. Mercury's comms are down. His signal is coming directly from his TESS unit and she does not have the power to generate a signal greater than the power fields of the transition tunnel. This is the best we will get at this distance.”  
 
    “Will he receive what we send?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. Since our signal is boosted by the ship he will receive a clean signal.” 
 
    “Good.” Brian plucked the holo-screen from TESS and moved it freely, setting it next to one of the monitors on his chair. Since it was well within its six-foot radius from the wrist unit, it floated motionless where it was placed despite the use of his hands on his command keyboards. “Jack, I know you can hear me,” he spoke to the screen, “we have received your distress call and we've reduced speed to allow you to catch up. Your signal is too weak for video and audio. Ping my TESS every two minutes, she'll be able to tell when we have a solid signal...” The static and garble ended, with a single ping as a response. Brian sat back, pensive, deep in thought. “What's the status on the yacht?” 
 
    Raulya glanced over her shoulder, “It is moving up but her gain on our lead is slow...” 
 
    “We shouldn't have pulled so far ahead,” Brian lamented. 
 
    “You were following protocol, Brian,” reminded Maria from the first officer's seat. “We needed to be far enough ahead to exit the gate first and deal with any unknowns before an unprotected ship was exposed to a possible enemy engagement.” 
 
    The bridge door swept open and Lisa tromped in at a trot past the Marines standing guard. “What's going on? I got a distress call from Jack but then nothing...” 
 
    “We don't know yet. He can hear us but not the other way around,” replied Brian.  
 
    “But...” 
 
    Brian stayed her question with an open hand, an idea popping into his head. “Mr. Ragnaar, is there a speed differential between the Raven and the Remora in the transition? If so, what would it be?” 
 
    “There is,” nodded the big man. “There is an equation of weight, physical size and overall mass that determines minimum speed for a ship in transition. A jump tunnel is created by the gates which are stable worm-hole generators. The tunnel is basically an electronic fabric tube, too slow or heavy and you tear a hole and fall through. But lighter ships can go slower without creating that stress.” 
 
    “Can you calculate that speed for both the Remora and the yacht, please?” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Brian turned to Lisa, “Suit up lady...” 
 
    “I'll go with her,” said Maria, sliding out of her seat. 
 
    “No. You won't,” said Brian, cutting her short with a wave. He looked at Lisa, “Take Draza Mac for your rear seat.” 
 
    “But...” objected Maria. 
 
    “I need you here, Lieutenant. And she'll need someone to walk her back in for recovery.” Maria sat back down without saying a word, looking like she'd bit into a lemon. 
 
    “Listen up, lady,” said Brian, looking Lisa square in the eyes. “This is dangerous and you need to follow exactly what I'm telling you. Under no circumstances do you allow your bird to fall below the numbers Mr. Ragnaar gives you. And under no circumstances do you turn around to change direction. You must maintain forward speed and allow him to catch up to you. If he falls below his speed, don't be near him or you'll both drop out. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand. Where do you go if you drop out?” 
 
    “Null space.” 
 
    “What's null space?” 
 
    Brian pursed his lips and shook his head, “Another system, uncharted space...” he shrugged, “nobody knows. But it's pretty certain we'll never see you again. Whether you live or not is anyone's guess.” 
 
    “Swell,” she sighed, “thanks for clearing that up.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Nina was scraping frost off of the inside of the cockpit glass with something that looked like a spatula she found in the ship's small galley. D-d-d-damm,” she shivered, “how much f-f-fucking colder can it get?” 
 
    “More than a hundred degrees below zero,” replied Jack through clenched teeth, his breath hanging in the air.  
 
    “I don't want to die like this...” 
 
    “We're not gonna' die, we're gonna' make it.” Jack had TESS' screen sitting up on the dash, the only light in the cockpit, most of the other electronics dead or offline. “TESS are you broadcasting?” He pulled the cuffs of his jacket down over his hands. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Mercury. We are not in sufficient range yet to communicate.” 
 
    “Dammit,” he breathed. Steele thought about his wife and son, his parents, friends, extended family, God and Voorlak. Were they one in the same? He wasn't sure it mattered at that particular point. “I sure hope you didn't bring me all the way out here just for this.” 
 
    “D-d-did you say something?” chattered Nina. 
 
    Jack wasn't even aware he'd said it out loud. “No, nothing, just thinking out loud.” 
 
    “Well if it's how to g-g-get us someplace warm, I'm all ears.” 
 
    TESS' face appeared on her holo-screen, “I am getting a; clear to broadcast, message...” 
 
    “Then broadcast dammit, broadcast!” 
 
    Lisa's face appeared on the screen, her face framed in a helmet, the visor up. “How's it going big brother?”  
 
    “Lisa? Where are you?” 
 
    “Keep going straight, Jack. I'm ahead of you.” She looked away for a moment. “We're sending you some adjusted performance numbers for the yacht...” 
 
    “Ship's computer is offline, I won't get it.” 
 
    “It's coming through TESS,” replied Lisa. “What's going on?” 
 
    “We're f-f-freezing our asses off!” shouted Nina. “That's what's going on!” 
 
    “Cascade failure,” explained Jack. “System by system. The engine is still running, the oxygen system is still running, but nearly everything the computer controls has gone offline one at a time. We're cold and blind.”  
 
    “Can you reboot or something?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “If I do and it affects the propulsion system, we're dead.” 
 
    “Hmm. How's your fuel?” 
 
    “No idea. Last reading was about twenty percent before that system went dark.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    Jack checked TESS. “TESS says it was an hour and thirty-seven minutes ago.” 
 
     Lisa turned away from the screen to consult Draza Mac in the back seat who was running the calculations. She turned back to the screen, “You're going through your fuel faster than we had calculated...” 
 
    “How much longer do we have?” 
 
    “About an hour. You should make the gate, no problem...” she lied. 
 
    “Should?” 
 
    Lisa reached through her visor and rubbed her forehead. “Well we don't know exactly what fuel you have left and what you're burning or losing, so it's not concrete. But Mac figured in the difference from what was originally estimated earlier and what you actually had an hour and thirty-seven minutes ago. Is your power still at seventy-three-and-a-half percent?” 
 
    “No, I'm up at ninety percent trying to catch up.” 
 
    “Alright,” nodded Lisa, “let's get you an info feed... I'm linking my TESS with yours, she's going to feed you telemetry, navigation and scans so you can see. You may need to widen her screen so you can see it all. Let's get you back down to about seventy-five percent power and see if we can milk some more mileage out of that crate.” 
 
    “Got it. Nice, thanks.” Steele eased the throttle back, finally feeling a little ray of hope, praying the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel wasn't an oncoming train. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes passed before Jack's battered ship finally slid alongside Lisa's unarmed Remora. She matched the speed of the yacht, slowly completing a circuit around it for damage assessment. With more than a third of the hull scorched, she was surprised it was still intact without a major hull failure of some kind. The extensive damage to the tail, stabilizers, their associated maneuvering jets and hull where the right engine used to be, revealed structural ribs and internal components. 
 
    “Well I think I've found the problem...” 
 
    “Really? Can we fix it?” 
 
    Lisa's mind drew a blank for a moment. “What? No! How would you fix... Never mind...” She realized he was pulling her leg when she heard him laughing. “Ass.” She glanced over at the cockpit of the yacht, a dull glow inside. “I'm glad you still have your sense of humor...” 
 
    “And not much else...” he quipped. 
 
    While Draza Mac forwarded all communications and telemetry to the Raven, Lisa kept an eye on Jack via TESS' live video feed. He looked exhausted. She imagined the cold would compound that and his eyes looked heavy, so she did her best to keep him engaged. TESS's sensors were feeding Lisa atmospheric data from the yacht; oxygen supply was right where it should be but the temperature was down to twenty-two degrees and falling. 
 
    Draza Mac reached over his console and tapped on Lisa's seat back, “ Raven has just entered Aegeron Pass,” he said quietly.  
 
    Lisa gave him an abrupt wave to acknowledge she'd heard him. “So, Jack, I'm thinking steaks for dinner... what do you think?” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, “Mmm, nice... medium well. Blackened on the outside to seal in the juices... a little pink on the inside. And some nice big steak fries...” 
 
    “I really want a nice tall cocktail,” volunteered Lisa. 
 
    “Hot chocolate,” countered Jack. “In a mug I can wrap my hands around...” 
 
    “I vote for the hot chocolate too,” mumbled Nina, readjusting the blanket wrapped around her. “It would be great if I could drink it in a nice hot shower...” 
 
    It was subtle, but Lisa realized Jack's ship was falling back from her abreast position. Telemetry confirmed the yacht was slowing down. “Jack, have you adjusted your throttle setting?” 
 
    “No, I haven't touched it.” 
 
    “You're dropping back, my speed is constant.” 
 
    Steele adjusted the throttle, adding a little power to maintain his position. “I don't hear anything different, she sounds OK.” He cocked his head to one side, listening intently, the growl of the engine droning on as before. “Maybe she's got a blocked injector or two.”  
 
    “It's alright,” said Lisa reassuringly, “the gate is coming up.” She could see the gate's beacon on her scope, the gate itself not physically visible yet. 
 
    Draza Mac reached over his console again and tapped on Lisa's seat back, “ Raven says Aegeron Pass is clear. They expect the Conquest and Westwind to be on time.” 
 
    “Excellent...” 
 
    “What's excellent?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Ageron Pass is clear, we're good to go. Everything's running as plan...” She watched her brother spin in his seat. “What's going on?” 
 
    “I don't know, I just heard a boom.” 
 
    “Hold on...” Lisa inched her throttle back, allowing the yacht to slide by as she eased past behind it, around to the other side. “Shit,” she breathed. 
 
    “What? What?” 
 
    “You have a flameout. See if she'll restart.” 
 
    She watched her brother on TESS' holo-screen, stab at the igniter switch. There was a sudden belch of flame from the engine as it relit, providing power for a moment, raising her hopes, before dashing them again as the engine went dark once more. After several tries the engine refused to relight even its igniter.  
 
    “He's out of fuel,” said Draza Mac. 
 
    “How long can he coast at speed?” 
 
    “According to the computer calculations, he won't make the gate. They'll drop out of the transition tunnel at less than three minutes to the gate...” 
 
    “No. No! No that's not going to happen... we're so close. No I refuse to...” 
 
    “I don't think there's anything you can do about it, Skipper,” offered Draza Mac. “It's not like we can refuel him.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The conference call over, Lieutenant Commander Brian carter and Lieutenant Maria Arroyo stared at TESS' blank holo-screen sitting on the desk in Brian's office. The Commander didn't want to go back out onto the bridge, he felt sick to his stomach. Death wasn't even certain in null space, not immediately anyway. The reality was no one knew. Or if they did they weren't talking about it. Was it like limbo? What happened next? Was it just a void, or were you dropped into an unknown system? If your ship was well supplied maybe you'd survive a while. Brian thought about his Catholic upbringing, maybe it was like Purgatory. He shook it off, he hadn't thought about that for years. It seemed so intangible when he was a kid. He wasn't sure it felt any more real now. What he was sure about, was that he was about to lose a friend he'd known for nearly a decade. 
 
    “There's got to be something we can do,” sniffed Maria, fighting her emotions. 
 
    “I'm all ears if you have any ideas.” 
 
    She shook her head without answering. “Oh my God, what are we going to tell Fritz?” 
 
    “Fritz? What are we going to tell Alité?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Having nothing to lose, the systems reboot restored a couple of the yacht's systems, mainly climate control. The cabin was a balmy fifty degrees now. Without propulsion, uneven or otherwise, the ship needed no guidance, coasting along on its momentum. Steele sat with his arms folded and his feet up on the copilot's seat, Nina sitting in the salon with Ruby and the other girls. He stared out at the gate, so close yet so far. He glanced at what little readouts had been restored, the speed slowly ticking down as the ship lost momentum. Another minute and they would tear through the electronic fabric of the tunnel and disappear.  
 
    “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, because I am the baddest motherf...” No hubris he scolded himself.  “I will fear no evil, for thou art with me, thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou annointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” 
 
    He was surprised he wasn't angry. Or disappointed. He was accepting. Voorlak had told him he was special, that his destiny was to become something more than he was. Maybe this was the way it was supposed to be. Maybe this was the path to that destiny. He had no choice but to accept and trust what had been laid out before him. That is not to say he wasn't worried, concerned or fearful. But it was beyond his control. Steele regretted not being able to speak with his wife for a last time. He glanced at the speed and back up at the gate looming ahead... It was hard to believe it was so close... 
 
    He unmuted TESS' mic, the video having continued unabated. “OK Lisa, get clear and hit the gate. I don't want you in here, who knows what will happen... And don't forget to get that video to Alité for me...” He looked out of the right then left side of the cockpit, unable to see the Remora fighter anywhere. “Lisa?” He glanced at the speed sensors as they fell below their minimum speed, his heart skipping a beat, a spike of adrenalin shooting up his back quickening his pulse and his breathing, a sudden cold chill washing over his body as he saw stars through an opening in the tunnel wall. 
 
    “Hold onto something, Jack...” 
 
    “Lisa, where are you, what are you doing? It's time for you to get your bird out of here...!” 
 
    The sudden jolt nearly threw him from the pilot's seat, the slam resounding through the hull followed by a cacophony of squealing metal and screams of the girls in the salon.   The sounds of protesting metal was replaced by a severe vibration threatening to tear the ship apart at the seams, the cabinets throughout the ship emptying themselves of their contents, a cascade of noise. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Even with her shields up, Lisa watched the nose of her Remora crumple as she shoved the yacht toward the gate, easing the throttle gradually higher.  
 
    “We're below speed protocols, Skipper...”  
 
    “I know, Mac. I know...” 
 
    “Sensors indicate an opening in the tunnel wall on our right...” 
 
    Lisa's heart was pounding and she couldn't tell if her hands were shaking or if it was from the vibration in the frame of the Remora from all the thrust she was applying. “Not something I wanted to hear...” 
 
    “Thought you'd want to know.” 
 
    “I don't! How close are we to the gate?”  
 
    “Readings say sixty seconds.” 
 
    “C'mon baby, you can do it...” she panted, near panic. 
 
    “Stars, I can see stars through the opening, it's growing!” 
 
    “Shut up, Mac!” 
 
    “Our trajectory is changing, it's pulling on us!” 
 
    “I swear to God, Mac...” 
 
    The tendrils of color from the gate reached out, dancing across the hull of the crippled yacht and the Remora. 
 
    “We're sliding!” 
 
    “Ain't gonna happen, that way,” hissed Lisa through clenched teeth, “We're going through that fucking gate!” She nudged the throttle, imbedding the nose of her fighter further into the stern of the yacht, crushing one of her own sensor systems, half her dash going dark. The color swirl of the gate enveloped them and just as suddenly they slid violently to one side amongst a spread of stars, the two ships separating, debris and mangled metal floating between them. A surge of panic-induced electricity raced through her body, “What just happened?” 
 
    “Welcome to Ageron Pass, Skipper...” 
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 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FORT GEORGE G. MEADE, NSA HEADQUARTERS, MARYLAND: SPY vs SPY  
 
    The sky was a crystal-clear turquoise blue, the morning mist having burned off, the sun shining brightly at the Fort George G. Meade Museum, a couple miles from the NSA Headquarters building.  
 
    Agent Doug Mooreland walked along the deserted concrete pathway from the nearly empty parking lot, flipping his collar up, a brisk breeze at his back. He was more than a little concerned, on edge, scanning the tree line, and the empty park. Why were they meeting outside like this? Nothing about it felt right. He approached the older man sitting on the park bench on the edge of the walkway facing an assortment of American tanks from various wars. “Deputy Director,” he said, sitting down, his hands in the pockets of his overcoat.  
 
    “Douglas,” acknowledged the man, staring at the tanks on the grass. “A bit different than Florida, eh?” 
 
    “About a forty degree difference...” 
 
    “Well don't worry, you won't have to endure it for long,” he smiled. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Mooreland tense up. “Relax Douglas...” 
 
    “Why are we meeting out here?” 
 
    The Deputy Director crossed his legs at the knee, his gloved hands resting casually in his lap. “Because I rather enjoy these brisk mornings before the hotter months set in... So if you please, take your hand off the firearm I'm sure you have in your pocket before you accidentally do something we'll both regret.” He turned to look Mooreland in the eye, seeing nothing but the agent staring stoically back at him. Unmoved. “Suit yourself, Douglas...” 
 
    “So why am I here?” 
 
    “Because you and your team have been getting rather sloppy of late, and it has to change.” 
 
    “You want the equipment and I'm trying to get it for you...” 
 
    “You're calling too much attention to yourselves,” interrupted the Deputy Director. “You're supposed to operate in the shadows not broad daylight with witnesses. Finesse not force.” 
 
    “You've been putting a lot of pressure on us for results, we...” 
 
    “Have missed some prime opportunities,” added the older man, hijacking his sentence. “Look, I don't want to take away your team, I think you are capable of handling this, but the Security Council thought you might be able to use a little incentive, a little boost. So we have a new member for your team...” 
 
    “My team is fine, I don't need anybody.” 
 
    “Oh, but you do.” The Deputy Director swept the cuff of his coat back to glance at his watch, “As of five minutes ago, your team is short a man.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We decided to retire Pete Whitman.” 
 
    “Pete?! Nooo not Pete, not Pete...” 
 
    “I can assure you, Douglas, it was quick and perfectly painless...”  
 
    “Death is never painless,” hissed Mooreland, incensed. 
 
    “He never felt a thing...” said the older man, reassuringly. “Trust me. Besides, he was holding you back, he was a weak link. You cannot afford that on this mission. I decided to attribute that Chase Holt catch and release catastrophe to Peter. Had the Security Council suspected it was your doing... well, let's just say Peter would have had company.” The Deputy Director shifted position on the bench, leaning closer, his elbow on the back of the bench. “Now, to your assignment; find and pick up the friends, the parents, the ex-wife, in-laws and anyone else you can think of. Bring them all in. In one piece. And for God sakes, you're secret agents, start acting like it.” He rose from the bench and smoothed his coat, looking up at the sky, “Looks like it's going to be a beautiful day...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Considering the late night he'd had with the Cape Coral shootings, Sheriff Frank Naywood was going casual today, a pair of black tactical pants and a black Sheriff's polo, his shield and rank embroidered on the shirt. He jammed the cruiser's key tag under the buckle of his duty belt and swung his leg out of the open cruiser door, not forgetting to reach for the travel mug of his wife's fresh, hot coffee. “Beautiful morning, eh Buck?” He glanced up at the pale blue sky, scattered clouds drifting past, the last remnants of morning dew drying off the parking lot pavement. 
 
    “Not for this guy,” replied Buck Harper, walking up, thumbing over at the crime scene. A sedan, parked alone in a nearly empty mall parking lot at the far end of the row was shielded from prying eyes by temporary walls of blue plastic tarps. Curious motorists arriving at the mall drove slowly past, hoping to catch a glimpse of something they could gossip about while shopping.  
 
    “Let's try to keep the media out of this for a while. Where's the rest of our guys?” 
 
    Buck waved, “Still back in Bimini Basin interviewing neighbors, doing damage reports, collecting evidence...” 
 
    The Sheriff nodded, “OK, let's send some uniforms over to help them out and speed things up...” 
 
    “Did that boss.” The detective glanced at his watch, “I'm hoping to have them clear by noon.” 
 
    “Good deal.” He eyed Buck, “When was the last time you slept?” 
 
    The detective shrugged wearily, “What day is it?” 
 
    Naywood nodded, he remembered those long days and nights as a lead detective. “Go home and get some sleep, Buck.” He motioned to the crime scene, “CSI got here quick.” He sipped from the travel mug, “Do we have an identity yet?” 
 
    “Drivers license and credit cards all say; Pete Whitman.”  
 
    The two men walked across the asphalt, ducking under the yellow tape, past the uniformed officers. Detectives and crime scene technicians moved around the car, in and out of view. “The cup of coffee in the guy's cup holder is still warm.”  
 
    The Sheriff looked into the car from the open driver's window, the victim's head leaning back against the bloodied headrest, his mouth slack, his eyes open, horribly askew, one looking up and left, the other looking right. Blood dripping from his nose had stained his shirt and tie. “How?” 
 
    “Two to the back of the head,” replied Buck, making a finger pistol. “Small caliber, probably a .22 caliber. Scrambled his brains but good.” 
 
    “Someone was in the back seat then, this was a hit.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    Phil Cooper flipped his FBI identification at the officer standing outside the tarps before stepping through the opening, two cups of fresh coffee in his hand. He passed one to Buck Harper, “Here, you look like you need it.” He motioned toward the doughnut shop across Colonial Boulevard, “Our cockeyed friend here, was in the coffee shop two hours ago with another guy. Their security tape shows both men in suits, coming in, getting coffee and doughnuts and leaving. You can even see the nose of the car through the front door. It was this one,” he tapped on the roof. 
 
    Buck glanced back into the car, “Doughnut's gone, half the coffee too.” 
 
    “Last meal,” retorted Cooper sarcastically. 
 
    “Pretty shitty last meal. Think he knew it was coming?” 
 
    Phil Cooper sipped his coffee. “I doubt it. It looks like business as usual, they picked up something to start their day before their meeting with a third party, here...” 
 
    Frank Naywood raised an eyebrow, suspicious. “What do you know about this? Specifically?” 
 
    “This is one of your actors from last night.”  
 
    Frank's eyes widened, “What?! Are you sure? They offed one of their own guys?” 
 
    “Pretty sure,” nodded Phil. “Look at his hands,” he pointed, “well trimmed nails but rugged hands, those are not executive hands. His hair is tight, everything trimmed... look inside his suit, there won't be any tags. If they forgot to strip his watch, it'll be a very tactical timepiece, totally divergent from his conservative suit. No rings or jewelry and they'll have taken his cell phone. He'll have his driver's license, two credit cards and about a hundred dollars cash. If you run his cards, they will all have a zero balance and no history. When you dust the car, there won't be any fingerprints, probably not even his own.” He took a moment to blow the steam off of his coffee, “I'm betting every door was unlocked...” 
 
    “They were,” said Buck. 
 
    Phil took a sip, “Check the security tapes of that store there,” he indicated the department store facing them. “If we're lucky, their security cameras will have picked up another car arriving and the Chinese fire drill after the fact, when they clean the car up. It'll go fast, they can sanitize a car in about sixty seconds. Did you find any disposable bleach wipes lying around?” 
 
    “The CSIs picked up a couple dry wipes off the ground...” 
 
    “Proves my point, I can guarantee you they weren't dry when used. So you won't get any DNA off of them, the bleach will see to that.” He wagged his finger, “One more thing, run the plates and the VIN on the car, you probably won't find a thing, it'll be invisible...” 
 
    Naywood frowned, “But why would they off one of their own guys?” 
 
    “It's called retirement,” said Cooper. “Such a nice word; retirement. Sounds so innocent, so relaxing.” He shrugged, “Evidently, someone was not too thrilled about his work... maybe sending a message to the team. Maybe replacing the team leader... not sure.” He sipped his coffee again, “I sure hope they're not retiring the entire team... or he won't be the last one you find...” 
 
    “Oh dear God,” breathed Naywood. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The biggest problem with most of the island locations in the Cape Coral area, was that the mangroves made it nearly impossible to beach the Jet Skis. But Chase Holt had gotten lucky in the dark and stumbled upon a nice, smooth sand shoal that had built up in the center of the bay behind Pine Island. Dotted with small scraggly trees and tangles of mangroves on it, there was little shade as the sun came up. It had been a difficult night and Karen had slept fitfully at first, finally calming down a couple hours before dawn. Covering her face with a shirt for shade he let her sleep while he did what he could to patch the holes in the hulls of the Jet Skis. Aluminum AC duct repair tape should never be confused with the fabric duct tape. With an extremely aggressive adhesive, the heavy aluminum foil tape could even be applied underwater and was an effective emergency hull repair product, among other things. Keeping a roll in each of the storage compartments of the two PWCs, he had plenty to cover the multitude of 9mm holes. While neither unit was unscathed, Karen's boat had definitely taken more of a beating with holes at the water line. It was a wonder her's had not sunk.  
 
    With the upper cowling standing open on Karen's machine he was taping both the  outside and inside of the holes he could reach, the foil tape adhering to itself in the center of the holes. The engine and transmission looked like it had been hit several times and although the block and casing had deformities there were no punctures. He wasn't sure if they were a result of low velocity ammunition for the silencers reducing their power, or if the rounds had dumped some of their inertia by hitting the water first. It truly didn't matter, except it busied his mind. 
 
    “How does it look?” 
 
    Chase straightened up suddenly, whacking his head on the underside of the open hull with an audible thwunk. “Son of a...” he groaned grabbing his skull, rolling on his side. He rubbed his head vigorously, looking up at Karen, “Hiya.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she sighed with sorrowful eyes. 
 
    “S'OK, I'll live,” he winced, sitting up. “Man, that smarts.” 
 
    Karen dropped limply on her knees to the sand next to the Jet Ski, “What do we do now?” 
 
    “We survive.” he replied, reaching up and pulling the cowl down and latching it to the bottom half of the hull. “We'll need to find a place to hole-up.” 
 
    “I can't believe she's gone,” muttered Karen, her bottom lip quivering, her eyes full of tears. 
 
    Her mind had jumped the tracks and Chase needed her focused. He shuffled on his knees to her, taking her by the shoulders at arm's length. “Hey, look at me. I'm sad too, I loved Pam, but I need you here and now, I need your mind in the game, I need you thinking...”   
 
    “I don't know if I can, I don't know if I want to live...” 
 
    Chase fought back the burning in his eyes and the clutch in his throat. “I've lost Penny, I've lost Pam, and now you just want me to give up the person closest to my heart? Does that sound fair to you?” 
 
    Her eyes were wandering loosely but they locked with his, “You mean me?” 
 
    “I mean you. I loved you both, I always have. But I didn't love Pam like I loved you. Like I love you...” he corrected himself. 
 
    “Me? You love me?” 
 
    “Yes, you. I need you with me. I need you...” Chase felt as surprised at the epiphany as she looked at this emerging revelation. She threw her arms around his neck, kissing him hard, the two of them toppling over in the sand. They lay on their sides in that embrace for a while.  
 
    Chase's ears recognized the thump, thump, thump, of helicopter rotor blades. He lifted his head, “Uh oh, chopper.” He raised himself up on one arm, searching in the direction of the sound, spotting the orange and white Coast Guard helicopter passing out over the water from the mainland. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Hide.” Chase jumped to his feet and began gathering their gear, stuffing it into the Jet Ski's storage compartments and slinging their backpacks onto the handle bars. He was praying the chopper would swing north and go up the coast, away from them. When it banked and swung south, his heart jumped as he wrestled the Jet Skis one at a time, into the water. “C'mon, c'mon...” 
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Karen, swinging her leg over the seat and thumbing the starter button, her PWC puttering to life.  
 
    “We're out in the middle here, we don't have time to make it anywhere else. We're just going around to the other side of the shoal where the mangroves are denser. Hopefully the overhang can hide us...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Clinging onto branches of the overhanging mangroves, Karen, Chase and Allie had waited and watched through the leaves as the Coast Guard helicopter passed directly overhead, tensely waiting until it was well on its way toward Punta Rassa Point before venturing out from their concealment.  
 
    Around the southern tip of Pine Island, turning north, heading to North Captiva Island was a good thirty miles. Pine Island Sound, the bay between the islands could get choppy at times, like today. Traveling without life jackets, Chase had hoped out loud that they wouldn't run into any Coastguard, Police or Game Warden boats which would give them cause to be confronted. Being a relative novice on a Jet Ski, Karen was not encouraged by the lack of a life jacket, the choppy conditions of the bay, or the sketchy condition of her PWC. Twenty-five to thirty miles an hour, if her gauges could be trusted, was all she could manage under present conditions. She watched how Chase handled his machine and wished she had that much confidence in her abilities. Under different circumstances, very different, she'd probably be enjoying herself.  
 
    Reflecting back on events of the last ten days, Karen reminded herself she still needed to press Chase for answers. There had been no real opportunity for discussion or explanation. She was lost as to a reason why any of this could really be happening. It seemed like something out of an action movie and she was an unwilling participant. She just wanted to go home, she wanted her life back. She wanted Pam back. Pam. Her heart ached, her throat caught and she had to blink away the wetness around her eyes. Chase was not a criminal... at least she didn't get a sense of that. There had to be a reasonably sensible answer to all of this...  
 
    Karen suddenly realized Chase's PWC was gradually pulling away and she was having to add throttle to keep up. Except she couldn't. Her engine seemed to be working harder than it should, the hull wallowing. She was sinking.  
 
    “CHAAAAASE!!”  
 
    Allie woofed and strained to look back around Chase. He caught her cue and after failing to locate Karen in his mirrors, whipped his head around to see her waving wildly, her Jet Ski sitting low in the water, still under power, but just barely. “Hold on dog.” He turned into the waves and waited until he was over the crest before goosing the throttle, hard. The PWC leapt out of the water, the German Shepherd clutching the seat with her nails as they pounded across the top of the chop like riding a horse at full gallop. 
 
    Chase cut the throttle early, his momentum sliding him past her, using the throttle to slingshot up next to her on the opposite side. “Pass me the bag!” 
 
    “What about me?” she asked, pulling the backpack off her handlebars. 
 
    “You can swim, the bag can't. Give it to me!” He reached out, trying to maintain control of his machine.  
 
    “Oh, nice,” she snipped, reaching out to hand him the backpack with both hands. “Good to know where your priorities lie.” Her engine puttered to a stop with a cough and Chase, still under power, idled away. “Hey, wait!” 
 
    Chase recognized the stress and fear in her voice, “Relax, I'm not going to leave you.” He throttled the Jet Ski around in a circle, slowly passing her head-on, the machines bobbing opposite each other in the water. “Careful, don't tip us...” His small laptop backpack slung across his shoulders, he directed her to grab onto the straps as soon as she slid onto the seat. As Chase applied throttle to steady the PWC, Karen had to hold on tight to keep from sliding off the back, her face pressed against the heavy fabric of the flat backpack. They circled once around Karen's sinking machine, the nose barely protruding from the water's surface, bobbing in the waves. “Somehow, I don't think my insurance is going to cover that...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    North Captiva Island has no connection to the mainland. You can get there by boat, water taxi or the small airstrip on the island. Vehicles on the island are limited to scooters, dirt bikes and electric carts. With a small residential population, most people on Captiva are vacation visitors, attracted to the chilled, unconcerned, disconnected and laid back island life. If Chase and Karen could avoid more than passing contact, they should be able to stay long enough to make adequate plans. An unoccupied rental or an empty residence would be a perfect recipe for being anonymous, away from prying eyes and nosy people. But they had to get there first and Chase was losing confidence in his Jet Ski's ability to get them to the populated end of the island, obviously laboring, over capacity and somehow damaged. He angled toward Foster Bay and the narrowest part of the island, nursing the machine along, the engine sputtering and belching.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    When Chase nosed the Jet Ski up on the sand and turned the key off, the engine sighed as it puttered down. “I think this one's done too...” he grumbled. Allie jumped down, happy to be off the machine on solid ground to stretch her legs.  
 
    “How far to food, water and...” Karen looked down at herself, “a shower?”  
 
    “Are you up for a walk?” 
 
    “I suppose, she groaned, “if that's what it takes.” 
 
    “Then it's about a mile,” said Chase, setting their backpacks on the sand.   
 
    “How far would it be if I didn't feel like walking?” 
 
    “Swimming would be about two miles... “ He pulled Allie's tennis ball from a pouch on her harness and gave it a toss, “Did I mention the sharks...?”   
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    After scuttling their crippled watercraft in the mangroves, Chase covered it with cut branches to camouflage it from the air and the water. Hopefully they'd be long gone from the island before anyone discovered it.  
 
    Karen had been thirsty for hours, It might have been nice if Chase had mentioned earlier that the backpacks had two-liter hydration systems in them. Even Allie's harness had a hydration bladder and a collapsible fabric bowl kept in one of her pouches to drink from. Ingenious. Karen suspected Chase didn't mention it to preserve their supplies as long as possible. The hike to relative civilization, such as it was, wasn't as bad as Karen had expected, following well-trodden paths through the mangroves. Chase hiked like he knew exactly where he was going – at least he made it seem like that. She was however, not too fond of the revelation that there were snakes to watch out for... poisonous no less. That lived in trees. Yeah, great. Wonderful.  
 
    At one point Chase broke from the path, using a hand-held GPS to find a small, green, Tupperware-like container tucked into the crotch of two palm trees that had grown together. He removed a key and jotted notes in a small log book, leaving a hundred dollar bill inside it and resealing the container. Geocache, was all he had said. He was a man in his element, he had a plan and he was executing it. Karen wondered if it should bother her that the whole survival, secret cloak-and-dagger thing seemed to be part of his comfort zone. Or that Allie seemed to suddenly be a different animal, almost instantly morphing into a work dog, all play aside. Karen supposed the thing that frightened her most was when she realized the key he retrieved from the Geocache belonged to a multimillion-dollar, Key West style stilt-house on the water, just beyond the mangroves... and that before he entered, he fitted a silencer to his pistol. He called it a suppressor but all she knew, was that it was the same thing the guys in black used on their guns during the raid. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “It has come to my attention,” said Karen carefully, “whether by design or my naiveté, that I don't know you as well as I thought I did...” They sat across the table from each other in the kitchen, half naked, wrapped in bath towels, their clothes in the washing machine, churning away in the adjacent laundry room.   
 
    Chase fed a piece of cooked Spam to Allie off his fork, his plate nearly empty. She took it gingerly without even touching the tines. “Well,” he sighed, “part of it is, that I'm not so sure how to tell you in a way where you don't think I'm totally batshit crazy...” 
 
    Her elbows on the table, Karen set her chin in her hands, supporting her head, “Try me. Truthfully, I can't see any scenario I wouldn't believe at this point.” 
 
    “Ok, I'll start from here and work my way backwards... hopefully it'll be easier for you to follow that way...”  
 
    “One question first... what's with the silencer? You're not one of them are you?” 
 
    “No. I'm a security specialist, you know that. I've done some bodyguard work, it's just a tool of the trade. There's another one with the pistol in your backpack. They're totally legal...” 
 
    “My backpack?” her eyes widened. “I'm glad I didn't go digging around in there for anything!” 
 
    “No, no,” he shook his head. “It's in a separate compartment. They're bugout bags, they have necessities in them. Food, water, clothes, a gun, ammunition, knife, a couple unused pre-paid cell phones, walkie-talkies, money... So you can be self sufficient for a while if you need to be. In addition, mine has a small collapsible shovel, yours has a collapsible tree saw, Allie's has her water, four days of food, her collapsible bowl and her tennis ball.” 
 
    “That's why you were worried about losing the bag...” 
 
    “Yeah, and each backpack has ten grand in it...” 
 
    Karen sat up, “Dollars? In cash?” 
 
    Chase shrugged, If something bad happens, cash is your best friend, especially if you need to be invisible. Credit cards can be tracked, most cell phones can be tracked via their GPS whether you have it on or not... that's why we have the disposables.” 
 
    Karen stared at the table, “My dad once told me people who expect conspiracies always seem to have a way of finding them. Or make them up... like a self-fulfilling thing.” 
 
    “Just because you're paranoid,” began Chase, “doesn't mean you're not being followed. Case in point, look at us.” 
 
    “I guess. So what's with the secret key thing? How many people know about them?” 
 
    Chase sipped his coffee, “ It's a private Geocache, only four of us. Me, the Realtor and two people who are not likely to be found. I've done some very delicate security work for the Realtor, she owes me. So there's almost always a key to a house out here for emergencies.” 
 
    “In case you're being followed...”  
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Case in point, us,” she nodded, “I get it.” She stared at the table, wondering what happened to her comfortable little world. “So what happened... what's going on? My entire life has changed to something I barely recognize in twenty-four hours...” She looked up at him, her eyes welling with tears. 
 
    Chase took a deep breath, “Here goes... Did you ever meet my friend, Dan Murphy, the Sheriff''s Deputy?” 
 
    “Yes I think so.” 
 
    “His wife was Caroline Murphy, the reporter that was killed right after that UFO news special aired on TV. Remember her?” 
 
    “Yes. That was so sad. I didn't know that was his wife, I never put the names together.” 
 
    Chase fed another piece of Spam to Allie. “The crash that killed her wasn't an accident. It was intentional. OK, remember my friend Jack Steele?” 
 
    Karen chewed on her lower lip, “Didn't I meet him at your bar-b-que right after you got back from Afghanistan? Tall, mustache, had a German Shepherd too? He's a pilot or something, right?” 
 
    “That's the one,” he nodded. “OK, remember on the UFO special, there was footage of two girls and a group of people running from a house across the beach and getting on the UFO?” 
 
    “I remember something like that... but didn't the government debunk that all as fake?” 
 
    Chase steepled his hands, “Stay with me here...” 
 
    “OK...” she leaned forward, listening intently. 
 
    “The two girls were Jack Steele's sister and her friend.” 
 
    “Whaat?” 
 
    “And that was Jack's house.” 
 
    Karen leaned back in her chair, “You're joking...” 
 
    “No joke. Jack has been missing for two years... but he wasn't lost... he just wasn't here,” he tapped on the table. “That video footage is as real as it gets. The ship was real, the people were real and they were sent by Jack to pick her up.” 
 
    Karen's mind reeled, staring blankly at Chase, blinking. “Are you saying he's an alien?” 
 
    “No,” he chuckled, “His plane disappeared over the Bermuda Triangle a couple of years ago, he's been off-planet ever since. Along with two Navy F-18 pilots. The FBI, CIA, NSA, CSS, have all been searching for him ever since.” 
 
    Staring at the patterns of color on the marble tabletop until they began to move, Karen blinked again doing her best to digest it all. “So he was abducted then... by aliens...”  
 
    “By an alien ship,” confirmed Chase. “Jack's parents were telling me that the incident wasn't intentional on the part of the aliens, some type of circumstantial oops.” 
 
    “Circumstantial...” her voice trailed off as she rubbed her face with the palms of her hands. “When I said there wasn't anything I wouldn't believe at this point... I wasn't expecting that.” She frowned momentarily, “Wait, you said his parents told you... how did they know what happened?” 
 
    “Jack came back a little over a year later to visit them and let them know he was alright. He had his own ship by then and he took them up to see it. Evidently he's married now and has a son...” 
 
    Karen waved her hand to cut him off, “This is getting deep, I need my wading boots...” 
 
    “Jack's mom said she's absolutely gorgeous and has purple eyes...” 
 
    “Oh, come on...!” she snapped. 
 
    “Hey I can't make this stuff up,” laughed Chase, “my imagination's not that good. Anyway, Jack left something behind, some technology. Lisa, his sister, had it. It was some kind of a communication unit Jack's dad said was no bigger than a laptop. That's what all the alphabet agencies are wanting.” 
 
    “I don't get it,” said Karen, fluffing her damp hair. “All this fuss for what, a radio?” 
 
    Chase leaned forward his elbows on the table, his voice low like he was revealing state secrets. “A piece of alien communication hardware so advanced, a unit the size of a common laptop can transmit and receive real time audio and video signals from deep space. SETI's radio dishes are about one-hundred-fifty feet across, with literally tons of electronics running them and they can't even come close to doing what this little laptop does.” 
 
     “So they want the laptop...” 
 
    “And anything else they think they can get their hands on...” Chase stared into his coffee for a moment before sipping. “The NSA is systematically and aggressively pursuing anyone and everyone who had any connection or contact with Steele. His family, his friends, I don't think anyone is safe. I haven't been able to reach Jack's parents in a while and that worries me. It's pretty obvious his sister was in danger... Dan's wife paid with her life for making it public, Dan has had to go into hiding, Penny and Pam are gone because they got in the way... It looks like they're willing to do whatever it takes to get the technology. I think they let me go so they could track me to other people. I'm guessing they're regretting that now.” 
 
    “But we don't have anything... do we?”  
 
    “No we don't,” he assured her. “But I really think at this point, fact and common sense are no longer in their vocabulary.” He stood up moving to the counter, placing his plate and silverware in the sink. “Jack's dad did mention an FBI agent that he trusted, a friend of the family... supposed to know this whole story. But I can't for the life of me, remember the guy's name...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The bullet-riddled Jet Ski sat on a cradle in the garage of the Sheriff's evidence yard, looking forlorn and out of place, surrounded by confiscated vehicles and crime scene equipment.  
 
    “Sheriff,” acknowledged the girl without looking up, concentrating on dusting the machine for fingerprints. Her short-cropped red hair was a stark contrast to her white uniform polo, the Sheriff's Forensics Team embroidered on the left breast.  
 
    Frank Naywood rubbed his tired eyes, the bright lighting in the bay not doing his headache any favors. “Find anything?” 
 
    “A few partials, not much else. The saltwater pretty much washed away any chances of finding anything significant. It was submerged up to the bow.” 
 
    Naywood pinched the bridge of his nose. “Any blood?” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Have any aspirin?” 
 
    “Top left drawer,” she pointed, “take what you need.” 
 
    “Thanks. Where'd they find it?” he asked, staring at the machine as he fought with the bottle top. “Stupid child safety caps...” he grumbled. 
 
    If the tech heard his gripe, she made no indication of it. “It was headed to the Gulf, floating out of Pine Island Sound, through Blind Pass as the tide went out. A boater almost hit it before he realized what it was. Called the Coast Guard and they came and picked it up.” She paused and looked up, “I heard there's a search on... Are we looking at a recovery or a rescue?”  
 
    Recovery meant bodies, rescue meant people. “Rescue... I hope.” The Sheriff tilted his head back and tossed the aspirins back, swallowing dry. He winced as they went down with resistance. Capping the bottle, he tossed it into the open drawer. “Think you might get anything off that aluminum tape if you peel it?” 
 
    “On the glue side if we're lucky. The adhesive on this stuff is a beast, it usually destroys impressions but I have a new solvent I'm interested in trying, see if I can get some better results...” 
 
    Turning to leave, Frank Naywood's expression was pensive at best. “Let me know if you find anything...” 
 
    “Will do...” 
 
    He stopped just outside the overhead door, his back to the bay. The buildings cast long afternoon shadows across the evidence and impound yard. “Did you happen to find any spent rounds anywhere?”  
 
    “One. A partial...” 
 
    “A Black Talon?” 
 
    “Yeah, how did you know?” she asked, stopping her work and staring at his back. 
 
    “Same thing the M.E. found in our victim. Have you entered it into the report?” 
 
    “No, not yet...” 
 
    “Good. Don't. Leave it off...” he walked away without turning back, “bag it and send it to my office...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, AEGERON PASS SYSTEM: BACK TO JACK 
 
    The battered Remora fighter sat in a repair bay two levels below the Conquest's flight deck, its nose dismantled, skeletonized, supported on jacks, the mangled landing gear hanging loosely underneath, suspended off the floor. Jack stepped over and around the parts scattered about the floor, a maze of puzzle pieces. A mechanic standing on a short ladder was buried past his shoulders in the frame of the fighter, humming to himself. 
 
     Steele cleared his throat, not wanting to startle the crewman. “Will it fly again?” 
 
    “Oh sure,” came the muffled reply from inside the fighter. “Not bragging but it's a good thing they gave it to me, I know this system...” The man began extricating himself from his position, “When I'm done it'll be as good as n... Admiral!” he straightened up and saluted. 
 
    “Toncaresh!” Jack stepped forward and instead of saluting, offered his hand to the engineer he'd known from the Freedom's early days. “How are you? I see you got your new stripe...” 
 
    “Thanks for that,” smiled the mechanic, “Petty Officer means I have a little extra to send home...” 
 
    “I'll be honest with you Tonc,” said Jack, “I need this bird fully functional, including her ARC system...” 
 
    “No worries Admiral, her Reflective Camouflage system will work like new.” 
 
    Steele leaned casually on the frame of the Remora's nose, “What about teeth?” 
 
    Toncaresh smiled, “Guns are something we're not short of around here, we have some good choices. The only thing that won't fit is Mercury Gatlings. No room in her belly for the mercury tank or the cryo system. At least not without some major changes to her hull. The kind of enhancements which would affect her performance...” 
 
    “No,” waved Jack, “don't do that. What will fit?” 
 
    “She's got plenty of power to run pretty much whatever you want, but space and fit is your issue. She's an older bird with some limitations. There's about four choices for wingtips and rear turret - depends on your flavor preference... But if you like projectile, I have a set of Gauss Coil guns for the nose. I have to allow for the ammo racks but I'm pretty sure if I stagger the setup when I mount them, I can tuck them in.” 
 
    “I like that idea,” agreed Jack. “Tell you what, you do as good a job as you say you can and I'll see what I can do about another stripe for your sleeve...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Having a bite to eat at the Officer's Club, Jack was zoned out, not really thinking or seeing, his brain in neutral, staring at the wood grain on the wall as he ate his breakfast, his first real meal since the CherriPit back on Rikovik's Reef. When Lisa slid into the booth opposite him, it pulled him back into the living world.  
 
    “What's good? I'm starved.” Lisa grabbed up the day's menu. 
 
    “Great omelet,” he said mechanically, still partially lost. 
 
    “Mmm, not feeling omelet,” she shook her head, “I'm feeling pancakes... something sweet.” She looked up from the menu, “You OK? You with me?” 
 
    “I'm OK,” he said slowly, yawning. 
 
    Lisa raised an eyebrow, a habit she'd gotten from her brother. “Have you slept yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What the hell? How are you still able to function at all? Go to bed.” 
 
    “Had to clean up, debrief the senior staff, went down to look at the Remora...” 
 
    “Jesus, you're not even speaking in full sentences anymore.” Lisa slid out of the booth and moved to his side, pulling him out by the arm. “Let's get you to your quarters.” 
 
    “My omelet...” 
 
    “Forget your omelet, we'll get you another one later. Besides, you're liable to miss your mouth and stab yourself in the face with your damn fork.” She shouldered underneath him and hefted him to his feet. She looked around, “A little help here?” Within seconds an off-duty bridge officer left his meal and appeared at Jack's other side. “He's exhausted,” explained Lisa, “we just need to get him back to his quarters.” 
 
    “No problem, ma'am,” replied the Lieutenant. 
 
    “Y'know,” said Jack, looking at Lisa, as they moved through the restaurant, “You're the first pilot I've ever seen who used her fighter like a push tractor... maybe we need to install a rubber bumper on it for you.” 
 
    She smirked, “And you're the first person I've ever seen go after a woman and come back with a harem. So I guess we're even.” 
 
    Steele's last words were still stuck in his tired mind as he motored mechanically up the corridor, supported under each arm, “Rudder baby buddy bumper... er, rubber baby bunny bunker... ah screw it, a bumpker for a baby bugger...” 
 
    The Lieutenant was doing his best to fight back a smile of his own. He was losing. Miserably. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Heart racing, Jack Steele watched as the wall of the transition tunnel separated, the gate within reach. Well below speed protocols, the ship slid sideways toward the opening, away from the gate. His breath hung in the frozen air as the ship passed through the massive tear, the ship's vibrations threatening to destroy itself, appearing in a sky of unfamiliar stars. 
 
    “Jack...? Jack!” 
 
    Steele sat bolt upright in the darkness, chilled, feeling a presence near him. “What's happening...?” 
 
    “You dream – bad I think.” 
 
    “Lights!” called Jack. “Lights!” The illumination grew steadily, Fritz sitting on the bed next to him, watching over him. The vision and alternate reality still burned into his mind's eye, he failed to recognize his surroundings. “Where are we?”  
 
    “Quarters,” annunciated Fritz, his head tilting to one side. “You sleep long.” 
 
    Jack swung his feet off the bed, staring at the floor, breathing deeply, working to clear his mind. “How long was I out?” 
 
    Fritz jumped to the floor and shook his head to settle his fur, “Long time...” 
 
    “TESS...”  
 
    The eGo-h lit up; the holo-screen popping into view, hovering above his arm, TESS' animated face appearing on the screen. “Good morning, sir. Are we back to Jack Steele and Admiral?” 
 
    “Yes, TESS. How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “You mean coma?” she smiled. “Just kidding. You were in a sleep state for nineteen hours, twenty-three minutes. Are you feeling fully rested now?” 
 
    “I think so, a little disoriented...” 
 
    “That does occur with extremely deep REM cycles like you were experiencing. You also need nourishment, your bio-levels suggest you are experiencing a near-hypoglycemic state. I suggest eating some fruit or drinking some juice as soon as possible.” 
 
    Steele rose, slightly lightheaded and picked a piece of fruit out of a bowl as he passed the minibar on the way to the shower. It looked strangely like a cucumber but tasted much like a banana... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa let herself into the Admiral's quarters, a small tray in one hand. “Jack... Jack?” She set the covered tray on the desk next to the computer and set down her e-Pad. Having heard his name, Jack stepped out into the bedroom from the shower. “Holy crap!” shouted Lisa, spinning away and shielding her eyes,“how about a freaking towel?” 
 
    Jack stood there, his hands on his hips, “What? I can't be naked in my own damn quarters?” He noticed the covered tray on the desk, “Ooh, is that an omelet?” 
 
    “Towel! Towel!” 
 
    “OK, OK,” he waved, ducking into the bathroom. Jack reappeared wrapped in an oversized towel. “Better?” 
 
    Lisa peeked cautiously before relaxing. “Better.” She handed him the tray as he dropped himself onto the sofa. “Yes, it's an omelet, sausage and some potatoes... DUDE!” She slapped her hand over her eyes, “What the hell...” 
 
     “Sorry,” Jack crossed his legs and pulled the towel around his knees. “So what's our status?” 
 
    “Captain Ryan has us back on course for Ossomon; the yacht was stripped of information and dumped overboard and the Remora is still undergoing repairs.” 
 
    “What about the girls? How are they doing?” 
 
    “Fed, housed and all thawed out. Nina's girlfriend...” 
 
    “Ruby?” 
 
    “Yeah, Ruby's in recovery, she's doing fine. The other girl who was injured is in the ICU. She was in a pretty bad shape. The surgeon said it's up to her now.” 
 
    “Did she lose her leg?” 
 
    Lisa's mouth tweaked crookedly, “The surgeon said it was too badly damaged...” 
 
    “Dammit...” winced Jack. He needed to push past it to fleet business but the thought of the young girl fighting for her life in the infirmary never left his mind. “Have we started the work on the stasis field emitters for the launch system?” 
 
    Lisa's mouth tweaked crookedly again, “Hmm, yeah about that...” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, “What...” he said suspiciously. 
 
    Lisa bit her lip, “Um, well...” 
 
    “Spit it out.” 
 
    “The factory new stasis emitters we got from Deep Black are as clean and perfect as the ones we got from Resurrection Station...” 
 
    “But...” prompted her brother. 
 
    “But the factory rebuilt units aren't. During the parts inspection, the Chief Engineer noticed an extra module installed on the emitters and broke one down to diagnose its purpose. He said it's got two functions; part of it is a short range tracking unit, with a system-wide reach. The other function is a remote control receiver wired right into the emitter package.” 
 
    Jack paused, a forkful of omelet suspended above his plate. “Son of a bitch,” he hissed.  “I wonder if Deep Black knew... Can he tell if it the module was installed at the factory or after?” 
 
    Lisa, pursed her lips. “I wondered about that myself. He felt it was too perfect of an install to have been accomplished outside the factory.” 
 
    Jack shoveled the last bit of food into his mouth, setting the tray aside. “Have the Chief and senior staff in my office. Ten minutes...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    After an hour-long meeting with his senior staff and Chief Engineers, Steele addressed the issue alone, with Task Force Vice Admiral, Vince Kelarez and Fleet Admiral, Warn Higdenberger, on a split screen in his ready room on the bridge of the Conquest. They listened intently as Steele explained the situation involving the sabotaged parts.  
 
    “My biggest concern is how pervasive the use of these compromised parts might be throughout our fleet...” 
 
    “I share your concern Mr. Steele,” said Admiral Higdenberger. “Considering that those rebuilt parts originated from a UFW approved manufacturing facility, it is very dangerous indeed. We will take immediate steps to cancel that contract and close that facility...” 
 
    “If I can make a recommendation, Admiral...” interrupted Steele. 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    “Hold off on that. At least until we confirm or not, that any of the altered parts from this vendor are in fleet circulation. I'm not convinced the parts were intended for UFW Fleet consumption. And what we're seeing may not be actions condoned by the facility as a whole, rather by a few key people planted in the facility to produce randomly compromised parts. We acquired these stasis field emitters from a vendor that generally deals with the merchant and transportation trades...” 
 
    “What are you looking to accomplish, Mr. Steele?” 
 
    “Well, all parts from this manufacturer should be definitely checked, fleet wide... but my hunch is that the UFW fleet is not the target... These stasis emitters are used in ships and facilities all across space. Ports, warehouses, transporters, merchants... Circulate enough of these things and eventually you would have a secret key to the back door of every nook and cranny in the universe...” 
 
    Admiral  Higdenberger's brow furrowed, head tilted to one side, “Nook and cranny?” 
 
    “Every corner and hiding spot...” 
 
    “Yes, I see. Go on.” 
 
    Steele continued, “If we make overt moves too soon, we will most likely lose the perpetrators in the wind and forfeit a prime opportunity to know who's pulling the strings.” Jack noticed the Admiral's curious head tilt again. “Who might be running this little enterprise,” he clarified. “If we can catch the infiltrators in the act we will have a chance to track their contacts up the food chain, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “I do...” 
 
    “Can we get a couple of our own people into the facility? It may be dangerous but it could pay off in a big way.” 
 
    “I think we can...” 
 
    Steele rubbed his hands together, “Good. In the meantime, maybe we release a fleet-wide service bulletin looking for the emitters in question with their associated part number. We don't want to create any scuttlebutt or an information leak, so maybe we just say there is a general recall. Frequent failures or poor performance. To be replaced with stock units from the UFW Navy plant only...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Sitting on a bench in the Conquest's sizable garden, Commander Dar Sloane sipped his coffee, watching Lisa's German Shorthaired Pointer, Gus, roll in the grass. “So I hear you might be getting a pair of flight wings...” 
 
    “Really...” said Lisa unemotionally, her back to him, staring at the birds flitting around in the trees. “You're not the first person to mention it, but I can't imagine why. Jack... er, the Admiral, was not terribly happy about what I did. I disobeyed a direct order. Two of them as a matter of fact. One from Commander Carter, and one from the Admiral himself... Not to mention that I single-handedly destroyed the Remora...” 
 
    “Pssh,” waved Dar, “your brother doesn't give a crap about the Remora, that can be fixed, he knows that. What he cared about was your safety. And since you're safe, I think all will be forgotten.” His face flexed in contemplation, “Or remembered – depending on how you look at it. What you did took guts. Lotsa guts... Not sure I would've tried it.” 
 
    “You're so full of crap, Sloane,” shot Lisa, ”you wouldn't have even blinked. You're an adrenalin junky. In fact, you guys probably have a special technique...” 
 
    “Technique?” blurted Dar, nearly squirting coffee through his nose. “For using a fighter like a push tractor, to wrestle a disabled pleasure craft out of a collapsing jump tunnel? Yeah sure,” he added with a touch of sarcasm, “we practice that all the time.”  The Commander shook his head, “No, Cookie, you invented that gem all by yourself. The damnedest thing is, it worked.” 
 
    Smirking but unconvinced, Lisa watched Gus sniff at a stand of vibrant purple flowers.“I don't know...” 
 
    Dar leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands cradling his coffee mug, “Look at the life pilots lead; we take risks, we do crazy things... it's what we get paid for. And we love it. Most of us would probably do it for nothing, for the privilege of playing with the coolest toys in the universe. It all boils down to doing a job most people would never dream of doing. And sometimes it involves making decisions on the fly, pardon the pun; decisions lesser men and women would never be able to make under normal conditions, much less under the physical and mental stresses we endure. Conditions they could not begin to comprehend.” 
 
    Lisa chewed the inside of her cheek in reflection, “I guess. But I still don't get the sense that the Admiral is all too pleased...” 
 
    “Did he mention anything this morning?” 
 
    “No... not in so many words...” 
 
     “Not in so many words, or not in any words?” Dar shook his head and continued,  “Y'know, orders are a funny thing...” 
 
    Lisa turned to face Dar and crossed her arms, “Funny ha-ha, or funny strange?” 
 
    Dar sported a mischievous grin, his naturally tanned face crinkling around the corners of his mouth, his slate-gray eyes dancing, “I've seen them both ways; funny odd and funny stupid. The thing is, it's up to us to make sense of them and carry them out. Sometimes we tread a thin line between following orders and doing something to get results. On occasion we need to cross that line to achieve the results they want. If we're successful, we're heroes, if we're not, it's our fault for not following their stupid orders.” He sipped his coffee, “Because as the Gods know, orders from the brass are never wrong,” he rolled his eyes in exaggerated sarcasm. 
 
    “Are Jack... my brot... the Admiral's orders ever wrong?” stumbled Lisa. 
 
    Dar Sloane shook his head, “Judging your brother's decisions are above my pay grade to question or find fault with.” 
 
    “Nice dodge,” she snickered. 
 
    Dar shrugged it off. Personally, he liked Admiral Steele. But giving any opinions at all could be a risky venture, especially to a member of his family... no matter how much he liked her.  
 
    “Now, Admiral Pottsdorn, that was a man who worked at perfecting stupid...” There was a pause, a moment where they just stared at each other. A moment that was both thrilling and uncomfortable at the same time. Up till now they had been kissing friends, pals, affectionate but not intimate. In his mind's eye he could see them going further with their relationship but was unsure how that might play out. Especially if it didn't work out. He wanted to avoid professional suicide. To break the silence and that train of thought, Dar flipped back to the conversation, “Um, back to Admiral Steele; I think you underestimate his appreciation of the circumstances. I don't see him as an obtuse man, do you?” 
 
    Lisa smiled wryly, “Usually not.” 
 
    Dar caught her meaning and chuckled. “Then I don't think he's going to miss the significance of what you did. You made an on-the-spot judgment call. And a tough one. You have the guts, the brains and the nerves fighter pilots are known for.” He leaned back against the bench, relaxing, “Don't let it go to your head, but it was heroic. I find it hard to believe your brother would see it differently.” 
 
    Lisa blushed, “I don't see it that way,” she shrugged, “I just did what I had to do...” 
 
    Dar countered with a crooked smile, “Cookie, that's exactly what a hero would say...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa and Dar Sloane walked around the noseless Remora, examining the work in progress, Lisa feeling more than a little panicked. “Where's the rest of it? Where's the nose? Oh my God, Jack is gonna kill me...” 
 
    “Easy ma'am” assured the mechanic, stepping away from his tool stand. “The Admiral has already signed off on all the work. It will be factory perfect when we get it all back together. We removed the entire nose sub-frame to rebuild her because it was damaged beyond straightening out. We'll install the nose turret carrier and and all the electronics on the sub-frame before reattaching it to the bird.” The stocky gray man took her gently by the elbow and guided her around toward the rear of the fighter, pausing under the wingtip, pointing up, “As you can see we've already installed the new hardpoints on the wings. They can hold mission-specific rocket pods, missiles, special electronics or even gun pods...” Ducking under the wingtip, he guided Lisa to the rear of the fighter, pointing at the new articulated turret installed on the hull that extending beyond the flanking, twin engine nozzles. “That's the new stinger in your tail, a pair of Argon pulse lasers. I would have opted for Gatlings but there was no fitting them in the turret housing; too bulky.” 
 
    “What will go in the nose?” asked Commander Sloane, following along on the tour. 
 
    “Mmm,” nodded the mechanic approvingly, “Probably a nice pair of Particle Gauss Guns. We were thinking three, but that would seriously reduce magazine capacity. Since we're scratch building the nose turret housing, we can fit two comfortably with about two thousand rounds each.” He looked over at Lisa, “It's not a true turret like the one in the back, it will track the target about ten degrees in any direction, the rest is going to be up to you...” 
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 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    AEGERON PASS SYSTEM, FREERANGER – DD217: THE SHADOW 
 
    The gate in Aegeron Pass exploded with color as it deposited the FreeRanger destroyer, DD217, into the empty system, the sleek gray hull glinting from the system's sun.  
 
    Sitting in his command chair, Commander T. B. Yafusco casually sipped his coffee, his legs crossed at the knee. “All stations report.” He really didn't expect to find anything; the yacht had too much of a head start. The lawmen at Rikovik's Reef claimed to have damaged the vessel, but he had his doubts as to what they would find. He made the Primayor agree to a non-refundable deposit before undertaking the mission assignment... something the politician was severely resistant to. Too bad, Tibby's crew wasn't in it for charity. Running a ship was a business and he had bills to pay. 
 
    “Picking up debris ahead, Skipper.” 
 
    “On screen. Are we recording?” 
 
    “Aye sir. Recording.” 
 
    The moment the image appeared his heart sank. The yacht was nothing more than an oversized party shuttle, its guts spread out around it, lifeless, dark, shot to pieces. He took a deep breath, letting it out slow, “Dammit,” he hissed quietly. “Take us in, let's light her up... Getting any readings at all?” 
 
    “Not a thing, sir, no power of any kind.” 
 
    “Of course not,” sighed the Commander, “why should anything be easy...” He set his coffee mug on his console. “Just a little break, is that too much to ask?” He wasn't really looking for an answer, just complaining out loud. He leaned forward, as the floodlights set into the bow of the destroyer swept across the small hull ahead, making it shine in the surrounding darkness. “Hmm, the entry hatch is blown...” 
 
    “Think they were rescued sir?” 
 
    Tibby leaned back in his chair, picking up his mug. “I don't see any bodies floating around out there, so I'd have to say yes.” 
 
    Ensign Grinah leaned over from the second officer's chair, “Think it's worth a walk through?” 
 
    Commander Yafusco thought for a moment, his mug paused midway to his mouth, “No... I seriously doubt there's anything of value left behind.” He sipped before continuing, “Look at her, she's a mess. Something crushed the exhaust nozzles” he pointed. “How did it fly like that?” He shook his head. “I don't see how they made it through the tunnel like that.” 
 
    “Could of happened here,” suggested Grinah. 
 
    “I suppose,” shrugged Tibby.  
 
    “The science officer turned in his seat, “I'm picking up Ion wakes at the reach of our sensors...” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Difficult to tell at this distance, the wake is widely dispersed and quickly decaying...” 
 
    “Then guess, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Three to six.” 
 
    In a moment of introspection, Commander Yafusco scratched his beard stubble, “Helm, new heading, follow that trail. Let's see if we can determine who's making it. Best speed. Communications, send an update to fleet dispatch, see if this might be one of our groups. If not, see if they have anyone they can spare to meet up with us...” He gestured at the yacht floating in front of them, “And transmit the data recording to the Primayor; tell him we've come to the end of our contract.”  
 
    “We have the the mission deposit, what about our balance?” 
 
    “Tell him we're even. We were only able to complete half the mission, we're good with half the payment.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Deep in thought, Commander Yafusco was standing with his arms folded, his back to the chart table in his ready room, leaning on its edge, staring out of the observation window at the silently passing stars, a dusty red planet with streaks of green and blue in the distance, rotating slowly. A floating hologram of solar systems strung together by their connective gates stretched across the table, their golden glow the only light in the room. When the door to his office slid open behind him, it barely registered and he took no notice, maintaining his vigil of the passing celestial scenery. 
 
    Grinah slid silently up against him, her arm finding its way around his waist. “You OK Tibby?” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “How long have we been out here Grinah?” 
 
    “You mean this system?” 
 
    “No. I mean, how long have we been in space? Personally I mean.” 
 
    She looked up at his profile in the darkness, “I'm not sure, I've lost count... Five or six years I guess. You were out here first. We met when I was assigned to my first ship; the Harkener, remember?” 
 
    “I remember. Ten years...” 
 
    “You were out here five years before we met?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly, “No... I was out here four years already when we met. We met, ten years ago. I've been out here nearly fourteen years.” 
 
    She pushed herself away a little, “I've been out here ten years already?” She shook her head, “Ten years...” she whispered. Suddenly the words seemed to hold no meaning. “No, that can't be right...” 
 
    “Ten years ago, today,” added Tibby with a weak smile. He put his arm around her and drew her back in, “Happy anniversary, Grinah...” 
 
    “It all runs together,” she breathed, “it just doesn't seem possible.” 
 
    “What bothers me,” he began, “is that I feel like I'm in the same place now that I was... that we were, ten years ago...” 
 
    Confused, she looked up at his profile again, “What do you mean? Where should we be?” 
 
    He played that back in his mind and realized it didn't come out of his mouth the same way that it sounded in his head. “No, us – we,” he stumbled, “we're fine. I just hate after ten years we're still doing the same thing...” He held up his hand, “Wait, no - that's not what I meant it to sound like either...”  
 
    “I understand.” She lay her hand on his chest, “You mean our circumstances, life. You thought things would be different by now...” 
 
    “Exactly,” he sighed, relieved. “Do you know it's been seven years since I've set foot on soil?” 
 
    “So you're saying the ship's garden doesn't count?” she joked. 
 
    “No. No it doesn't...” 
 
    She smiled in the darkness, the soft light from the holographic table reflecting off her face. “Our vacation on Dineau... the waterfalls were amazing...” 
 
    “Remember the rental house on the lake?” He could still see it in his mind like it was yesterday. 
 
    She leaned into him, “It was sooo peaceful... We could go again...” 
 
    He rested his chin on the top of her head, his mind wandering. “Wouldn't it be great to own a little place like that? It would be a great place to raise kids...” He froze and stopped breathing the moment it came out of his mouth. The silence was deafening and it seemed to last for eons. Stupid thing to say. Idiot. It was a topic they'd avoided for years. 
 
    “Children? With me?” 
 
    “Can't have them by myself...” he said cautiously. 
 
    “So, we'd get married then,” she said slowly, still clutching him. 
 
    “If that's what you'd want,” he ventured tentatively, unsure of the right answer. 
 
    She pushed herself slowly away, looking up at him, “If?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes of course,” he smiled nervously, “we'd get married.” She drew back to him and he took that to mean she was comfortable with the outcome of the conversation. They stood together, silently embraced, watching the stars pass the window. 
 
    Other than the FreeRanger articles of conduct forbidding it, he wondered why he'd never considered it before. It seemed a natural progression of their relationship. Because he was afraid she'd say no, that's why. And maybe the fact that he was up to his eyeballs in debt to pay off the ship. Yeah, that was in the fine print of accepting the command; providing enough income to the FreeRanger Council to cover the cost of the ship. And then some. Something called interest. He always wondered why they called it that, because he sure wasn't interested in paying it. 
 
    Yafusco's mind went back to their first meeting; the years since then, the friends come and gone, the adventures, the miles traveled together, the close calls... “Marry me. Be my wife.” His heart skipped a beat, did he just say that out loud? Did his lips just form those words?  
 
    Grinah didn't look up, continuing her gaze at the passing star system. “Did you just say what I think you said?” 
 
    “I think so...” he mumbled. 
 
    “It wasn't really a question...” she teased. 
 
    “You want me to ask again?” 
 
    “She smiled to herself, “You didn't ask me the first time.”  
 
    “Hmm, yeah, I wasn't even sure I really said it the first time.” 
 
    “Consider it a dry run then,” she patted his chest. “Try it again. A girl likes to be romanced you know.” 
 
    “I don't have a ring or anything...” 
 
    “I don't care.” 
 
    Despite his command presence and his rugged good looks, Commander T. B. Yafusco was not a man with a lot of romantic experience. The underpinnings of his character had begun at a parochial school level, through the military academy and into service. His exposure to members of the opposite sex and dating was limited at best, as was his skill in dealing with matters of the heart. He took Grinah's hand and took a deep breath, “On the anniversary of our first meeting...” 
 
    “Aren't you supposed to be kneeling or something?” she offered. 
 
    “Kneeling...? Really?” 
 
    She nodded silently. 
 
    “Do... you kneel too?” 
 
    “No, just you,” she replied softly. 
 
    He dropped to one knee in front of the woman he'd known intimately for ten years and waited for her nod of approval. “Ensign Grinah...” 
 
    The ship-wide comm crackled, “Attention; Skipper to the bridge, Skipper to the bridge please...” 
 
    Grinah grabbed him by the shoulder with her free hand, “Oh no you don't! You're not going anywhere till we're done. A girl doesn't get one of these every day. Whatever it is, it can wait...” 
 
    Yafusco didn't even blink. “OK.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” she coaxed. 
 
    Still holding her hand he swallowed hard, suddenly realizing this was a little more difficult than he'd anticipated, “Ensign...” he paused for a moment, deciding her rank was uncalled for in this situation. “Grinah, from the first day I saw you, I knew there was something special about you. My only regret is that it took us two years for us to... well,” he shrugged, “I'm not the best at this...” 
 
    “You're doing fine...” she cooed. 
 
    “My only regret is that it took us two years to connect. And for me to realize how truly amazing you were. Your presence in my life has been the best part of my existence. You are my confidant, my counselor, my love... and I thank the Gods every day for blessing me with your presence. I cannot imagine what life would have been without you and I cannot bear to think of what my future would be like without you. I would be forever incomplete without you... will you be my wife?” 
 
    Grinah dropped to her knees and put her arms around him, her lips in his ear, “That was absolutely wonderful. But you have it backwards, the Gods did not bless you, they answered my prayers - to find you...  And I would love to spend the rest of my life proving that to you.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Freighter coming up off the surface of the third planet, Commander...” 
 
    Commander Yafusco slid into his command chair, “Anybody we know?” 
 
    “He's a neutral. But he had some information for us. They picked up the group we're tracking from their position on the ground; three ships.”  
 
    “Any details?” 
 
    “They were taking on cargo, their systems were passive, but they recorded two large, one small, no identity pings.” The tactical officer pointed at Tibby's console, “readings are on screen; TAC 3.” 
 
    Commander Yafusco flipped to his tactical readouts and paged to the third screen to see the scans and associated silhouettes. They were mostly featureless blobs but there was some shape – especially to the largest of the three. “That looks like a carrier...” he breathed, “and escorts.” 
 
    “Didn't see any fighters, Commander.” 
 
    Yafusco shook his head, “And you wouldn't, not at this resolution. But I'm betting they're there. That thing is a monster...” 
 
    “You need anything else from the freighter Captain?” 
 
    In an exceptionally good mood, the Commander was still studying the digital recording of the ships and feeling rather generous, “No,” he waved absentmindedly, “he's done us a service, let him be on his way...” Reviewing the replay, it suddenly occurred to him the next system was Novellis. There were two other gates out of Novellis besides the one they'd be entering through; Red432 and Ossomon. “By the Gods, Ossomon...” 
 
    “What about Ossomon?” Grinah slid into the first officer's seat, activating its vid screens. 
 
    Tibby rubbed the stubble on his jaw, “This group, they're heading directly for the Novellis gate...  they're going for Ossomon.” 
 
    Grinah lifted an eyebrow, “How can you be sure... maybe they're going to Red432.” 
 
    “There's nothing in Red432. Or the next two systems... nothing worth the tour anyway. This group is on patrol. I'd bet gold they're UFW Navy...” He pointed to the Ensign at the comm station, “Comms! Call fleet dispatch, have them broadcast an all-call in Ossomon. They need to let everyone know there's a UFW patrol headed in.” 
 
    “What if you're wrong?” whispered Grinah. 
 
    Yafusco leaned across the space between their seats,“Last I checked, we've got nothing in that system to fight a patrol group like that. If I'm wrong, a few people will be inconvenienced. If I'm right and we don't make the call, we could lose assets and people...” 
 
    “So what will they do?” 
 
    “Ground or clear anything pinging FreeRanger from the system. They can go to ground or evacuate, hide, go dark... The system's too big and too busy to search it completely...” He rubbed his stubble again, “At least they've never done it before...” 
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 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    CAPE CORAL, FLORIDA: DEEP WEB 
 
    Under the cover of darkness, Chase Holt made the trek out to the beleaguered Jet Ski hidden in the mangroves, where it had remained undisturbed and undiscovered so far. Using his knife, he'd punctured the aluminum tape repairs and let the Jet Ski sink into the shallow water, burying it almost completely with sand and bending the live mangroves over it. It would eventually become a permanent part of the mangrove stand if it remained undiscovered. At least that was the plan.  
 
    The other part of the plan was getting off the island... quietly, without a lot of fuss. That required a boat or a plane. And since he had only a rudimentary knowledge of how to fly, acquiring a boat had become the new task at hand. Luckily there was a healthy selection around the island. He narrowed down the possibilities by size, availability, look and fuel consumption. Nothing too big, nothing too fast, nothing too flashy. He settled on a nice midsized sport cruiser docked behind a house with the keys hidden between the seats. The bonus was that it appeared the owners were one of the many part-time residents on the island and the house was dark.  
 
    “Where are you?” came Karen's whisper in his ear. 
 
    Chase adjusted the volume on the walkie-talkie's earpiece and brought the mic to his mouth, “I'm heading back to the house, I'll be back in about ten minutes... is everything OK?” 
 
    “It's fine. You've been gone quite awhile and I was getting worried.” 
 
    “Everything's good...” 
 
    “Find the one you want?” 
 
    He took a moment to wave at a couple riding past on a golf cart with only one functioning headlight, its tires crunching softly on the crushed shell road as it passed. “Yep. Found a good one.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Chase plopped himself into a chair at the kitchen table in front of a plate of food, his German Shepherd, Allie, dancing around. “Any messages come through on the laptop?” 
 
    Karen shook her head, “It hasn't made a peep.” 
 
    “Damn,” he winced, disappointed. “C'mon Murphy, where the hell are you...?” 
 
    Karen held up a bright yellow sundress on a hanger, “What do you think? I found it in the closet...” 
 
    Chase looked up from his plate, “Wow... bright.”  
 
    She held up another, a Hawaiian print in blazing neon colors, “Is this one better?” 
 
    Chase's head recoiled like he'd been slapped, “Oh God no... We want to blend in... Nothing, um, quieter?” 
 
    “There's a white one...” 
 
    “OK, well, you need clothes... take the yellow and the white one I guess. Do they fit you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she smiled, “they fit pretty well.” She laid the dresses on an empty counter and sat down at the table to eat. “So how does this thing work with the messaging?” she asked, pointing her fork at the laptop sitting on the kitchen's center island.  
 
    “Well,” he started, sucking the fettuccine off his fork, “the internet isn't just the internet...” he made a contemplative face, considering his words. “I guess the best way to explain it is, it has layers. The internet you know and see every day is one of those layers... it's referred to as the Surface Web. The general term for the net you don't see, is Deep Web. That generic term covers; DarkNET, BlackNET, SIPRNet, CRONOS, NSANET, JWICS and a bunch of others. Those are all specific names for different networks. Secure networks. Secret Networks... Some are government stuff you seriously don't want to mess with. But they're accessible with the same internet connection the average person has at home. The difference is, these layers are invisible... unless you know how to reach them. They're the basement, sub basement, catacombs and dungeons...” 
 
    “If they're secret,” interrupted Karen, “how do you know about them?” 
 
    Chase pointed at his plate of fettuccine, “Mmm, this is very good, by the way...” He twirled his fork to collect some of the noodles. “People are aware of the existence of the Deep Web like they are aware of a bad neighborhood. It's dark and intimidating and most people would rather not go there or even acknowledge that it exists. There's no real attraction; its sinister undertones and hidden, encrypted gateways are usually enough to deter the casual tourist.”  
 
    Karen frowned as she fought with the fettuccine that kept sliding off her fork. “So what's the reason people go there?” 
 
    “DarkNET and BlackNET are for the most part anonymous, as long as you have the proper software to prevent tracing and invasion. The normal search engines on the Surface Web can't reach below to the other levels, so knowledgeable people, like me, use it for its privacy and greater freedom. You can find pretty much anything you want there; hackers, scammers, black market deals, weapons sales, drugs, gambling, information trading, spies, mercenaries, terrorists...”  
 
    “Good Lord... So how do you find someone?” 
 
    “Secure chat boards, prearranged meetings, codes. There's a bunch of different ways. I left a code on a board we use and I have to wait until he sees it and responds.” 
 
    Karen sipped her soda, “What if he doesn't respond?” 
 
    Chase's face turned solemn, “It means he may be incapable of answering for some reason... or dead.” He didn't like thinking it, much less saying it. 
 
    Karen stared uncomfortably at her plate, “If he's not... um, y'know, how long should it take?” 
 
    Chase shrugged, “Hours, days, weeks... it depends on his access. If he's hiding someplace remote, he may have no access.” He pushed away from the table and stretched his arms above his head, “As soon as we're done we'll clean up and get some sleep, we're getting up before dawn. I want to clear this island before light breaks...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Karen walked sleepily alongside Chase, their footfalls soft on the packed crushed seashell drive. “I'll have you know, I'm not exactly my best at five in the morning...”  
 
    Chase adjusted the straps on his backpack as they walked, hefting it to sit more comfortably. “It's OK, you can nap on the boat once we get under way.” 
 
    “You say that like I actually have a choice,” she mused. “So what's the plan?” 
 
    “Try not to get caught, try not to us get killed...” 
 
    “A simple plan with admirable goals...” she sassed. 
 
    “I'm glad you like it, I thought of it all by myself.” Chase snapped his fingers to get Allie's attention as they neared the driveway of the house with the sport cruiser. She trotted silently to his side, abandoning her exploration. Mid-stride, Chase stopped dead in his tracks at the mouth of the palm tree-lined driveway, a golf cart with one broken headlight sitting in front of the house. “Son of a bitch,” he breathed, unconsciously dropping into a crouch, “that's the one I passed last night on my way back. I was sure this house was empty... Dammit.” He scanned the area carefully. 
 
    “What do we do?” whispered Karen. 
 
    He looked up at the sky, changing subtly from star-studded black to deep blue. “We don't have a choice,” he hissed, “we have to go for it.” He grabbed her by her hand, “Low, fast and quiet, we don't stop for anything. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Making a beeline to the back of the house where the boat was docked, they cut through the landscaping; weaving their way through palm trees and flower beds, motion activated landscape lights clicking on along the way, marking their progress. “Shit,” growled Chase. He was doing his best to keep a good pace without dragging Karen to the ground but she was not used to running with a heavy pack. Running crouched, she lost her footing in the soft soil of a flowerbed and crashed to her knees with a grunt. Chase slid to a stop and doubled back, hoisting her to her feet with one hand under her arm. “C'mon, up you go... No stopping to rest.” 
 
    There was a dog barking somewhere but there was no time to consider the direction or the cause. 
 
    As they crossed the patio, lights flickered on from the house to the seawall, lighting their way, the glow splashing across the dock and boat. “I guess these people don't believe in flashlights,” panted Karen, struggling to keep up with Chase and Allie.  
 
    “None of these lights came on last night...” he replied. Leading the way, Allie cut the angle from the patio and slid on the dew covered dock, bouncing against the hull of the boat with a thud, scrambling to keep her footing. “Hup, Allie,” commanded Chase as he slid to a stop at the first mooring line. “Get in, get in...” he pointed to Karen, “I've got the lines.” 
 
    Karen moved past him, her running shoes squeaking on the wet surface, Allie jumping over the gunnel of the boat into the cockpit. Unable to climb over with her burden, Karen wrestled her pack off and dropped it into the boat before climbing over. Chase had the bow line free of the dock cleat and flung the loose end up on the bow as he pushed the boat away, hustling as best he could to the stern on the slippery dock.  
 
    “Lights!” shouted Karen in a hushed tone. “In the house next door! Hurry!” 
 
    The stern line free, he swung one leg over the side of the boat and pushed off on the dock with his other foot, the boat sliding silently away from the dock into the darkness. He shrugged off his pack and let it drop to the cockpit floor, digging between the seat cushions. The keys were gone.  
 
    “Lights are coming on in this house...” pointed Karen, whispering, “what do we do?” 
 
    A bolt of adrenalin shot up his back. “Sit! Sit!” he urged, looking around. He needed room, he'd never hot wired a boat before, but necessity was the mother of improvisation. He grabbed a mini flashlight out of his backpack and snapped a red lens over the front, “Keep an eye on the house...” he whispered. 
 
    Flashlight in mouth, Chase searched the seats and chart pockets again by a gentle red glow. Nothing. Son of a bitch. He dropped to his knees to feel under the dash for the back of the ignition switch, the tangle of wires running to a multitude of switches and instruments. It was in that position when the red wash of the flashlight reflected off the key fob dangling from the key plugged into the ignition. There was a wave of heat over his ears followed by an immediate cooling breeze when he realized, once again, his guardian angel had been watching out for him. He reached up and flipped on the bilge blowers, letting them run for a full minute before turning the key with his fingers crossed. The engine started up cleanly with a low burble, the exhaust bubbling up around the outdrive. 
 
    “The lights went out but there's a dog running around out there now,” whispered Karen, peeking over the top of the gunnel from her seat on the floor.  
 
    “Doesn't matter,” replied Chase, dropping the engine into reverse. He backed the boat away from the neighbor's dock and seawall where it had drifted. “Because we're off like a bad prom dress...” As the boat fell back into the darkness, he slid the boat into gear and spun the wheel, the boat sliding quietly around, idling away from the back of the island. The world around him nothing but ink and shadow, he flipped on the radar and adjusted the screen, pointing the boat toward the channel markers that would take them around the north side of the island and out into the Gulf of Mexico.  
 
    Karen sat down next to Chase at the helm, “Where to?”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Detective Buck Harper knocked on the open doorway to the Sheriff's office, “Boss, you got a minute?” 
 
    Sheriff Frank Naywood looked up from a stack of paperwork, “C'mon in Buck, I could use a break.” He flexed his wrist and fingers, “Getting writer's cramp for God's sake.” 
 
    Buck walked in and sat down, a manilla folder in his hands.  
 
    “Did you get some sleep?” asked Naywood. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Watch'a got there?” asked the Sheriff pointing at Buck's paperwork. 
 
    “Well, you said to bring you anything that seemed out of sorts... anything that might relate to this whole thing in Bimini Basin...” 
 
    “Yeah...” Naywood extended his hand, waiting for the folder. 
 
    Buck handed it to him, continuing, “A boat was stolen from North Captiva sometime last night. The owners didn't notice till about 10am this morning. One of our marine units went out to take a report, we just got it back...” 
 
    The Sheriff glanced at his watch, “It's damn near six-o'clock... no wonder I'm hungry.” 
 
    Buck shrugged, “I don't ever remember a boat theft out there, do you? I thought it might be our boy...” 
 
    The Sheriff shook his head, “I can't think of one. Well if it is our guy, he's got a ten or twelve hour lead on us... Did anyone see or hear anything?” 
 
    “Security lights and dogs barking at about five-thirty this morning. That's about it. If it is our boy, where d'you suppose he'd go?” 
 
    Naywood leaned back in his chair, rubbing his forehead, his eyes closed. “I don't know Buck. Conservatively at thirty miles an hour, if he went south, he could be in Key West or Cuba by now.” He sat back forward staring at the report, trying to read between the lines, knowing the answer wouldn't be there. “No extradition with them either...” he mumbled. “If they went north, they could be beyond Crystal River. It all depends on the water conditions and his fuel consumption. File the report,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Standard procedure, then.”  
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “You don't think he would've cut across Okeechobee to the other coast, do you?” 
 
    Frank Naywood pursed his lips then shook his head, “Too slow. I'm guessing he went for speed and distance. Open water. I know I would...” 
 
    Buck's eyes narrowed, suddenly understanding the Sheriff''s intentions, “You're letting him go...” 
 
    Naywood didn't acknowledge or deny the detective's assertion, and his expression remained poker-like, “Thanks for bringing that report to my attention, Buck...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The River Inn & Marina was about four miles up the narrow, winding, Steinhatchee River from Deadman Bay inlet, and it was as far as Chase wanted to go by boat. He wasn't familiar with the panhandle and beyond where they were, marinas or safe harbors were a lot more scarce. Exhausted, he was glad to have made it before light failed and darkness fell. Even with the radar and GPS, the river would have made for tough navigation, lined with sandy shoals, docks, homes and scattered businesses. The boat securely moored at the dock, the marina quiet, music drifted from the restaurant and tiki bar at the far end of the marina.  
 
    Chase hefted his backpack over the side of the boat and set it on the dock. “Ok, let's get a room...” 
 
    “Why don't we just sleep on the boat?” asked Karen, handing him his laptop bag. 
 
    “Because I'm going to wipe down and dump the boat up river on a dead-end canal I saw on the chart. Hopefully it'll stay hidden for a while.” 
 
    “Seems a shame, it's such a nice boat...” 
 
    “That's not ours,” he reminded her. 
 
    “I know...” she shrugged, hefting her backpack onto the gunnel. She reached over the side to set it on the dock and its weight tipped her over bodily, bending her over the side of the boat, her feet coming off the cockpit floor. Chase caught her by the shoulders, her feet in the air, her head near his beltline. 
 
    “This is interesting...” he chuckled, grabbing her by her belt. Lifting her off the boat he set her on the dock across the bags like another piece of luggage. 
 
    “Well that was ladylike,” she said, rising to her feet. She looked sheepishly around for a non-existent audience.  
 
    Chase pointed at Allie, still on the boat, “You stay. I'll be right back.” She plopped her butt down, her head tilted to one side. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    In her underwear and a t-shirt, with the television on low, Karen jumped up when the knock came on the room's door, Allie vaulting off the bed to accompany her. “Who is it...?” 
 
    “It's me,” came a whisper, “let me in...” 
 
    “You have been gone two hours I was getting worri...” Karen opened the door and recoiled, Chase standing there, soaked to the skin, his hair matted to his head, “Ew! What is that smell?” 
 
    “And hello to you,” he replied, entering the room, his muddy running shoes in his hand. He headed straight for the shower. “The river water's brackish and the mud in the mangroves is really nasty...” 
 
    “That's an understatement, “ she attempted to wave the smell away. “ Why were you in the water?” 
 
    “That dead end tributary is on the other side of the river. I took it to the end and ran her bow into the mud, tied her to the closest tree. Then I had to slog through the mud and swim back across the river...” He stepped into the shower, clothes on, shedding them in the safety of the tub. “There's nothing over there and the overhang is pretty dense... she'll be hard to find.” 
 
    She stood in the bathroom doorway watching him shower. “I really don't think those are going to come clean. And I think your shoes are ruined.” 
 
    “I passed the Inn's laundromat coming back, we'll have to give it a try.”  
 
    She stripped her clothes, depositing them on the bathroom counter before climbing into the shower behind him. “Pass the soap, big boy...” She rubbed her naked body against his back. 
 
    He handed the soap back toward her, “I thought you'd already showered...” 
 
    “I did...” she purred, running her fingers across the muscles of his back. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Chase leaned back on the bed with his laptop on his legs. “Let's see if we can find a wireless signal...” he yawned. 
 
    Karen curled up next to him on the bed, “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “We'll get some sleep, chill tomorrow and see if we can find a car tomorrow night...” Chase typed as he spoke. “Nice. Got a signal...” 
 
    “Find or steal?” 
 
    “I prefer to think of it as borrow...” 
 
    “You're just a one man crime spree aren't ya?” 
 
    “I remind you it is one man, one woman...” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for that by the way...” she smacked his arm, “Until I met you I was a good girl who never got in trouble...” 
 
    He smirked crookedly, never taking his eyes off the screen, “So you're forgetting that little drunken fiasco at the prom?” 
 
    “I never said I was innocent, I just said I never got in trouble.” She shrugged, “We never got caught...” 
 
    “Oooh,” he laughed, “huge difference between good girl and never got caught.” 
 
    “You're an ass,” she laughed. It was something she hadn't done freely since Pam's death. It felt good to forget for a little while. Chase sat up quickly, typing, the keys clattering under his fingers. Karen leaned in, “What's going on?” 
 
    “Murphy's alive. Holy shit he's alive!” Chase pointed at the nickname on screen, “That's him right there...” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “I don't know yet, hold on...” 
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 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, OSSOMON SYSTEM: MOVE ALONG, NOTHING TO SEE HERE 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Mike Warren settled into the deep leather seat of the Cyclone sitting in the launch rack, accepting his helmet from the rigger standing on the boarding ladder. The rigger assisted Mike with his flight harness, umbilical cord connections and safety checks. As his final task, he pulled the safety pin on the ejection seat and showed it to the pilot, getting a nod before dropping it into a gear pouch around his waist. He'd be reinserting it when the craft returned from its patrol. 
 
    Giving the rigger a thumbs up, Mike watched him disappear as he slid down the ladder to the deck. Pulling the lever that retracted the ladder into the Cyclone's fuselage, the light winked out on the console telling him it was complete. Master power, air system, communications, fuel delivery system, electronics... he progressed through his standard pre-launch checklist.  
 
    “Conquest Control to Black Leader...”  
 
    The Commander keyed his mic, “Black Leader, go ahead.” 
 
    “Two minutes to launch.” 
 
    Mike checked left and right exchanging a thumbs up with the other members of his flight as he pulled the canopy handle, the frame and perspex motoring forward on its track. “Good to go Control, we're saddled up and ready to ride...”  Mike listened to the comm traffic as the flight tower checked in with White Flight, launching out from the other side of the Conquest's hull. Two flights of six to launch the moment they cleared the gate into Ossomon. As a precaution, two more flights of six were manned and ready to launch and probably another twelve were suited up on standby.  
 
    The Novellis System was such a major snoozefest, Mike wondered what they'd find in Ossomon. He knew the official story; that there had been considerable Pirate activity here but this felt like they were prepping for more than just a little resistance. In retrospect, that was OK with him, he hadn't pulled the trigger on anything since Velora Prime and he was jonesing for a serious hit of adrenalin. It wasn't that he wanted or longed to kill someone, it was more of a competition, a jousting match of sorts. It was only personal to the point of his machine against his opponent's, his nerves and talent in contrast to theirs. A challenge. It was irrelevant whether the enemy ship was destroyed or simply disabled... it was the winning that counted. A few drinks with Commander Dar Sloane and Mike was convinced he'd probably enjoy the thrill of canyon racing in Drifters.  
 
    He relaxed, leaning back against the headrest, staring straight ahead. The interlocking steel door in front of him was suddenly partially obscured by the translucent blue stasis field winking to life. Looking like an intense blue version of a television between stations, the electronic curtain moved and swirled and he pulled his helmet's sun visor down to preserve his night vision. 
 
    “This is Conquest Control; Black and White flights launching in; 5, 4, 3, 2…” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Captain Paul Smiley hovered over the situation table in the control tower, watching the movement, the positioning and make-ready of everything on the deck below them, the Conquest's experienced Mini-Boss watching the launch racks from his position at the tower's observation windows, “...3, 2, 1, Launch!” The tower's windows bowed as alarm klaxons screamed, red lights flashing throughout the flight deck, crates flying across the bay. “Blowout! We have a blowout!”   
 
    In the second or two it took Pappy to cross the gap between the table and the glass, the door on the rack where Black Three had launched was already closed, piled with debris the open maw had tried to suck out into space. “Cut the alarm. Did we lose anybody?” 
 
    “Not sure yet, Boss,” replied his second in command. “We need to get a count. I'm working on it now.” 
 
    “Any problems with the launch? Everybody out in one piece?” 
 
    “Black Flight is clear and operational,” reported the crewman at the sensor station. 
 
    Jack Steele trotted down the steps from the main bridge, “What the hell's going on, Pappy?” 
 
    “Blowout, Admiral.” 
 
    “Everybody OK?” 
 
    Pappy glanced at the Mini Boss and got a non-confirmation signal as he spoke on the comm to the deck crew. “We're still working on that, Jack.” 
 
    Steele clenched his jaw, “Hmm. Was it one of the new units?” 
 
    “No, we haven't gotten to all of them yet...” 
 
    “Can we close off the ones that haven't been converted yet?” 
 
    Paul Smiley sucked air though his teeth in a sign of apprehension, “Man, Jack,” he said quietly, “that would seriously hamper our launch abilities. We've only got about fifty percent of them installed.” 
 
    “We need to step it up Paul...” 
 
    “I realize that Jack, but we can't sacrifice the launch readiness of this ship. We're a carrier; we live and die on our ability to field and recover fighters. Without them, were a big fat pigeon...” 
 
    “I get that, but...” 
 
    “No buts Jack, you know as well as I do, battleship escort or not, we'd be somebody's lunch. Look what you did to that Pirate carrier...” He waved, anticipating Steele's rebuttal, “Look, let me speak with the Captain Ryan, see if we can add some more men to the work crews. Maybe we can speed up the process.”  
 
    “Please do,” nodded Jack.  
 
    Paul pulled Jack to one side, “We still don't have enough of the field emitter sets though, do we?” 
 
    “We're golden,” replied Steele. “The Chief was able to remove the modules. They're clean and ready to go... so we'll actually have some spares.” 
 
    “Outstanding...” nodded Paul. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Admiral Steele and the Captain Ryan stood nearly shoulder to shoulder in the center of the Conquest's bridge, looking at the expanse of Ossomon, Black Flight and White Flight patrolling ahead, noted by markers on the big screen.  
 
    “Welcome to Ossomon, Admiral,” commented Ryan. “Over there” he pointed to a blue and green planet on the right, “is Rega, capital of the system. She's a pretty large Class 014.  Over on our left we have Ozira, a Class 09, not terribly habitable - fairly desolate really. Mostly desert. But there are several mining colonies there. There are also two stations in the system,” he pointed at the markers on the screen, “one owned by Rega as a trade hub and another that is owned by a private franchise.” 
 
    “Busy system...” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” agreed the Captain, “it certainly is. And on a regular basis, we have to visit and chase out some undesirables.” 
 
    “Pirates?” 
 
    Ryan pursed his lips for a moment, “Sometimes a little of everything. Minor skirmishes mostly. Peacekeeping.” 
 
    “Does Rega have a military? Can't they handle it?” 
 
    “To some extent, yes. But in many respects they are like Veloria, a little light on population and technology. They are making strides in the right direction though. As a steady provider of agricultural goods, they have expanded their wealth and upgraded much of their equipment and technology. We just need to lend them a hand from time to time to make sure their growth remains unfettered.” He glanced at Steele momentarily, “Something that should have been done with Veloria.” He shook his head briefly, thinking about recent history. “It pains me greatly that Velora Prime was... overlooked. That we were not there when they needed us...” 
 
    “Your sentiments are appreciated, Mr. Ryan. Now they...” Steele caught himself, “we, must look to the future.” 
 
    Anthony Ryan nodded solemnly, “Sometimes I forget, not only are you an Admiral, you are a King...” 
 
    “Mmm,” nodded Steele, “I have to remind myself sometimes. Not something I am totally comfortable with yet.” 
 
    “The Admiral or the King part?” mused the Captain. 
 
    “Take your pick...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    This was something new for Mike Warren, he had never seen this many civilian ships in a system at one time, his scope dotted with idents of all sizes. He keyed his mic on an open broadcast, “Unidentified freighter, one-five-seven-three-three-six, why aren't you broadcasting an ident? Identify yourself, please.” 
 
    It took a moment before the response crackled in, a distinctly female voice, “Who the hellion is asking?” 
 
    “UFW Conquest, Black Flight Leader, Lieutenant Commander Warren. Now please activate your ident beacon...” 
 
    “Oh...” crackled the stunned reply. “Sorry, Commander... Our communications mast was damaged salvaging some mining equipment. Our ident beacon is not functioning; we're operating on a secondary array... We're with Omni Salvage and Transport.” 
 
    “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “The only place with the parts and an interior bay where we can make the mast repairs; Rikovik's Reef...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    As Captain Ryan explained it, the Imperator of Rega was like the President of the planet. Immediately, with the Imperator's flamboyant mannerisms, wild hair and garish clothing, Steele got the impression he was meeting a circus barker. It was almost uncomfortable to watch.  
 
    “Greetings, Captain! Ooh, I see Admiral Pottsdorn is no longer with you... Whom do we have here?” 
 
    “Imperator, this is Admiral Steele...” 
 
    “Welcome, Admiral Steele!” exclaimed the man on screen, his arms spread wide. “Welcome to Ossomon and welcome to Rega! We hope you get a chance to stop at Rega Pinnacle Station, we're sure you will enjoy yourselves.”  
 
    “Thank you, Imperator...” 
 
    “Oh, you are quite welcome, of course. Will you be staying with us long?” 
 
    And there it is... nervous concern. He wants me to say no, we're just passing through... “Maybe a couple of days, Imperator.” Steele caught the Captain's shocked sideways glance out of the corner of his eye, but he was more interested in the Imperator's reaction. It was subtle but it was there. He did not want them there. Or maybe someone else didn't want them there. In either case he was worried. Truthfully, a UFW Task Force sitting in a system with mixed company might make a lot of people nervous. Screw it, let them be nervous. 
 
    “Well,” smiled the Imperator, nervously rambling on, “you are of course welcome to stay as long as you want... If there anything you require, please do not hesitate to ask. Maybe we can get together...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    With the communication concluded, Steele and Ryan walked toward the holographic chart table near the rear of the bridge. 
 
    The Captain glanced in his mug, “Well that was... interesting...” 
 
    “That was disturbing...” 
 
    “Probably a better word...” nodded Ryan. “I've never seen that behavior from him before.” 
 
    Leaning with his back against the chart table, his arms casually folded across his chest, Steele cocked his head to one side, “Mr. Ryan, that was probably the longest five minutes I've ever had the displeasure of enduring...” 
 
    The Captain sipped the remnants of his coffee, “He was nervous, very nervous. Almost frenetic. He's always been a bit... effervescent... ” 
 
    The word struck him as funny and Steele laughed out loud. “The guy reminded me of a Muppet...” 
 
    “Muppet?” 
 
    Steele nodded, “A special type of puppet. They're famous back home.” 
 
    Ryan raised one eyebrow, his expression dubious, “Famous puppets?” 
 
    Steele stroked his mustache in thought, “Yeah, I'm not sure I can explain it, but they're pretty funny.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The Captain looked unconvinced, motioning toward the screen with his empty mug, “So what do you want to do about our friend here?”  
 
    Steele was silent for a moment, formulating his thoughts. “Nothing.” He turned around and pulled up the system map on the holo-chart; planets, moons, stations, sun and gates floating above the table. “What's your SOP in this system?” 
 
     Anthony Ryan set his mug on the console and called up the navigational history, the holographic image of their last visit displayed on the chart, colored lines snaking around the system, illustrating all ship movements and patrols. “This is pretty typical. The blue lines show the patrols we had out here, here and here,” he pointed. “This blue line was our route through the system, and here is where one of our patrols engaged a pirate freighter smuggling contraband.”   
 
    “First thing I'm noticing,” began Steele, rotating the chart image around, examining it closely, “is there was a lot more ship traffic in this system on your last visit than we're seeing now...” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Considerably different...” 
 
    “What do you make of that?” 
 
    Captain Ryan pursed his lips in contemplation, “I honestly don't know, Admiral. I've been through this system about a dozen times, this is probably the quietest I've ever seen it.” 
 
    “Could someone have tipped off the locals we were coming?” 
 
    “Anything's possible, sir. The transporter that Black Flight encountered was deadheading to Rikovik's Reef for repairs on a comm mast they claim they damaged while salvaging mining equipment. The closest mining operation would be the one back in the Gedhepp System...” 
 
    “The fifth planet... Or what was left of it,” said Jack, correcting himself.  
 
    “Exactly. They came here to deposit their load and will likely head back to Gedhepp after their repairs.” 
 
    “So we may not have been alone in that planetary debris field.” Steele rubbed his chin contemplating their next move. He couldn't see anything happening at this juncture. It was a cat and mouse game; the task force was the cat and they had come late to the party. The mice had already scored their prize and successfully made away with it. Whether they had cleared the system or gone to ground to hide didn't matter, they had the time to wait the cat out. The Imperator, aka; the Big Cheese was nervous because a bunch of hidden mice could do a lot of damage if they got bored or resentful if their host wasn't graciously keeping them occupied. Whether he was a willing participant or simply tolerant of their presence was the question of the day. Steele suspected it was symbiotic relationship, a trade off of good and bad; their presence was bad, their money and trade products were good. It seemed clear the only result of remaining in the system would be to exacerbate the problem for the Imperator.  
 
    “Run the standard operations, Mr. Ryan. Let's head the task force to the nearest gate that puts us back on course for the Terran System. We've lost the element of surprise, we're not going to gain anything by hanging around or searching. We'll be back through here; maybe we'll have better luck next time.” 
 
    “Aye, Admiral.” The Captain left the chart table and headed for his command chair, holding up his empty mug, “Somebody bring me some coffee, please...?” 
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 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREERANGER – DD217, OSSOMON SYSTEM: MOUSE CHASE CAT  
 
    “Rega Pinnacle Control; FreeRanger DD217, you are number three in line for docking, the carousel is currently full. Please maintain your traffic pattern.” 
 
    Commander T. B. Yafusco paced the middle of the bridge in-between the stations, “Rega Pinnacle Control, we need supplies and we need to make this quick, we're in the middle of a military mission.” 
 
    “We sympathize with you 217, but we're a whole day behind in operations. I've bumped you up in priority three spots, I'm sorry we can't do any better than that, but...” 
 
    Commander Yafusco turned to his communications officer, making a slashing motion across his throat and she abruptly cut the comm connection. The square with Rega Pinnacle Station's traffic officer winked out, replaced by the view of a very busy space station and a line of ships snaking around the planet of Rega.  
 
    “Find us a comm to the Imperator.” He strolled back to his command chair and unceremoniously dropped into it, barely containing his ire. There wasn't a single   FreeRanger ship in the waiting roster, they were all commercial ships. The Imperator was forgetting his place, neglecting the debt he owed to the FreeRanger Council. Military ships were supposed to come first. But then again that ridiculous buffoon had never served, he was a greedy politician, a charlatan.   
 
    “Comm up...” 
 
    “On Screen,” barked Tibby, sliding out of his chair, standing in the center of the bridge, hands on his hips. 
 
    The Imperator of Rega sat behind his desk, hands folded calmly, looking fairly presidential despite his brightly colored clothes and wild hair. “Hello, Commander, how can I be of service to our FreeRanger friends?” 
 
    “Get me a spot on Pinnacle's docking carousel. Now.” 
 
    “I'm sorry my dear boy, that is quite impossible, we...” 
 
    “BOY!?” erupted Yafusco, closing in on the big screen, “You'd better check yourself, you pompous windbag!” 
 
    “My apologies,” waved the Imperator, attempting to placate the angry Commander. “We have a considerable backlog, as you can see. It is true they have placed you as number three in line, but we will have three docking spots opening nearly simultaneously. So you see, moving you up in the roster would do little to speed things up for you. We are doing our best, I can assure you.”  
 
    “We are...” 
 
    “In a hurry, I understand completely,” nodded the Imperator, interrupting. “If you would care to send your supplies list to the tower, we can help expedite things by organizing your order and having it ready to load when you get to the dock. That should save you quite a bit of time.” He smiled, anticipating a positive response. Getting nothing but an icy stare, he waved an electronic stylus at the screen, “I heard you're on a mission. Might I inquire...” 
 
    “No you may not.” 
 
    If nothing else, the Imperator was persistent. “It wouldn't have anything to do with the UFW group that passed though here, would it?” He watched Yafusco's expression change. “Might I say, Commander, you are a bit, um, unprepared to meet them?” 
 
    Yafusco didn't respond to the comment, remaining stone faced. “Tell me about the group, what kind of ships were they?” 
 
    “There were three ships; a carrier, a battleship and a frigate - not a type I'd ever seen before. And fighters, lots of fighters.” 
 
    “What type of carrier?” 
 
    “An Oijin Class. And the battleship was a Chimera Class,” he added with a knowing nod. 
 
    Yafusco paced, his head down, thinking. An Oijin Class was a heavy carrier, there wasn't anything bigger that he could think of. It was an older design; many of the newer types were smaller, lighter, faster... but with the fighter payload she carried, an Oijin could own a system. And with a Chimera Battleship, she didn't need to be fast. There weren't many around but the Chimera firepower was legendary. Could these be the ones from Velora Prime that came to the defense of the Freedom? It made sense. Commander Boxxe had said there were nearly a hundred fresh fighters coming into the fight; that certainly described the capabilities of an Oijin Carrier. What about the frigate? Could it be the same one Boxxe's DD158 was attacked by? Tibby had never heard of a Halceón until Boxxe mentioned it and the one in this UFW group remained unidentified by Rega Pinnacle Station. Coincidence? That was too many coincidences for Tibby's taste. 
 
    “What else do you remember?” probed the Commander. 
 
    The Imperator steepled his fingers, resting his chin there for a moment, “Well, the carrier and battleship have been through here several times before, but the little frigate is a new addition... Hmm... Oh yes, and the group has a new Admiral, I guess the old one retired or something.” 
 
    Tibby stopped in his tracks, “New Admiral...? Name, name! What's his name?” 
 
    “Steele. Why, do you know him?” 
 
    “No. We've never met... but I've heard the name...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Grinah strolled into the galley and slid into the booth next to Tibby, staring at his plate as he ate. “Slow down or you're going to make yourself sick.” 
 
    He paused between fork-fulls, “I wanted to finish before they were done with our cargo...” 
 
    “Too late,” she smiled, “the boys are securing the hull now. We'll be ready to go in just a few...” 
 
    “Commander Yafusco to the bridge, Commander to the bridge.” 
 
    Grinah giggled lightly, glancing up at the comm speaker, “And there it is.” She stayed Tibby's fork hand, “Slow down. Eat your meal, mister. Lieutenant Zarney is fully capable of clearing us from the station.” 
 
    Tibby stared into her eyes for a moment before setting his fork on the plate and keying his mic, “Take us out, Dash. Best speed once we're clear.”   
 
    “Aye, sir,” came the response in his earpiece. “Also wanted to update you, the DD62 has arrived in system; she's been directed to follow our lead.” 
 
    “Excellent, that's Kindre Thurmer's ship; she's a good skipper. Have them fall into formation, I'll be up after dinner.” 
 
    “Aye, Skipper. Take your time.” 
 
    Grinah tilted her head, “Who's Kindre Thurmer?” 
 
    Tibbe resumed eating at a more leisurely pace, “The DD62 is in system; they're joining up with us. I know Kindre from my Academy class, she's a good skipper. One of only a handful of women going through command class at the time.” 
 
    “An old flame?”  
 
    “By the Gods, no.” he laughed. 
 
    “So she's hideous then?” 
 
    Tibby had the distinct feeling she was toying with him. Like a cat toys with a mouse. “No, just way out of my league.” 
 
    “You underestimate yourself,” she said wryly, her eyes boring into his. 
 
    “No... you've never seen her...” 
 
    “So she's beautiful then?” 
 
    Yafusco could see where this was leading, and he had no exit strategy. “I really don't want to have this conversation, Grinah...” 
 
    “Is she more beautiful than me?” 
 
    Dammit. “No one is more beautiful than you...” It was the only logical answer he could think of. 
 
    Grinah leaned back against her seat, “Good answer,” she teased. “You do know I'm not the insecure type, don't you?” She touched his hand, “Stop sweating, dear, I'm just playing with you.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The conference comm in the Captain's ready room between the two destroyer commanders, lasted about fifteen minutes. Enough for a thorough situation report, with plenty of time left over for some friendly chatting and reminiscing. And more than enough time for Grinah to become uncomfortable. It was obvious Tibby approached Kindre Thurmer with a friendly professionalism, there was nothing that hinted at anything more. But there was something about that woman that told Grinah she would take more if she thought she could get it. She looked like a maneater, dangerously beautiful. 
 
    Grinah was still staring at the blank screen when Yafusco turned around, “You OK?” 
 
    She blinked away the image burned into her eyes of the striking platinum blond with the short hair. “Uh, I'm OK,” she blinked, her eyes shifting to Tibby, “Alright, I might be a little insecure...” 
 
    He sat next to her, “She's not my type... You're my type.” 
 
    “Pssch,” snorted Grinah, “She's not my type either, I don't go that way. But by the Gods, I'd make the exception. Just so I could stare at her...” 
 
    “That's the problem,” explained Tibby, “she's too attractive...” 
 
    “Sure, because too attractive is the new ugly,” countered Grinah sarcastically. 
 
    Tibby burst into a belly laugh. “I don't know how to explain it,” he said, taking her hand. “It's like she's so beautiful, it's distracting. She's so beautiful, looking at her makes my head hurt...” 
 
    “Stop saying so beautiful, you're going to give me a complex.” 
 
    “OK. How about this, last one; she's so beautiful it scares me. You're so beautiful I fell in love with you.” 
 
    Grinah laughed a short, unladylike snort, covering her mouth in embarrassment, “I can live with that one.” 
 
    “Y'know, I could probably get you together with her,” he teased, “I heard she likes women too...” 
 
    She shot him a sideways glance, “So you could watch? You'd like that wouldn't you...” 
 
    He shrugged, grinning, “Not my thing, just trying to keep my girl happy...” 
 
    “You are so full of it,” she shot back playfully. “That's every man's thing...” 
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 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, RANGILEUR SYSTEM: THE REAPER COMETH  
 
    “Lt. Commander, Mike Warren, and Flight Cadet, Lisa Steele; report to the Admiral's office...” 
 
    Sitting in the crowded galley cafeteria, Lisa Steele glanced up from her breakfast and  
 
    the e-Pad she had been studying. She looked around, “Did they just call me?” 
 
    Commander Dar Sloane sat down across from her, setting his loaded tray on the table, “Yep, that's you, Cookie. What did you do?” 
 
    “Lt. Commander, Mike Warren, and Flight Cadet, Lisa Steele; report to the Admiral's office, on the double!” 
 
    Lt. Commander Mike Warren stood up on the other side of the room, slugging down his juice. “Let's go, Steele!” he shouted, leaving his tray on the table. Lisa jumped up and with one last inquisitive look at Sloane, began making her way toward the exit.  
 
    “Good luck, Cookie!” Dar called over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “What the hell's going on?” asked Lisa, hustling to keep up with Mike's longer strides as they trotted down the corridor. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, Lisa, I haven't heard a thing. Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of,” she panted. “I have an e-Pad and an eGo-h, why didn't he just call me on one of those...” She slowed her stride when she thought of the Remora, “Ooh...” 
 
    Mike Warren slowed, grabbing her by the hand, “Keep up. What, ooh?” 
 
    “The Remora, I'm in trouble for the Remora.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” said Mike as they rounded a corner, “why would they need me? Coming thru!” he shouted, parting a group of crewman down the middle. 
 
    Lisa passed through the group behind him. “I don't know... Elevators?” she pointed. 
 
    “No time. Stairs,” he huffed. They rounded another corner and he cut ahead of her, taking the stairs two at a time, his boots clanging on the metal steps. “Keep up, Kiddo.” 
 
    “Doing my best, you're a lot faster than me...” 
 
    The run from the galley to the bridge was better than half of the Conquest's 1,987 foot length, through populated corridors and up six decks. Mike eased to a stop, pausing outside the bridge door, waiting for Lisa to catch up, making sure he was tucked and his gig line was straight before entering. “Tuck yourself,” he prompted as she tromped to a stop. 
 
    “What?” she wheezed, pinching a stitch in her side.  
 
    “Straighten up,” he whispered. “You can't go in like that.” 
 
    “I just ran a half mile and you're worried about my shirt?” 
 
    “Fifth of a mile,” he corrected her, taking her e-Pad so she could make her adjustments. “It wasn't the run, it was the stairs. Stairs are the killer.” He pulled her belt buckle to the middle. “That's better. You ready?” He handed the e-Pad back to her. 
 
    “You mean... other than not being able to breathe?” she huffed. “Sure, I'm good... to go...” 
 
    The Marine sentry who had remained motionless and silent outside the door, activated the control and it split, disappearing into the walls with a metallic scrape. It was the first time since she'd been on the Conquest that Lisa was afraid to walk through the door onto the bridge. What had it been, four months? Five months...? Her internal dialogue abruptly ceased when Mike Warren paused inside the door, waiting to be noticed, saluting to the Captain when his attention shifted momentarily in their direction. She mimicked Mike's salute with almost perfect timing.  
 
    A quick salute and the Captain nodded in the direction of the Admiral's office, turning back to his bridge duties. Everything felt different and there was an impending sense of dread that rolled in her stomach, her heart hammering. 
 
    The door to the Admiral's office, the same door that she had passed through daily for months, suddenly seemed foreign. Mike stepped to the door without hesitation and it slid cleanly into the walls with a hiss. Stepping through into the office, he left enough room for Lisa at his side and saluted. She followed suit, feeling extremely uncomfortable. 
 
    She tried to read the Admiral - her brother, and for the first time she could recollect, found nothing there but a blank slate. It chilled her. He and Captain Paul Smiley rose from their respective leather chairs, returning their salutes. It looked like she and Mike had interrupted an important conference of some kind. She was more than happy to come back later. 
 
    “Do you know why you're here?” asked the Admiral. 
 
    “No, sir,” replied Mike Warren, “but I expect you're going to tell us.” 
 
    The Admiral smiled briefly, at least it looked like a smile to Lisa. “I'll let the Captain explain it to you,” he said, sitting back down, crossing his legs casually at the knee. The smile disappeared as quickly as it came and Lisa felt weak in the knees. Her hands were trembling, having a difficult time holding onto her now sweat-slippery e-Pad. She pinched the leg seams of her pants to keep her hands still. 
 
    Paul Smiley glanced down at his own e-Pad, “This hearing is to determine if events recorded during the egress of Rikovik's Reef and the transition through to Aegeron Pass are properly recorded and accurate.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied quietly. 
 
    “I have not asked you a question as of yet, Cadet.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” 
 
      “Lisa Steele...” She twitched when he said her name like someone had just shouted in her face but the Captain took no notice and continued. “On or about interstellar date; 70522.523, did you or did you not, launch from the UFW Frigate, Revenge, in the ship's newly acquired Remora fighter during gate transit from Rikovik's Reef to Aegeron Pass, with the express mission of providing a communication link between the Revenge and a yacht, piloted by Admiral Steele?” 
 
    Lisa swallowed hard, “Yes, sir,” she croaked, her mouth feeling pasty. 
 
    “And you were able to ascertain that the yacht was substantially damaged?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it was.” 
 
    “You were successful in communicating with both; Admiral Steele in the yacht and the bridge of the Revenge? Relay information?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And you were issued clear, distinct orders by both; Lt. Commander, Brian Carter prior to launch and Admiral Steele, in flight, to vacate the vicinity of the yacht if it threatened to drop below safe transition protocols?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she squeaked, her voice cracking. Am I having a heart attack? I think I'm having a heart attack... 
 
    “And, did you or did you not, disobey both of those direct orders?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied, her voice quivering. No, heart's still beating I can feel it in my ears. But I can't feel my hands... maybe it's a stroke... God, I'm having a stroke... 
 
    “And in doing so, not only risked the safety of the UFW craft you were piloting, but your own life and the life of your crew member, Marine Sergeant, Draza Mac?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” She was clenching her jaw to keep from shaking. It wasn't helping. Oh my God I'm going to prison... 
 
    “And contrary to orders, common sense, better judgment and every known tactic or technique developed over eons of space flight, attempted to use a fighter craft like a lowly recovery tug? Severely damaging the craft entrusted to your care, nearly losing your bird, your life and the life of your crew member?” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “Answer the question, Cadet.” He tossed his e-Pad on the chair behind him. 
 
    She clenched, fighting her nerves. “Yes, sir.” 
 
     “And by sheer guts, fortitude, willpower and brute force, use every ounce of skill you'd developed, persevered to survive an event that has never been recorded before? And in the process, saved the Admiral and twenty-three other lives?” 
 
    Lisa took a deep breath, not only taking pride in the fact that she had not failed or abandoned her brother, but recognizing a different tone in the question. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And would you, if presented with the same situation again, react in the same manner, risking your life, without hesitation or regret?” 
 
    “I regret nothing,” she said, raising her eyes defiantly and looking at him squarely, her heart pounding. 
 
    “Then I cannot think of anyone who deserves these more than you do...” Captain Smiley extended his arm toward her, his opening palm revealing a pair of golden flight wings. Paul stepped forward, removed and pocketed the training emblem from her uniform tunic, replacing it with the polished pilot's wings.  
 
    The Admiral rose from his seat as the Captain stepped back from the speechless young woman. Mike Warren, standing silently, hadn't budged an inch since their entrance into the room.  
 
    “I think we have a problem mister Smiley...”  
 
    “What's that, Admiral?” 
 
    “This pilot seems to be out of uniform...” he stepped to his sister and pulled the cadet pips off her collar, taking a moment to replace them with a new set. Satisfied, he stepped back, “This Ensign is still dressed as a Cadet...” 
 
    Captain Smiley looked over the cow-eyed young woman, “That can't be right, can it?” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “No it's not. Please see to it that she visits the ship's tailor and is immediately fitted for the proper uniform of her rank.  
 
    Captain Smiley looked to Mike Warren, “Lt. Commander, will you see to it that Ms. Steele finds her way to the tailor for a new fitting?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. New uniform for the Ensign.” 
 
    The Admiral rubbed his chin, “Something tells me we're forgetting something, Captain...” 
 
    “Ah yes.” Paul grabbed his e-Pad off the chair behind him and paged to a new document. “From the office of UFW Fleet Command: In light of the actions of UFW Cadet, Lisa Steele, on or about interstellar date; 70522.523, in which she did willfully and without concern for her own safety, remain with a crippled, private space conveyance that had dropped below transfer gate protocols. At great risk to her and her crew, even as the transfer tube deteriorated, Ms. Steele used her UFW Remora spacecraft to push said private conveyance safely through the gate into Aegeron Pass. This heroic, selfless act of bravery, has duly been recorded and is being rewarded with the UFW Meritorious Halo Award, with lightning bolt...” Paul waved his hand, “Signed; UFW Fleet Command, Fleet Admiral, Warn Higdenberger.” 
 
    Lisa recognized her brother in the Admiral now as he stepped forward with a warm smile, a small open box in his hand containing a campaign ribbon. “This is the Meritorious Halo ribbon, it goes under your wings on your uniform. An actual medal will come for you as well. The little silver lightning bolt on it, represents you surviving a tear during transition. There are only two people in the entire UFW fleet with this exact ribbon...” 
 
    “You...?” she asked, accepting the box. 
 
    Jack shook his head, “No, not me. You and Sergeant Draza Mac.” He stepped back, shoulder to shoulder with Captain Smiley. “One last bit of business before we dismiss you...” 
 
    “Right,” began Captain Smiley. “Lisa, you will report to flight combat training day after tomorrow when our new class starts...” He nodded at Mike, “Mr. Warren here, will not only be one of the primary class instructors, but your private tutor. There is a lot to learn and we're going to push you pretty hard, both mentally and physically.” 
 
    Lisa's pulse quickened, “I'm going to be a fighter pilot...?” 
 
    Paul smiled, “Lady, you're loaded with raw talent and a huge set of, um... stones. I'm expecting nothing but good things from you...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Showered, refreshed and in a new uniform, sporting her new wings, rank and citation ribbon, Lisa Steele and Mike Warren walked the corridor toward the officer's lounge. She kept looking down at her new wings, the reality still sinking in. “I swear to God, I thought I was going to pee myself. Or pass out... In which case I would have peed myself anyway...” 
 
    Mike guffawed, “You did fine. You know why they did that, right?” 
 
    “No, not really... They wanted to mess with my head?” 
 
    “Heh,” he snorted, “maybe a little. But mostly I think to impress upon you that being a bonehead is not going to have pleasant results. You screw something up you get reprimanded – and let's be honest, what you did was insanely stupid...” 
 
    “Hey...” she objected. 
 
    “Well it was. I'm not saying I or any other pilot wouldn't have tried it... Wait, I take that back,” he said with a cancellation wave. “I probably would have never thought of something as ridiculous as crushing the nose of my fighter up the ass of another ship to push it...” 
 
    Lisa tossed her hair back in frustration, “Y'know if you're trying to make me feel better, you're failing miserably.” 
 
    “What I'm getting at,” explained Mike, “is you had a unique perspective; one of less experience, which benefited you. Working from a vantage point of less... knowledge, you did not know what you were doing had nearly a zero percent chance of succeeding. No one told you it couldn't be done, so it never entered your mind that you couldn't do it. So you just went and did it.” 
 
    “Sooo, you could say I did something impossible then.” 
 
    “That's what I'm saying,” he said, punctuating with his hands. “It was against direct orders, so they had to reprimand you. But you succeeded, so they rewarded you. I'm pretty sure they just wanted you to understand that there are consequences to your decisions. Thank God it wasn't a posthumous award...” 
 
    “Pssch, yeah, that would suck.” 
 
    “Fortunately for you, it all ended well... you have the Steele guardian angel on your shoulder... it must run in your family. We should drink to that angel and pray he's never asleep when you need him.” 
 
    “Or her,” mused Lisa, sighing. “Yeah, I could use a drink... a couple... or four.” 
 
    “I hope you bought your ITC card, because tradition says drinks are on you tonight...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Li-sa! Li-sa! Li-sa!” chanted the people in the crowded Officer's Club. 
 
    “I didn't know I had this many friends!” Lisa shouted to Mike over the noise. 
 
    “Don't let it go to your head, you'd be surprised how fast free drinks spreads around the ship!” he shouted back.  
 
    “I have to pay for everybody?” 
 
    “Just one round,” he nodded. “But all night for your friends,” he grinned. 
 
    Lisa wove her way through the throng, running into Sergeant Draza Mac. “Hey Mac!” she hugged him then suddenly pulled away, “Wait, are you going to be in trouble for being in here? You're not...” 
 
    “An officer,” he said, finishing her sentence. “It's alright, you can say it, it doesn't offend me.” He pointed to his Meritorious Halo citation ribbon, “It's my night too...” 
 
    She took a drink handed to her by a passing waitress, “So do you have to buy drinks for everybody too?” 
 
    “I don't know, you might want to ask that guy over there,” he shouted, pointing across the room to a far corner. Lisa turned to follow his finger, spotting her brother and Commander Dar Sloane standing together, waving at her over the heads of the crowd. “The answer is,” continued the Sergeant, “the Admiral's got your back, your money's no good here.” He grabbed her by the arm, “And if you ever need a back-seater, I'll fly with you... Any time.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    After more than a couple hours of noise, music and drinks Jack needed a break, dragging Lisa out of the Officer's Club by the hand, followed by Mike Warren and Dar Sloane. “Wow,” he opened his mouth and pulled on his earlobes, “my ears are ringing.” 
 
    “Mine too,” added Lisa as they strolled down the corridor.  
 
    “That bash is going to cost you a pretty penny, Jack,” commented Mike in a moment of casual off-duty dialogue. “Er, sorry... Admiral...” he mumbled. 
 
    “Forget it, Mike. It's just us.” He shot a sideways glance at Lisa, “It's worth every last dime,” he smiled, “and then some.”  
 
    “So where are we going, Jack?” asked Dar Sloane. 
 
    “You call me Admiral,” teased Steele. 
 
    “Sorry, Admiral...” 
 
    “Kidding, Dar.” He waved toward the elevators, “One last thing to show you, Lisa, then I'm headed off to bed. You all can go back to the party if you want.” 
 
    “Not if I want to be able to get up in the morning,” commented Mike. “Besides, I need my beauty sleep...” 
 
    Lisa and Dar exchanged glances and Dar wanted to say something but he dared not, especially in front of her brother. He decided to wait for a better opportunity.  
 
    The elevator ride down was silent except for the hum of the cab as it descended nine decks, the steel doors opening with a hiss on the hangar deck, directly below the flight deck. The smell of electronics, lubricants and metal were tangible enough to taste. “I'm getting to like that smell,” said Lisa, “it makes my mouth water.” 
 
    Jack slung his arm around her shoulder and gave her a little squeeze, “My little sister is becoming a real pilot, she's all grown up now...” 
 
    She pushed him off, laughing, ”Quit it...” 
 
    Walking past several occupied repair stations, they came upon an empty stall and Jack came to an abrupt stop, looking around. “What the hell,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What?” asked Mike. 
 
    “It was right here...” he pointed, “they must've moved it...” He waved his arms above his head in frustration, “HEY!” he shouted, “Where's...” 
 
    A head and shoulders popped up, suspended in mid-air about seven feet off the deck, the mechanic looking down at the confused pilots, “Admiral! Wasn't expecting you tonight, just chasing down a few little things...” He reached forward, doing something with unseen arms and hands. An outline glittered, the shimmering shape of the Remora wavering as it gradually appeared like a mirage in the desert, finally becoming solid. The mechanic climbed down the boarding ladder of the flat-black fighter which had come to resemble a giant black wasp. He ducked under the nose and extended his hand as he approached, “Admiral.” They shook briefly. “She looks great, doesn't she?” 
 
    “Astounding,” was all Jack could manage, examining her new profile. 
 
    “She's not really a Remora anymore, she's way more advanced than that. Your engineer, Hoecken Noer... he's brilliant. Just amazing what that man can design.” 
 
    “So what is she?” asked Lisa staring, mouth agape. 
 
    “Ma'am,” said the mechanic with a sweep of his hand, “Meet the Reaper...” 
 
    “She looks bad ass!” breathed Mike. He reached up and put his hand on one of the nose guns, examining the turret. “These don't look familiar, what kind of guns are these?” 
 
    “Good question,” gestured the mechanic. “We originally intended to install standard Particle Gauss Guns, but Hoecken Noer had a better idea... Cryo Gauss Guns...” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, “Come again, Chief?” 
 
    “His new invention. Took a couple of standard guns and reverse engineered them, rebuilt them into these things right here in the machine shop.” 
 
    “A Frankengun,” mumbled Jack. 
 
    The Chief offered a puzzled look at the term but decided to ignore it, pulling a nine-inch steel spike out of his tool pouch, handing it to Jack. “That's your projectile. It's accelerated by Gauss coil magnets, barely touches the barrel, no friction. The tip is a super hard alloy, for penetration, as is the outer skin. The inside is another type of alloy, softer but very dense.” He took it back and threw it on the floor with a clang and stopped its roll with the toe of his boot. “Totally inert. No explosive or propellant. On the other hand, a Gauss Particle is a super-hard steel ball, only does one thing.” He bent over and picked up the spike again. “But this baby, will penetrate as-is and break up inside, or, when frozen, explode on impact like a frag grenade.” He pointed at the turret, “The ammo rack is normally ambient temperature and dry. Want them frozen? Switch the system and it floods the rack compartment with refrigerant. Want them back again? Just switch the system back and the refrigerant drains back into the reservoir... of course it will take a while for the ammunition to warm back up...” 
 
    “Very interesting. How fast do they cycle and what's the round count?” 
 
    “Eight-hundred rounds per gun. They cycle considerably slower than the Particle Gauss, but the projectile mass is so much higher on the Cryo Gun, it will do a lot more damage.” 
 
    Dar Sloane was running his hand across the hull, “What kind of paint is this? If feels almost... soft.” 
 
    “Non reflective, Commander,” said the mechanic. “Light, Radar, magnetic, Lidar; it does a pretty good job of absorbing all of those. Not perfect mind you... but enough to give you an edge... ” 
 
    “Something else Hecken Noer's been working on?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yep. He wanted to test it on something so he thought this would be a good trial.” 
 
    “It's OK by me... Anything else?” 
 
    “Some improvements on armor, brings it up to the level of some of our other birds, nothing hugely exotic. But I know he's got a few panels on it that are something he calls his special blend.” The mechanic shrugged and shook his head, “I don't ask.” 
 
    Jack laughed, “Probably wise, Chief.” He looked over the Reaper once more, walking around it before yawning wide. “OK people I'm done, I'm late for a date with my pillow.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” confirmed Mike, “I've got class prep to organize tomorrow.” 
 
    The group said their goodnights and went their separate ways, the mechanic taking his cue and wandering off to finish his work, leaving Dar and Lisa standing alone under the right wingtip holding hands in an awkward silence. “So...” 
 
     “So...” replied Lisa. 
 
    “Big day, huh?” Dar knew what he really wanted to say. What he really wanted to ask. But it just didn't seem to dovetail into the here and now. 
 
    She nodded, looking down at her shoes, “Definitely one for the record books...” 
 
    “I bet you're tired.” 
 
    She shrugged noncommittally, “Maybe a little. Not ready to go to sleep yet, though.” 
 
    They started walking slowly toward the elevators. “Want to get a nightcap?”  
 
    Lisa tweaked her mouth sideways which usually meant it wasn't her first choice. “I think I'm done with the crowd for the night...” 
 
    “So, you want to be alone then?” 
 
    She smirked, “I didn't say that...” 
 
    Dar sighed, hoping he was getting a better handle on her line of thinking, “Well my quarters are on the pilots' deck...” 
 
    Lisa made the crooked mouth thing again, “The pilots' deck is like a frat house... I don't think I want to go there... Mine are on the command staff deck...” she said suggestively. 
 
    Dar pushed the button for the elevator. “Ooh, great, next door to your brother, just what I need.” 
 
    She smiled as the door opened, “Same deck, different side of the ship...” 
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 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    BIRMINGHAM, ALABAMA: MIDNIGHT AUTO 
 
    Most of Birmingham was in the rear-view mirror when the old sedan began coughing up what felt like the equivalent of a lung. Chase knew from the beginning it would never last the entire trip, the sedan hadn't been quite right since they'd acquired it not more than a mile or two from the River Inn & Marina. Now he was hoping it would last just a few more miles. 
 
    Karen opened her eyes, stretching, “What's wrong?” 
 
    “Engine's almost done...” 
 
    “Poor thing,” she mumbled. “Where are we? What time is it?” 
 
    “About one in the morning... We just passed through Birmingham.” He hazarded a glance in the mirror as he moved to the outer lane. “Geez, she won't even hold fifty-five...” 
 
    Karen looked around, seeing nothing but a few scattered lights, “What's the plan?” 
 
    “I saw a billboard advertising a dealership ahead, I'm hoping she'll get us that far.” 
 
    “You thinking of trading her in?” joked Karen. 
 
    “Funny girl,” he shot back. “I'm hoping not to have to walk too far.” 
 
    A gentle curve in the road and a break in the trees on the right side of the highway revealed a cluster of lights. “Is that it?” she pointed. 
 
    Chase had his foot buried in the accelerator pedal, half the cylinders firing in a lumpy, chug that was quickly dropping towards forty miles an hour. “I sure hope so...”  
 
    “I see the sign, that's it!” 
 
    “And no exit... oh well.” Chase lifted his foot off the floored pedal and the engine immediately wheezed to a backfiring, belching idle as he steered it across the shoulder and onto the grass. The old engine groaned when it quit and he let it roll to a stop on its own, shutting off the lights. Chase made a finger gun and shot the dashboard, complete with sound effect. 
 
    Karen swung her door open, “What was that?” 
 
    “When your horse goes lame, you don't let it suffer, you put it out of its misery. I was putting it out of its misery,” he shrugged, opening his door. 
 
    Hand sanitizer on a clean sock will work almost as well as alcohol or bleach wipes for removing fingerprints. It might not completely clean DNA but it would make it a great deal tougher finding any intact. His task complete, Chase stuffed the gear in his bag and hefted the backpack over one shoulder, heading for the tree line where Karen and Allie were waiting.  
 
    Moving through the trees, down the gentle embankment toward the lights of the dealership, Chase was running alarm systems through his head preparing himself for what he might encounter. As a security specialist, he had done his fair share of ethical security breaches for corporate and private clients. There were almost always weaknesses that could be taken advantage of; you just had to find them. Some were harder than others to find. The thing you couldn't plan for was the human element. Outside interference. A bystander, employee, security guard, cop, dogs... Dogs were a real pain in the ass, no pun intended. He even ran across a client in Miami that had a Bengal Tiger roaming the grounds of his estate. That was a tough one. But he usually had time to plan and make notes; going in cold was always the most difficult. 
 
    He crouched at the outer edge of the tree line overlooking the dealership, “You're going to stay here with Allie, I have to do this alone.” He surveyed the lot, a low, heavy tubular rail surrounding the dealership with padlocked swing-arm gates. “Hmm, no tall fences, no barbed wire... I like it so far. We must be in a low crime area.” He inserted the walkie-talkie earpiece in his ear and clipped the mic to his collar. “Let me know if you see anything,” he whispered, moving out into the open. “And stay back in the shadows, not at the edge.” 
 
    “OK,” she whispered in his ear. “Um, what do I do if you get caught?” 
 
    “Find a way to Salt Lake City and call the number on your cell phone...” 
 
    “By myself...?” 
 
    “Ssshhh...” Chase crouched at the rear gate facing the access street running along the highway, checking up and down the empty road. Reaching back and pulling a pick-set out of the side of his backpack, he made short work of the padlock, leaving it in place but unlocked. He ducked under the gate and weaving between the rows of cars scanned the light poles for cameras. There was one on each corner pole looking in toward the building. Creeping between the cars being careful to stay obscured from the cameras he made his way to the furthest back corner. At the base of the pole was an electrical inspection plate. Removing it, he stuck the red-lensed flashlight in his mouth, holding it's rubber body between his teeth. Carefully separating the wires, he snipped the video coaxial cable and replaced the plate. Less than five minutes later the other video camera at the back of the lot was dark as well. “How are we doing?” he whispered. 
 
    “All quiet. Some light traffic on the street out front, no people.” 
 
    “Good.” Chase examined a used, white, sport truck on his way to the back door of the dealership building. Nothing flashy, four door cab, four wheel drive, relatively new... “I think I found us a new truck,” he whispered, moving to the back door. Wearing blue Nitrile gloves he worked the picks on the lock of the service door. He figured at best he'd have two minutes to neutralize the alarm before it went off. At worst, a minute. He checked his watch before yanking the door open and slipping inside. It took him almost thirty seconds to locate the key panel in the front office near the receptionist desk, giving little more than a glance at the modern, well-appointed dealership or the new cars sitting in the darkened showroom.  
 
    Flashlight back in mouth, he unscrewed the front panel of the control panel, popping it open, “Oh what the hell,” he mumbled past the flashlight, a spaghetti bowl of wires spilling out of the box. 
 
    “What's wrong?” Karen whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Sloppy wiring,” he grumbled, fishing through the mess. He worked feverishly, separating the wires and contacts, jumpering several before the light on the front of the panel winked to green. He checked his watch, a minute and fifteen seconds had passed. He wiped the sweat off his face. “Everything OK out there?”  
 
    “Uh oh...” 
 
    “What?” he hissed. 
 
    “I have lights above me on the highway...”  
 
    “What kind of lights?” he asked, heading to the finance office. 
 
    “The blue and red kind... I think they're over by the old car.” 
 
    “Don't panic, they're probably just checking it out to make sure someone isn't stranded...” 
 
    “Hurry up please...” 
 
    “Hang tight, I should be done in a few minutes...”  
 
    One sale missing paperwork might be suspicious, but two sales missing paperwork would more likely be careless. He snatched a completed file out of the finance officer's bin, looking at the salesman's name, “Sorry Bob,” he breathed, “you got a little sloppy this week.” He slid the file into his pack and hacking into the dealer's computer system, entered the associate's name on all the paperwork for the white pickup truck. Chase printed out a clear title, purchase, payment and transfer paperwork, assigning a license plate from the dealer's stash for new sales. He finished up, making sure he left no traces of his intrusion and headed off to find the security office. “How are you doing out there?” 
 
    “I think he left...” 
 
    Wiping the past eight hours of security video, Chase replaced them with video files from a week earlier, resetting the dates on the files and set the security cameras to restart   
 
    the next night. There would be a full set of videos for the day, before they realized the back lot cameras were inoperative. Satisfied with his work, he tucked everything into his backpack, slinging it over his shoulders. 
 
    “I'll be right out, be ready to go when I say so...” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Chase checked his watch, opened the security panel and hit the reset before plucking off the jumpers, the alarm counting down from a minute and thirty seconds. He stuffed the wires back inside and closed the panel, screwing it shut. His eyes swept the area, making sure everything looked untouched before heading to the back door.  
 
    Halfway to the door he realized he'd forgotten the keys to the truck. Son of a bitch! He flung his backpack across the smooth floor and headed back to the front office as his bag slid toward the back door. As he rounded the service desk, the bright shaft of a spotlight reached through the showroom windows and swept slowly towards him. He dove to the floor and scooted across the polished tile on his belly to the sales manager's office, using the vehicles in the showroom for cover. Scooting through the doorway and around the desk, he could see the key cabinet above him but he couldn't stand up, the spotlight scanning the front of the dealership right through the glass offices. Peeking around the desk, he could see the nose of the police car sitting at the curb right in front of dealership's entrance. “Karen, use your cell phone, call 911! Call 911!”  
 
    “What? Why? What's going on?” 
 
    “I've got a cop out front, I'm trapped!” 
 
    ”What do I say?” 
 
    “Say there's a man with a gun robbing the gas station up the street...” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Fuck! Pick one! Hurry!” 
 
    Chase took a calculated risk and rose to his knees to pop the cabinet open as the spotlight swept back in the other direction. He could see the key dangling on the hook above him, the truck description written on the tag. As he cautiously reached for it, red and blue flashes reflected off the walls and glass around him, refracting back and forth in dizzying directions. He froze, a sudden numbness in his hands, an icy chill racing up his back. The wail of the siren and squealing of tires almost made him piss himself.  
 
    With nerves jangling and muscles jittering from the adrenalin flood, he jumped up, snagged the keys and bolted for the rear door. One minute, twenty seconds. He scooped up the heavy backpack like it was a bag of feathers, spinning through the door, slamming it behind him. “Get the gate! Get the gate!” He fumbled with the picks to relock the back door fighting the trembles that threatened to spill the picks all over the ground. Somehow he lucked out and the latch dropped into place with a clunk.  
 
    Unlocking the truck's doors with the key fob, he slid to a stop and ripped the door open, chucking his pack into the back seat. Jumping behind the wheel he cranked up the engine and threw it into gear, tearing out through the open gate, flinging the passenger door open as he slammed on the brakes. “Come Allie!” The German Shepherd bolted from the tree line, diving through the open door and Karen jumped into the back, pack and laptop bag in tow. 
 
    “I'm in!” 
 
    Chase stomped the accelerator and the passenger doors slammed shut of their own weight as they raced down the access road in the opposite direction of Karen's 911 call, the truck's V-8 pumping out horsepower galore. “Give me your phone!” A hand appeared between the seats and he took the flip phone, wiping it on his pants and breaking it in two against the steering wheel, throwing the parts out the window.  
 
    Three miles were under the tires before he pulled off into an empty church parking lot. “I've got to put the plate on before we go any farther...” he stuttered, putting the truck in park and holding out his trembling hands. “Whew, you'd think I'd be used to these adrenalin dumps by now... amazing what it does.” He looked back over his shoulder as he peeled off the blue gloves, Karen still laying across the seat on her stomach. “You're awful quiet, you alright?” 
 
    “Mmmhmm.” 
 
    “You're stuck under your pack, aren't you.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jackson Mississippi behind them, Karen adjusted herself in the driver's seat, one hand on the wheel, holding the pickup steady just above seventy miles per hour, a hint of blue creeping into the night sky. “So we're taking I-20 all the way into Dallas?” She waved her hand, “I mean if we were going this way anyway, why didn't we take I-10 across from the get-go?” 
 
    His attention divided, Chase nodded staring at the laptop screen on his knees, a cell phone connection providing him with internet. “Yep, then I-35 up to Kansas City...” He glanced up for a moment, realizing she'd asked two questions. “I-10 is a popular smuggling corridor, lot's of police activity. We kinda want to avoid contact.” 
 
    She nodded her understanding. “What are you doing...?” She tried to peek at the screen. 
 
    “Watch the road,” he said without looking up. “I'm reactivating a corporation I set up a few years back. It's very secret, government-agency sounding and anyone running the plate is likely to want to avoid it. It's what I registered the truck to on the dealer's computer last night...” 
 
    “So this agency doesn't exist then...” 
 
    “Only on paper.” 
 
    “Mmm, she acknowledged, half understanding. “So, Salt Lake City... too bad you can't fly, we could've swiped a plane, huh?” 
 
    “Well I know enough to get us off the ground. Landing, not so much,” he shrugged. “That rather abrupt ending to the flight usually ruins the trip.” 
 
    Karen toyed with her hair, twirling it around her finger absentmindedly, “I gotta ask, what the hell are we going to find in Salt Lake City?” 
 
    His work completed, Chase closed the laptop and unplugged the cell phone, packing them away in his laptop bag. “Southwest of there actually. Something called Dugway Proving Grounds...” 
 
    “And that is...?” 
 
    “Jack mentioned it once... in the same context as Area 51 and Groom Lake. Secret places that the government develops secret things... Places where the government develops science, weapons, more efficient and more violent ways of killing our enemies...” 
 
    “Oh that's nice...” Karen's voice dripped with sarcasm.  
 
    Chase ignored her caustic tone. “Citizens sleep safely at night because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf to those who would do us harm. There is a trust between those citizens and those men. And those rough men have issued our country a blank check for everything up to and including their lives. The thing that bothers me is that Washington has shown a propensity for abusing that checkbook. And instead of getting better, it's getting worse. I can speak from personal experience, it seems more and more, the current administration has come to view its own people as the enemy... including our returning vets.” 
 
    She frowned, “Would the military really hurt Americans?” 
 
    Chase's frustration was reflected in half a shrug and a shake of his head. “Not the guys I know, but the military is a hierarchical chain of command and the guy in the White House is holding the top link of that chain. If he's abusing his power, the people down at the bottom are the ones who get shit on. In case you're wondering,” he waved, “the citizens are the ones at the bottom and he'll use the military or Department of Homeland Security to do the shitting.” 
 
    “I was never really clear on that, who is Homeland Security?” 
 
    Allie was sitting with her rump on the back seat, her front feet on the floor, her chin on the armrest between the front seats. She nudged Chase's elbow and he scratched her head. “DHS is pretty much everybody that's not military... they've all been lumped together under one umbrella - a domestic army. The administration has been working very hard to wear our traditional military down... constant deployments, budget cuts, reductions of support and recruiting... all the while strengthening DHS with more people, gear, weapons, authority...” He thought for a moment, “Look at what people put up with at the airports from the TSA; groping little children and grandmothers, crotch inspections, strip searches... what the hell is that crap? Then letting people who actually look like terrorists walk right through, because, heaven forbid, we wouldn't want to upset those people, it might be racist. It makes me sick.”  
 
    He waited until Karen completed her pass on an eighteen-wheeler, the big truck's engine noise fading behind them. “Under the DHS umbrella, the government has militarized the IRS, the EPA, Social Security Administration, Federal Reserve Bank, Parks and Wildlife officers and even Property Code Enforcement teams... supplying them with weapons, and even SWAT teams. The IRS and Federal Reserve aren't even true government entities, they're basically private contractors. The EPA? Social Security? Really? What the hell do they need SWAT teams for? It's frightening.” 
 
    “Karen reset the cruise control. “So what do you think will happen, then?” 
 
    “There is a growing group called Oath Keepers; people in law enforcement and the military that have sworn to disobey unlawful orders. Not sure what that will entail... Will they refuse with violence? Will they fight? I don't know. There will be plenty of men that will simply follow orders, do what they're told.” He rubbed his face, “And the government won't play fair, they may use unconventional tools. Things they can deny or call an accident; like chemical, biological or weather.” 
 
    “Did you say weather?” 
 
    “Yeah...” he waved dismissively, “but the real wild card is the people. With about eighty-million lawful firearm owners, they are the largest standing army on the planet... If they stick together. And judging by what's going on in some states, the people are just about fed up...” He looked down at his hands in contemplation, momentarily seeing the dried blood and powder-like Afghanistan dust covering his combat gloves, hearing the engine of the Humvee. He blinked it away. “Too many distractions...” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Too many distractions,” he repeated. “This administration operates like a shell game; every time something important comes up they distract from it with something else. And the media isn't doing its job either; they're complicit in all of this...” 
 
    Karen checked her mirrors and speed, “By the looks of it the house and senate aren't doing much either...” 
 
    “Yeah, don't get me started on that bunch, they're too busy stuffing their pockets to give a damn about the little people.” 
 
    Karen took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I'm liking this idea less and less. In a minute or two I'm going to start hating it.” She shot him a sideways glance, “You want to explain to me why the hell we're going to this place? Isn't this the type of crap we're running from...?” 
 
    “I don't think we can run away from this anymore, Karen...” 
 
    “What are you saying, Chase? Exactly, I mean... is this some kind of combat mission for you...? I'm... I'm...” her voice quivered, “I want my old life back...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, TRANQUIL ECHO SYSTEM: SCHOOL DAZE 
 
    Lt. Commander Mike Warren paced in front of the class of twenty pilots, a large holo-screen behind him playing videos of their previous day's flights and maneuvers. “I think we made some good progress yesterday, and I want that to continue but we're going to study tactics and maneuvers in the classroom today.” He pointed at the big screen, “We've seen some blatant mistakes that could get you in trouble so we're going to review video playback and see what you were thinking while you were doing it. Each pilot is going to give a verbal description during his video...” 
 
    There was a unified groan from the class. 
 
    Mike stopped pacing, his hands on his hips, a scowl, staring down the entire class. “Listen up boys and girls, when I want your opinion, I'll give it to you. Understand?” The group fell silent. “You are improving but some of you are sloppy and some of you are inexperienced... that will get you dead. A decent Pirate pilot, and we've seen some pretty good ones, would have owned half of you in a one-on-one confrontation. That's unacceptable. You should be able to handle two or three of them...” He folded his arms across his chest, his feet shoulder-width apart. “If there's someone here that can beat me in a one-on-one, I will sign off and dismiss you from the class...” He scanned the faces exchanging silent glances around them, a pilot in the back row finally standing up confidently.  
 
    “I can, Comman...” 
 
    “No you can't” waved the Lt. Commander dismissively, “sit down.” He looked around, “Anyone else?” There were no other challengers, their confidence level wasn't such that they actually believed they could. He expected that near the end of the training if he asked the same question three-quarters of the class would stand up. Satisfied no one else was feeling bigger than their britches, he continued. “Good. Because you'd be wrong. It's OK to be confident,” he indicated the pilot who had stood up, “but don't be overconfident. Don't let blind pride write a check your skills can't cash. Be realistic with yourself, know your strengths and weaknesses. Play on your strengths and practice to improve on your weaknesses. That's what this training is going to do, it's going to force you to focus on your weaknesses and improve.”  
 
    He stepped away from the podium and held up his hand, “How many people here have had to eject or had ejection and recovery training?” He looked around the class, spotting Lisa Steele's hand in the air. “Anyone else?” He dropped his hand to his side, “Alright then, we have an exciting afternoon planned. After we review our flight videos, we will be practicing ejection and recovery survival...” 
 
     The pilot sitting next to Lisa had yellow eyes like a cat and short cropped blue-black hair. “You've had the ejection training?” he whispered, leaning in close. 
 
    Lisa shook her head curtly. “No, had to eject when we lost a wing over a planet,” she whispered back out the side of her mouth. 
 
    “Were you scared?” 
 
    Lisa widened her eyes and nodded affirmatively without speaking, watching the first video start, the pilot narrating. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Considering she was the most junior pilot on the ship, Lisa had made a pretty decent showing. Nothing fancy, nothing spectacular, but she had hung with the instructor, taking his lead, doing what she was instructed without any preconceived notions or bad habits to have to break. She didn't want to end up in the dubious position of teacher's pet, but she didn't want to be catching any flak for being at the bottom of the class either. Mike's teaching style wasn't overly complimentary, probably a good thing, but he had a way of conveying he was pleased without being overt. Equally, he had the ability to be critical without tearing down any progress that had been made and Lisa felt comfortable trusting everything he said, absorbing it like a sponge. Almost to the point of overflow. Thank God for the occasional break and a day off... if she wasn't flying she was studying, running or working out.  
 
    The days were blurring into each other and at times it was difficult to keep track of them. She showed up more than once for training on her off day, standing in an empty classroom. She couldn't remember working so hard for anything in her life. It was exhausting, nerve-racking, mind-numbing, but thrilling and exhilarating all at the same time. 
 
    “Lisa Steele...” 
 
    Waiting her turn in the ante-room to the ejector seat training module, Lisa looked up when the pilot with the dark hair and yellow eyes nudged her elbow. “You're up, they just called your name.” 
 
    She blinked away her thoughts and rose, her helmet in her hand, “Thanks.” 
 
    “Good luck,” he smiled weakly, obviously nervous. 
 
    “No luck involved,” she commented, pulling on her helmet. “Strap into the seat, hold on for dear life and try not to puke in your suit...” His face was pinched, almost dour, looking unconvinced. Lisa wasn't sure what he was worried about, Ensign Dado was one of the best pilots in the class; a fearless risk taker with fast reflexes and a fast mind, able to predict and mirror the instructors' maneuvers. Surely someone of his caliber shouldn't be bothered by a controlled ejection exercise with recovery birds waiting close by. 
 
    She shrugged it off, the heavy blast door to the training module sliding open with a hydraulic hiss. She stepped over the threshold and paused as directed at the hashed yellow line, the door closing behind her, the lock mechanism ominously winding heavy bolts that extended into the outer frame. The room, barely ten-feet by fourteen-feet, had one wall curved, from ceiling to floor, the room narrowest at the top. A door to her left opened slowly, a heavy robotic arm reaching into the room, clutching an ejection seat. Rotating precisely, the arm locked the seat down on the empty pedestal before releasing its grip and retracting, the door closing again. Then it hit her, she was ejecting into space. On that. She jumped when the bulky metal figure against the far wall moved. 
 
    “This is the outer wall of the ship,” it commented with a metallic female voice, tapping on one of the room's exposed ribs. “Well the inner wall at least; there's two other layers and about two feet of armor.” 
 
    Lisa stared at the figure, trying to see through the reflective glass visor. 
 
    “Step to the green box, Cadet,” it said, pointing at a worn green square painted on the floor in front of the ejection chair. 
 
    “I'm an Ensign,” Lisa corrected her, stepping forward. 
 
    “Good for you, sweetie,” the figure replied flatly. “Inspection,” it announced, checking Lisa's suit and helmet seals, moving her around. It paused for a moment, nearly visor to visor, staring back. “You can stop eying me, there's no one in here...” the visor flipped open and Lisa recoiled, her head hitting the padding inside her helmet. She was looking at a gaping hole filled with electronics, optical sensors and an array of lenses. It turned away to look at its own hand as it held it up in front of Lisa, wiggling padded, skeletonized metal fingers. “You didn't notice these?” 
 
    “No, sorry, I didn't.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    It wasn't urgent but Lisa's nervousness probably prompted the feeling. “I don't suppose I could hit the head...” 
 
    “Oh sure, we have time,” the robot responded flatly. 
 
    Lisa was relieved. “Really?” 
 
    “No.” It pointed behind her, “Sit.” The robot went about adjusting the seat's curvature and bolsters to fit Lisa's size and shape. “Comfy?” 
 
    “Comfy,” replied Lisa, reaching for her belts. 
 
    “Don't help,” corrected the robot, brushing her hand away. “Just sit and relax. I need to complete and confirm all steps in the process.” Tasks executed, it stepped away to review its work; “Belts – secure. Restraint tension - within parameters. Umbilicals - secure and locked. Oxygen system - on and delivering. Climate control – active. Beacon – active. All systems functioning and stable...” 
 
    Lisa gripped the armrests, anticipating what would come next, her heart racing. Its visor closed again, the robot stepped back toward her and taking the pilot's arms by the wrists, crossed them over her body, “Grip your restraints, Cadet. You would normally eject with your hands on the launch loop between your knees. Your arms and hands should always be inside the armrests. A cockpit is narrow...” she made a cutting motion with her skeletonized fingers across her opposite metal arm as she stepped back to her original position near the outside bulkhead. “Stay in your seat and wait for recovery.” The robot flipped a safety cover open and pushed the button it protected, a hatch in the ceiling above the chair blowing open, the atmosphere in the room exiting with an explosive roar. “Remember to breathe...” said the robot's metallic female voice in Lisa's headset. It flipped the cover on the remaining button... 
 
    Screaming.  
 
    Screaming seems to be one of the most natural responses for that first head-over drop on a roller coaster, the slingshot ride at the county fair, bungee jumps, skydiving, and, oddly enough, having the equivalent of a howitzer shell going off under your ass, blasting you and your seat out into the black void of space. The heavy frame of the hatch flashed past Lisa's eyes, a nanosecond later the darkness filled her view, the Conquest quickly shrinking below her. Being in a fighter in space, the vista surrounding the cockpit was awe inspiring. Being out there alone in a seat with an unobstructed view of nearly 360° was terrifying.  
 
    “Miss Lisa... Miss Lisa...” 
 
    “TESS?” gasped Lisa. 
 
    “Breathe, Lisa. You're holding your breath and your heart rate is at 142. Deep breaths.” 
 
    Lisa forced herself to suck air in, she hadn't been aware that she was holding her breath. “Oh my God,” she whispered, looking around. The ship had dropped below her, little more than a speck. Sensing a safe distance, the seat automatically fired deceleration thrusters to stop its momentum. The weightlessness immediately became apparent to Lisa, who had perceived gravity as the acceleration kept her backside planted firmly in the seat. It was a strange sensation but not altogether foreign as she recalled ejecting in the atmosphere over Veloria. The momentary weightlessness as her seat reached the pinnacle of its ride before plummeting back toward the surface of the planet was similar but short-lived.  
 
    “That's better,” said TESS, “deep breaths... stay calm.” 
 
    Lisa became a little braver, releasing the vice grip she had on her restraints, twisting from one side to another to look all around her. “I don't see anything around us...” She looked over the side below her, finding the speck that was the Conquest, and a flare halfway between her and the ship, moving upwards. “That must be Ensign Dado. I wonder if he's screaming... TESS, did I scream?” 
 
    “Like a banshee.” 
 
    Lisa rolled her eyes, “Swell. I hope no one else heard it...” She tracked the flare as it rose, then suddenly going dark as it continued to shoot upwards. She lost it in the background of stars until the decelerators fired. “There he is...” she pointed, remembering there was no one there to share it with. Honestly, having TESS on her wrist made it easier, she didn't feel quite so alone. In retrospect, it would have been nice to have her along when she got stranded on Veloria. 
 
    The comm in her helmet crackled like an open mic somewhere, a voice suddenly breaking through the hiss. “Recovery Three to Ensign Steele, what's your status?” 
 
    “Awake and still breathing...” 
 
    There was a pause before the voice broke through the hiss again. “What is your system status?” 
 
    Duh... If Lisa could have facepalmed, she would have. Feeling a bit amateurish, she flipped open the panel on the armrest, reading her seat's power and system stats. “All in the green - top of the graphs.” 
 
    “Copy that. We will be passing you to pick up Ensign Dado first, he seems to be having some system problems...” About a mile away, the recovery ship shot past on her left side, arcing in towards the area where she lost the spec that was Dado in the spread of stars. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The dinner rush was over but the ship's galley was still relatively busy, Nina Redwolf dropped into the seat across the table from Lisa with half of the volume of food on Lisa's tray. “Good God, woman...” 
 
    Lisa shrugged, “For some reason, that last exercise gave me a hellatious appetite.” 
 
    “Ya think?” Nina poured dressing over her salad. “What exactly was the last exercise?” 
 
    “Ejection training. They put you in a seat and eject you out into space...” 
 
    Nina's fork stalled halfway to her mouth, “Say what?” 
 
    Lisa nodded, chewing, “Biggest rush I've ever had in my life... unfucking believable.” 
 
    “Weren't you scared?” 
 
    “To death... but it was soooo cool!” She paused for a moment staring at her plate in thought, “I never got the attraction of roller coasters, I hated them,” she said looking back up, “I understand it now. What a ride...” 
 
    Nina shook her head, finally getting to her salad. “It's like I don't even know you anymore. You're like this warrior chick or something...” She stared at her friend across the table, “It's kinda hot,” she smirked. 
 
    Lisa stopped mid chew, pointing her empty fork at Nina, “Behave yourself, you randy bitch.” 
 
    “Greetings,” said Ensign Dado, appearing at the end of the table, tray in hand. “Do you have room?” 
 
    “Sure,” replied Lisa. She slid down to the next seat, dragging her tray along the table, giving him space. 
 
    He set his tray down and leaned across offering his hand to Nina, “Hi, I'm Torn Dado...” he shot Lisa a glance, “but she calls me Tornado. Not sure what that means, I guess I'm going to have to look that up.” 
 
    Nina shook his hand, “Nina. Just Nina.” 
 
    “OK, Just Nina,” he joked, sitting down, a sparkle in his yellow-amber eyes, studying her satiny auburn hair and her fine features. 
 
    “So what happened to you out there, Tornado?” asked Lisa, sipping her drink. 
 
    “No idea. Something with the seat's air supply failed almost immediately on launch. I only had about five minutes of air. I remember seeing the rescue bird coming before blacking out, then nothing until we got about halfway back to the ship.” He stirred his soup, “I didn't see you, when did they pick you up?” 
 
    “You were on Rescue Three. As soon as they got you aboard they headed straight back here,” she tapped her plate with her fork. “Rescue One picked me up about ten minutes later...” 
 
    “Sorry they left you out there so long.” 
 
    “No sweat, I was fine... After I stopped screaming.” 
 
    Ensign Dado almost spit his soup across the table, “I thought I was the only one screaming...” he said, choking it down, heat rising to his face. “Y'know, I heard they were going to play the launch recordings in our next class.” 
 
    Lisa's eyes went wide, “Please tell me you're kidding...” 
 
    Dado shrugged, “It's what I heard. Something about reviewing how different people handle and deal with stress. It could just be a rumor.”  
 
    “Oh God, I hope so...” She cut her meat and waved the knife casually in his direction while addressing Nina, “I don't know why he'd be screaming, he's probably the best pilot in the class. Flies like a bat outta hell... no fear, this one here.” 
 
    Torn Dado's golden eyes shifted to Lisa, “Another reference I don't understand; bat outta hell. I suppose I'm going to need to look that one up too...?” 
 
    “Were you scared?” Nina asked, picking through her salad. 
 
    Dado tilted his head, thinking about it for a moment, “Yes. And no, I suppose. It's a surprise, not knowing what to expect. The acceleration is wicked and the vulnerability... I think the vulnerability is what hits you most. You have no protection at all, just this seat and nothing around you but space. It's humbling actually. For the training you can't hear the rescue birds until they want you to, you feel very alone. It's hard not to panic, I felt almost naked...” 
 
    “I like being naked,” commented Nina, pushing a hot pepper to the edge of her plate with her fork. 
 
    For the second time, Ensign Dado choked on his soup, having to pinch his nose and cover his mouth with his napkin, coughing. “Holy hellion...! Have you two conspired to drown me in my soup?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Admiral Steele looked up from the reports on his computer terminal when the door to his ready-room chimed, Fritz's ears perking up from his seat on the sofa. “Enter,” called Jack. 
 
    The door slid open and Captain Paul Smiley entered, exchanging a casual salute. “Did you get a chance to review the reports?” Paul moved over to the mini fridge and pulled a bottle of water from the door, Fritz sliding up to his side to greet him and get a pat on the head. 
 
    Jack indicated the holo-screen hovering above his desk, “Yeah, checking it over now. Looks like a good class...” 
 
    Paul swallowed a sip from his bottle, his free hand rubbing the top of the Shepherd's head. “Mike's having some real success with this group...” 
 
    “Do I detect a but coming?” 
 
    “Nope, not a one. In fact I think after they've logged some flight time and live patrols, there are several I want to run through our advanced combat courses. Right now some are just short on seat time, like your sister. They need time to absorb what they've already learned and get truly comfortable in the cockpit.” 
 
    “You think Lisa's good enough to go through ASTRA?” Advanced Strike Training Academy. 
 
    Paul pointed at the semi-transparent screen on Jack's desk, “Did you see her scores?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “Mike wasn't doing her any favors, Jack. For the most junior pilot on the ship with the least amount of stick time, she's passed half of her classmates... She really wants this. And we haven't had to break any bad habits with her, she never got the chance to develop any. Sometimes getting through their egos is half the battle, but she doesn't have one.”  
 
    Jack leaned back in his chair pinching his lower lip in thought, impressed and proud of Lisa's dedication. “Wow...” was all he could think of to say.  
 
    Paul dropped into the sofa, crossing his legs, “Y'know,” he said, his southern accent showing, “she snuck back into rotation and went through the ejection training a second time? For the fun of it?” 
 
    Jack's eyes widened, amazement in his voice, “No shit...” He shook his head, “Saying I was not fond of that part, would be an understatement.” 
 
    Paul had an odd smirk, “I watched the video of her first launch, she was screaming like a scalded cat... most people do,” he waved dismissively. 
 
    “I know I did,” blurted Jack. 
 
    “Yeah, but on the second launch,” continued Paul, “she was laughing her ass off...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Nina was sitting on the couch in Lisa's quarters scratching Gus' tummy as he lay on his back, one leg bicycling vigorously in the air, making her giggle. “Aren't you done yet?” 
 
    “I haven't been out of uniform much lately,” called Lisa from the bathroom. “I'd like to be a little girly for once... I figured the graduation party would be good timing.”  
 
    “You like Dar enough to care, that's cute...” 
 
    “I'm not going for cute, I'm going for hot... We haven't spent any time together since I started training.” 
 
    “Ooh, so you're going for the score...? Going to get some of that tonight?” teased Nina. 
 
    “I might,” said Lisa striking a pose, framed by the bedroom archway in a pale yellow cocktail dress.  
 
    “Whoa,” mumbled Nina, wide-eyed. “Meeeow, that's hot...! The little yellow fuck-me heels are a nice touch.”  
 
    Lisa's mouth tweaked sideways in a smirk. “You're so classy, Nina,” she sassed. “But thanks.” She ducked back into her bedroom. 
 
    “I calls em as I sees em,” chuckled Nina. “So, did you see they moved me and Ruby to a new room?” 
 
    “Quarters,” corrected Lisa. “Where?” 
 
    “On this floor...” 
 
    “Deck.” 
 
    “Whatever,” sighed Nina. “I'm at the other end of the ship towards the back...” 
 
    “Stern.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Stern,” repeated Lisa. “The stern is the back of the ship. Which side?” 
 
    “Left side...” 
 
    “Port side,” called Lisa. 
 
    “Oh God, who cares?” moaned Nina. 
 
    “You live on a ship, Nina, you should at least know the basics... So who are you going to the party with? That girl from the bridge staff you and Ruby hang with... what's her name?”  
 
    Nina stood and smoothed her skintight slacks, “No, we're just cuddle buddies, nothing serious. Ruby's going to go with her, I'm going with Torn Dado...” 
 
    In a flash, Lisa reappeared in the archway, “You're going with Tornado? Wait a minute,” she waved, “I thought you played for the all-girl team...” 
 
    Nina adjusted her blouse, purposefully popping an additional button open. “I like to keep my options open...” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “Since I realized it doubles my chances of having a date. Besides, have you seen him? He's almost beautiful.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    Nina cocked her head sideways, “Guess so? You mean you hadn't noticed he was attractive? He's almost prettier than me, for God's sake.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” grunted Lisa noncommittally. She strolled past, picked her clutch purse off the cocktail table and rubbed Gus' head, “Be a good boy for mommy, I'll bring you back something yummy.” With a final pat, she headed for the door, waving at Nina, “Let's go, Miss Trampy McTramperson.” 
 
    “You're just jealous,” teased Nina as they passed into the corridor, “Torn is prettier than Dar...” 
 
    Unable to contain it, Lisa snorted a laugh of derision, “Oh please, there's no competition; Dar is a gorgeous man, Torn is a pretty boy.”  
 
    “For now, he's my pretty boy. And from what I hear, he's a really good pilot...” 
 
    “He is a good pilot. Top of our class. I'd like to see him stay a good pilot...” 
 
    Nina shot Lisa a sharp glance, “What are you saying? Somehow I'll be bad for him?” 
 
    Lisa moved to one side as a group of uniformed crewmen passed, going in the opposite direction. “I'm saying,” she hissed, controlling her volume, “he can't afford major distractions or someone fucking with his head. His life could depend on it. So if you're playing a game, don't.”   
 
    “I'm not playing a game...” 
 
    Lisa stopped and faced Nina, her voice low, “Look, you went through some bad stuff... really bad. I can't imagine how hard it must've been to endure, but it's changed you. You have to know that. All I'm saying is don't let those inner demons cause you to do something that could risk someone's career or his life.”  
 
    Nina was staring at the floor and when she looked back up her eyes were welled with tears. “I'm so confused...” 
 
    Lisa's heart ached for the pain she could only imagine was running around in Nina's head. “Then take your time to figure out how you feel. Go slow.” 
 
    “I love Ruby, but...” Nina's voice trailed off. “I wonder if there's more. Something I'm missing...” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don't know... Stability? A man? True love? Everything seems so uncertain, so tentative... life is... ” 
 
    Lisa put a hand on her shoulder, “That's all over. You're safe now.” 
 
    “Am I? Am I really?”    
 
    “Yes, of course you are. Have you talked to Ruby about this? How does she feel?” 
 
    Nina shook her head. “No, not really.” 
 
    “That might be a good place to start. I can also help you set up an appointment to see the ship's psychiatrist if you want. He can counsel you, alone or together with Ruby. I'm sure he can help.” She took Nina by the hand and led her toward the elevators, “I don't want you to be that girl... the one everyone whispers about when you walk past.” 
 
    “I think they do that already... about all of us from the Reef.” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “No, they don't. In fact most everyone knows what the circumstances and the conditions were like. Trust me when I say; nobody's judging.” She tapped the elevator's call button. “You watch, someday we'll be going back there and Jack will lay waste to that place. Turn it to dust.”  
 
    Nina shivered, “Don't say that word...” 
 
    Lisa raised an eyebrow, her head tilting to one side in curiosity, “What word?” 
 
    “Dust. I haven't had any Glacier Dust since the Reef. God help me, I miss it. Sometimes it was the only thing that could get you through the night.” 
 
    “What is it, what does it do?” They stepped onto the open elevator and Lisa flicked the button for the deck with the Officer's Club. 
 
    “The worst thing I ever did at home was a little weed. This... Glacier Dust, I got it from one of the girls my second night on the Reef, I was scared to death... It took that all away. It took the fear away when you were scared, it made you happy when you were sad, it made ugly things pretty... you could see the music and hear the colors.” She closed her eyes, “It made the Reef, as horrible as it was, almost pleasant.” She opened her eyes, “And I wish I had some right now to take off this edge I feel.” 
 
    “It's OK, you're just nervous. Relax, take a deep breath. You're just a girl going on a date with a boy. It happens every day all over the universe. No pressure. I'll be there if you need me...” 
 
    “Sure, Dar would be thrilled that you have to babysit me.” 
 
    The doors opened and they stepped out, heading down the corridor. “He might not be thrilled, but he'd understand. He's pretty cool that way.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Dar Sloane made his way through the crowd, two drinks in hand, squeezing in next to Lisa, handing one off to her. “How's she doing?” 
 
    Lisa called his attention to Nina and Torn Dado holding hands and swaying to the music, talking closely. “She looks like she's doing alright. What did you say to him earlier?” 
 
    The Commander shrugged, “Not much. Told him to take it easy, follow her lead and not push. Told him it wasn't a request...” 
 
    Lisa patted the hand that had found its way around her waist, “Thank you, sweetie.” 
 
    Dar smiled easily, “He was OK with it. Tell you the truth, I think he might be a little shy. So, how's her girlfriend dealing with it?” 
 
    “Ruby? She's over there with a girl who works on the bridge.” Lisa discreetly pointed them out across the room. 
 
    “Hmm, Zanzireen,” nodded Dar, watching the two women who were glued together. “I've always wondered about her, I guess now we know.” He rubbed his chin in thought, “So, um, how long do you want to stay?” 
 
    Lisa looked up over her shoulder, “You in a hurry to go somewhere, mister?” 
 
    Looking straight ahead, he pretended not to notice her mock scorn. “Meh, I don't know...” he countered, trying to sound lackadaisical, “someplace a little quieter. Maybe a little less crowded?” 
 
    “Like the corridor?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, looking down at her upturned face, “You're impossible.” 
 
    “Not if you ask nice,” she cooed. 
 
    “Y'know,” he smirked evilly, feeling the material of her dress by stroking her hip seductively. “This is a real pretty dress... It would look nice in a heap on the floor at the foot of my bed...” 
 
    She turned around to face him, her eyes narrowing, “Has that line ever worked before?” 
 
    Dar's slate-gray eyes sparkled mischievously, “Nope. You'd be the first.” 
 
    “What about my shoes?” she queried playfully. 
 
    “They're really hot, you could leave them on.” 
 
     Lisa brought her glass to her lips and tilted her head back, draining her wine before setting it on the table at her elbow, “Alrighty then, let's go.” 
 
    Letting her lead him through the crowd toward the door, Dar looked back at the crowd, “What about Nina?” 
 
    “She's a big girl, she'll be fine. Time for momma to get her freak on...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, WHISPERFIRE SYSTEM: THE BOUNTY  
 
    Standing at the head of the dimly-lit briefing room, a holo-chart of the system behind him, Lt. Commander Mike Warren clapped his hands, “OK we're done here, people. You all have your wing assignments so saddle up; we clear the gate in ten minutes.” He waved them all toward the door, “And no excuses, bring my birds back in one piece!” 
 
    Her first real patrol, Lisa had to skip breakfast, the butterflies in her stomach refused to let her eat anything substantial. She managed a piece of fruit and some bread but that was the extent of what she could get her system to accept. Fully suited for flight, she rose to her feet, dumping her flight gloves out of her new helmet onto the deck at her feet. She bent down to retrieve them, a pair of flight boots stepping into her field of view. 
 
    “You the new girl?” asked a husky feminine voice. 
 
    Lisa straightened up, locking eyes with the Ketarian pilot standing in front of her. “Lieutenant Margareth,” she acknowledged, trying not to look surprised. She extended her hand, “I'm Ensign Steele.” 
 
    The Lieutenant JG ignored the extended hand, her bright green feline eyes regarding Lisa carefully, her small black nose twitching, one of her clipped ears rotating slowly. The Ketarian's mane of golden-orange with dark stripes, reminding Lisa of a tiger. “Follow me, Princess,” she scoffed, turning on her heel and heading for the door. 
 
    Left hanging without so much as a simple greeting, Lisa dropped her hand to her side and followed the Ketarian out through the doors and through the crowd of pilots. “Excuse me Lieutenant,” called Lisa, catching up, walking parallel with her. “Is there a problem...?” 
 
    “No. No problem,” the Lieutenant replied gruffly without slowing her stride. 
 
    Lisa caught her by the elbow, “Are you sure? Because it really seems like you have a problem with me. Or is that just my imagination?” 
 
    The Ketarian stopped and glanced down at the hand on her elbow, prompting Lisa to release it. “No. Problem,” she repeated deliberately. 
 
    Despite feeling the hair on the back of her neck creep into a standing position, Lisa felt the need to clear the air. “Look, if you're afraid to fly with me, I'm sure the Commander will assign...” 
 
     “I'm not afraid to fly with anyone,” she hissed, tapping Lisa's helmet with her index finger. “I don't like babysitting a little Princess...” 
 
    Lisa held the black helmet right-side-up, displaying the silver figure, “It's an Angel, Lieutenant. As in Guardian Angel?” 
 
    “You're the Admiral's sister,” remarked the Ketarian flatly. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “So, nepotism. You're flying because of who you know not how you fly. Which means I need to babysit your ass and keep you out of trouble. Or my ass is in trouble.”  
 
    Squared off, eye-to-eye, Lisa wasn't about to back down or be bullied out of something she'd worked so hard for. And while she didn't figure she was going to win a fistfight with a Ketarian, that fuzzy bitch wouldn't be walking away without at least a hitch in her giddyup. “I'm fully capable of taking care of myself, Lieutenant. In or out of a fighter. I don't need you or anyone else coddling me. And I find it amusing that you think you're good enough to do it, to begin with...” 
 
    With a couple of other pilots, Mike had been watching the exchange from the sidelines and decided to step in before it came to blows. “Lieutenant JG!” he shouted, stepping up. “Is there a problem here?” 
 
    “No problem, Commander,” replied the Ketarian, stiffening. 
 
    Mike turned to Lisa, “Ensign! Is there a problem here?” 
 
    “No, sir,” she replied calmly. “We were just discussing flight tactics.” 
 
    “Fine. Stop jawboning like a couple of old biddys drinking Sunday tea and get your asses in those birds. ASAP.” Without response, Lieutenant Margareth turned on her heel and strode off with haste. Mike caught Lisa by the wrist, giving her a quizzical look.  
 
    “I'm good,” she nodded curtly, breaking free, hustling off for the flight line. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa checked the chronometer on her Cyclone's HUD as the canopy motored into its locked position. Less than two minutes to the gate. 
 
    “Red Lead, radio check Red...” 
 
    “Red Two, check.” 
 
    “Red Three, yeah.” 
 
    Lisa keyed her mic, “Red Four, check.” She adjusted the audio on her earpiece and increased the volume of her climate control, reviewing her systems, all in the green and in standby. 
 
    Lisa's earpiece crackled, “Just make sure you stay on my wing, Princess, I don't want to have to go looking for you...” The Ketarian's voice was instantly recognizable but Lisa didn't respond to her taunt or even venture a glance at the Cyclone in the next launch rack. Lisa wasn't about to give her the satisfaction. Suck it, bitch. 
 
    “Red Lead to Red Three, can the chatter.” 
 
    Drawing in the cool oxygen to calm her nerves, Lisa closed her eyes for a moment, focusing on releasing the tension and relieving the jitters. The blue shimmer of the stasis field flickering to life glowed through her eyelids, making her stomach jump. Stop it, you've done this dozens of times over the last few weeks, this is no different... She opened her eyes just in time to see the launch doors split open wide, the flickers and tendrils of the gate iris washing back toward the stern as the ship passed through the gate into the system. The darkness and stars of Whisperfire visible through the crackling blue static of the stasis field, she listened to the tower countdown.  
 
    “Blue launching. Red, launching...” Before the words were complete, the catapult fired her Cyclone into the dark ink of space. Reaching forward and lifting the safety cover, she punched the engine igniter, rewarded with a satisfying thump and a kick in the seat. Scanning the sky over the canted gull wings of her fighter, she shoved the throttle forward, the engine roaring in response, pushing her into her seat, the Cyclone's gyro adjusting the gravity system to minimize the G forces. She swept in on the wing of Red Three as the flight arced away from the Conquest.   
 
    On their current heading, Red Flight would soon overtake the Revenge, currently flying point for the Task Force, its unique stealth abilities and array of specialized sensors their advanced eyes and ears. 
 
    The Whisperfire System had an interesting green hue washing through it, gentle waves with brighter ribbons streaming across the sky. To some extent it reminded Lisa of videos she'd seen of the Northern Lights on Earth. It was mesmerizing and she found it difficult to look away. When she caught the comet tail of Red Three on her left pulling away from her, she adjusted speed and course wondering if the Ketarian was purposely making random adjustments to make her life more difficult. They were cruising after all, everything should be fairly constant. Should be - if you weren't flying wing for a bitchy, temperamental feline... 
 
    Whisperfire's sun seemed weak, perhaps because it was filtered through the green haze stretching across the system, but it still prompted Lisa to lower her visor. There hadn't been much information in the database about the system, except, previously there had been mining operations on one of the system's planets which had been abandoned due to low productivity. Currently there were no known residents. As a matter of developing a habit with a positive bent, she had decided to check the database about any new system they were in before launching. It felt like a worthwhile effort, mostly for her own curiosity and edification, but you can never tell when some little scrap of seemingly useless random fact of information might prove useful.  
 
     Lisa eased the throttle back, adjusting for Lieutenant Margareth's antics. It was like trying to keep pace with a yo-yo. Bitch. She wondered how long it would be until the novelty of messing with the new guy wore off. Screw it, she was happy just to be flying... let crazy-kitty play her stupid game. Then another idea hit her, how wise is it to piss off the person supposed to be protecting your ass in a fight? Hmm... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Ragnaar adjusted the Revenge's sensor focus, a red target outline with adjacent notes forming on the big screen. “Picking up a structure in orbit around the fourth planet Commander.” 
 
    Lt. Commander Brian Carter looked up from the maintenance screen he had been reviewing on the command chair's console. “On screen.” From the red target square, a picture zoomed in as an inset on one side of the screen, a rusted, dilapidated mining station coming into focus. “Wow, she's seen better days... Any signs of life?” 
 
    “Some indication of low grade power usage...” Ragnaar sent the readings to the big screen, scrolling them next to the image of the station. “Everything you're seeing here is indicative of automated systems,” he pointed. “Many of these older stations have no real off switch. Once they go live they run until they fail or they're damaged to the point of system collapse.” 
 
    “How long will they run unattended?” 
 
    Ragnarr rotated his chair to face Brian, “I've seen stations over two hundred years old still running like the day they were put on line. As long as the solar collectors are intact, they have continuous power.” He motioned toward the screen, “This station configuration looks to be a warehousing station for ore storage...” 
 
    Brian stood up and walked to the center of the bridge, staring at the image, “So why isn't this place listed on the charts?” 
 
    Ragnaar shrugged, “Probably because it's been inactive for a long time. It wouldn't be the first place I've seen that isn't recorded. There's a lot to keep track of out here and if it's not somehow interfering with ship traffic, it gets forgotten.” 
 
    Brian pursed his lips, “Or maybe someone deletes it on purpose.” 
 
    “Possible,” countered Ragnaar. “More likely, the last survey ship through the system to take a scan, didn't see it because it was orbiting on the far side of the planet and they didn't bother to check. They may have assumed it shut down and dropped into the planet so they deleted it from the chart.” 
 
    Brian folded his arms, “Can a station like this be put back into service?” 
 
    “Sometimes, depends on her condition. You wouldn't know that without paying it a visit. I wouldn't recommend that, some of them are death traps.”  
 
    Brian raised an eyebrow, “How so?” 
 
    “This one,” pointed Ragnaar, indicating the screen, “is a rust bucket. Docking and boarding could be a major problem. If she's not structurally sound she could damage the ship or trap you there once you disembark. Then there are the automated security systems... Some stay active.” 
 
    Brian nodded, “Good point. Let's get a better look at her and get her back on the charts.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “And let's inform the Conquest of our little course deviation...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “One-hundred miles and closing, Commander.” 
 
    Brian Carter diverted his attention back to the big screen, “Thank you Mr. Ragnaar, on screen. Let's do a circuit around her at about fifty miles... record of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Lieutenant Maria Arroyo, who hadn't been present for the first sighting of the station was seeing it with fresh eyes. “Shields up...” she called from the first officer's seat 
 
    “Aye, shields up.” 
 
    Brian shot her a perturbed look,”What are you doing, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Take us to yellow, Commander.” 
 
    “What are you seeing, Arroyo?” 
 
    Maria pointed at the big screen, “Her positioning and navigation beacons are lit and there are signs of use here and here...” she drew with her finger on her task screen, making electronic notes on the wrap-around holo-screen for everyone to see. “Take us to yellow...” 
 
    Brian pursed his lips for a moment, thinking. “Go to yellow...” he agreed reluctantly. The klaxon sounded, yellow lights flashing throughout the ship. “What you missed earlier,” he explained, “is that once these older stations were bought on line, they would run on their own indefinitely, until they broke down or were destroyed... sometimes for centuries.” 
 
    “And in that time,” she replied, what's to stop squatters from moving in and making it their own?” 
 
    “Security systems usually remain functional,” answered Ragnaar without looking back. 
 
    “And for every security system is someone who can defeat it,” Maria countered. “And what's to say the previous owners even cared enough to lock the door when they abandoned it?” She was watching her tactical sensor screen. “I'm reading passive sensor use... that wouldn't be something they left functioning...”  
 
    Brian wasn't taking his eyes off the big screen, “Any information on this structure? How big is it?” 
 
    Maria began reading off the statistics. “The ID says it's a MineSpec VS200. It has two external docking gantries for freighters on opposite sides of the station. An internal bay big enough to hold a fleet of work shuttles and consumable goods or cargo. Storage for up to a quarter-million tons of ore, and accommodations for up to two-hundred people. It says minimum crew requirement for mining operations is seventy-five.” 
 
    “Orbiting, Commander. Video recording in multiple spectrums.” 
 
    “Thank you Mr. Ragnaar. Looks pretty much as you'd expect it to...” 
 
    Maria stiffened, “Power spike!” 
 
     “Movement!” called Ragnaar, zooming in on the image. “There!” he pointed. 
 
    “Defense turrets... Dammit!” Brian slapped the red button on his console, the red alert klaxon screaming through the ship, red lights flashing. “All hands to battle stations! Helm, break! Get us out of here!” 
 
    At the helm, Quixetta leaned the Revenge over, making best use of her main engines' directional thrust, pulling her through an evasive arc away from the station, her engines vibrating throughout the ship. 
 
    “Those are not on the standard specs!” shouted Maria, flipping back to her tactical screens. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” hissed Brian. “Think they're automated?” 
 
    “You wish,” countered Maria, an adrenalin hit thickening her Spanish accent. “We have company... Fighters!” she pointed at the screen, long-tailed points of light appearing from the back of the station. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Three... Four... Six... No, seven!” 
 
    “Craaaap!” 
 
    “And a bonus... a heavy gunship!” 
 
    Brian shot Maria an unbelieving glance. “Helm, head for the task force...” 
 
    Maria shook her head, paging back and forth on her screens, searching for information on the ships in pursuit, “I've got nothing on these things, they're not in the damn database...” 
 
    “Fuck me,” muttered Brian under his breath.  
 
    “That gunship is about half our size with twice as many guns...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The Conquest's alarm klaxon sounded, red lights flashing in the tower and elsewhere about the ship, the call to battle stations echoing through the address speakers. 
 
    Commander Paul Smiley turned away from the comm on the holo-screen in the flight tower, tapping the flight controller on the shoulder with authority, “Launch White and Black Flights, immediately! Activate, Green and Yellow and at least one rescue bird...” 
 
    “Aye, White and Black.” As the assistant Controller called up the additional pilots to the flight line, the Controller keyed his mic, “White and Black Flights, confirm launch ready...”  
 
    “Black Flight, ready.” 
 
    “White Flight, ready.” 
 
    He scanned the deck below, confirming personnel and equipment were clear and ready, his fingers dancing across the glass floor plan of the flight bay, arming the launch racks and activating the stasis fields in front of the doors for the two flights of Lancias, blue strobes calling the pilots attention to the active stasis fields. The Strobes turned solid green when the doors reached their locked open position. “Launch in three, two...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Seven-to-one are bad odds, Admiral...” 
 
    Jack Steele, Captain Ryan, and Commander Paul Smiley occupied insets on the Revenge's holo-screen. “Nobody's debating that Mr. Carter,” admitted the Admiral. “You did the right thing. Can you stay ahead of them?” 
 
    “So far, so good...” Brian glanced off at Ragnaar who nodded a quick confirmation. 
 
    “Good, have you taken any damage?” 
 
    Brian's attention went back to the comm on the big screen, “No sir, they haven't fired... Yet. But we can tell their weapons are hot and shields up.” 
 
    “Red and Blue Flights’ are vectored to intercept,” added Paul, cutting in. “White and Black have been launched for cover. You've got sixteen birds out there with you...” 
 
    “Don't outrun them, just drag them to us,” instructed the Captain. “The Westwind has swung wide, pass between us.” 
 
    Brian rubbed his forehead, “Will do. Listen, we can't find any matching information on these ships, we don't even know who they are. Have you come up with anything?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “We looked at your data feed, nothing in our database either. We'll worry about who they are at a later juncture.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa's comm crackled in her helmet, “Red Leader, go hot people. Arm all weapons systems, guns ready.” She reached forward and lifted the safety covers, flipping the toggles, arming her systems, the Cyclone's targeting screen winking on, immediately searching for targets. The weapons stores menu opened and the status gauges for her guns lit up, showing their ammunition count and charge level, the generators whining momentarily as they woke up. It was all a bit unnerving... and exciting at the same time. Her fingers tingled and she found herself breathing heavily, her hands sweating in her gloves. Shit was about to get real. 
 
    “Red leader to Red Flight, we're swinging wide right, Blue is going left, Black and White will go above and below; the Revenge will pass through us. We're going to flank these jokers and cut off their exit... Like it or not, they're going through a meat grinder. Break in three, two, one.” 
 
    Lisa was expecting a comment from the Ketarian but got nothing. Good. She gritted her teeth as she rolled her fighter and pulled, craning her neck to keep an eye on her wing leader through the sweep, maintaining her distance and relative speed. 
 
    “Stay with me Princess...” 
 
    Lisa bit the inside of her cheek. Dammit! Red Flight rolled back in the opposite direction, arcing back to parallel Blue Flight, White and Black appearing on her scope, high and low, a little further back but closing quickly to parallel the flanking flights. In position, the flights slowed, the trap ready to spring. 
 
    Lisa watched the Revenge streak past, its dark shape a mere blur momentarily blotting out everything beyond it, driven across the field of stars by her engines' blue halos. 
 
    “All ships, ident beacons on...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Standing between the stations in the center of the Conquest's bridge, Steele stood facing the holo-screen, Fritz sitting at his side. “This is Admiral Steele, UFW Task Force Lancer... please identify yourself.” The group of unidentified ships sat motionless, facing the task force, the Revenge falling back into formation between the Conquest and the Westwind. 
 
    Eager to catch their prey, affected by tunnel vision and a singular mindset, the unidentified ships were a little late in breaking off their pursuit. Too late to avoid the surprise party thrown in their honor. All this fuss and they had completely forgotten to bring a gift for the host when they ran out the door with haste... Of course, in all fairness, that's when they thought the surprise party was theirs and the Revenge was the gift.  
 
    Studying the ships on the holo-screen - zoomed in,  Steele felt a familiarity and he was running through his memory to figure out why. His eyes narrowed, “Ģreirggådariopshé senvou mé, I uso té strument Ö té cōnstruktures, as markez Ö té antiqos arkuitekos...”  
 
    The bridge was silent when Captain Ryan leaned over to him, “What in the hellion did you just say?” 
 
    “It's Gogol,” whispered Jack, “I said: Greg sent me, I wear the tools of the builders, marks of the ancient architects... The ships look Gogol to me.”  
 
    “You speak Gogol?” 
 
    “Just the one sentence,” admitted Steele. “I'm taking a stab in the dark here...” 
 
    A tactical officer turned in his seat, “Captain, the ships are powering down weapons and shields...” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “Yes sir. All of them.” 
 
    An inset comm-frame winked into existence on the holo-screen, the Gogol Commander looking back at them with a sallow, greenish hue to his thin, smooth skin, veins visible beneath the surface. When he blinked, translucent eyelids swept across his large glassy eyes. “We apologize for the intrusion, Admiral Jack Steele of Earth. I am Captain Céaraviņņeågŏlshun, and this is my squadron. We are bounty hunters...” He noticed Fritz at the Admiral's elbow, his eyes widening. “Is that the animal who speaks?” 
 
    Jack reached out reflexively and patted Fritz on the head, “It is. His name is Fritz.” 
 
    “He is as handsome as I have heard...” 
 
    Steele held up one hand to politely interrupt, “Thank you Captain... may we call you Ceravin? It is easier for us...” 
 
    “Of course, Admiral.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now, about what brought us to this moment, and just as important, why you seem to know so much about me?” 
 
    “Ģreirggådariopshé, the Gogol you call Greg; has informed the Imperial Gogol Senate of your fairness, light, and honor. When you let him act as a liaison for Veloria instead of killing him, they expressed a great deal of respect for your thoughtful treatment of him. I understand he is thoroughly enjoying studying with the person called Professor Walt Edgars.”  
 
    “I am glad of that...” Jack couldn't help but crack a knowing little smile. As an Archeologist, anthropologist and historian, the Professor could not resist the temptation to compare the similarities between the Ancients, the Builders and the Masons. The best way to do that was to become a Mason. And in his twenty-odd years on Earth, he made his way through all the fascinating levels, astounded by the parallels. However, when Jack paired Greg with the Professor he had no idea the Professor was a Brother, it simply never occurred to him. Until he received his royal ring from Alité, the Masonic engravings perfectly representing his achievements. In retrospect, Jack couldn't have paired Greg up with anyone better suited to teach him about the truths he sought. “I'm hoping Greg's involvement will help us better understand each other; our society and yours...” 
 
    “As well as some ancient history perhaps...” added Ceravin.  
 
    “I look forward to that,” nodded Steele. “In the meantime, what happened here...?” 
 
    “Well, we are bounty hunters...” 
 
    “So you said,” replied Steele. 
 
    “And you...” Ceravin waggled his finger at the screen, “you Admiral, were running with your ident beacons off.” 
 
    “Yes we were. But I don't see how that brings you to pursuing and attacking a ship...” 
 
    “To be fair Admiral,” interrupted the Gogol Captain, holding up his hand, “we never fired... In driving off an unwanted visitor from our home, we realized...” 
 
    “Home? Did you purchase or lease that facility?”  
 
    “No Admiral,” countered Ceravin. “That base has stood empty, unused and unmaintained for over fifty years. According to interstellar law, after that period it is open for claim. We have been in that facility for a little over a universal year. In that period there have been no occupancy or ownership disputes. By law it is legally ours...” 
 
    Steele glanced over at the Captain Ryan, getting a curt confirmational nod. “I see. I'm sorry I interrupted, you were saying...” 
 
    The Gogol tapped his bottom lip with his index finger in thought, “Oh yes, while we were in pursuit of your frigate, we realized we had a bounty order for one quite similar. According to our data, it is called the Raven... It is reported the Captain was a Commander Carter and the owner of the ship, a man named Jax Mercury...” His eyes narrowed, eying the Admiral, a wicked little smirk creeping across his reptilian features. “The bounty was placed by a business consortium on Rikovik's Reef... You wouldn't know anything about that, would you?” 
 
    Under the watchful eye of the Gogol Captain, Steele remained stoic. “I'm sorry Ceravin, I'm afraid the UFW would probably be the last to learn of a bounty order. It's not exactly our line of work...” 
 
    “Interesting thing, Admiral, the data packet included some images...” he touched his chin in contemplation. “They weren't the best mind you, but you seem bear a considerable resemblance to the man called Jax Mercury...” With a sweep of his hand he waved it off a bit too nonchalantly, “But of course, that would be ridiculous. What would you, an Admiral, be doing in a degenerate dung-heap like Rikovik's Reef... it's absurd.” His eyes shifted slyly. 
 
    Dammit, he knows. Steele tried to remain detached, rubbing the top of Fritz's head, who had pushed against his hand for attention. The distraction helped. “You are quite right, Captain... It is absurd. And my advice to you would be; to choose more carefully the contracts you accept. There are a lot of unscrupulous characters out there and my understanding is that Rikovik's Reef is lousy with them. This encounter could have ended very badly for you and your squadron...” 
 
    “Wise words, indeed,” agreed the Gogol Captain, nodding. “Bounty hunting is inherently dangerous, and we quite often take the work at face value, having to work with clients of all sorts, good and bad. But we will endeavor to choose more wisely in the future.” 
 
     “Might I suggest you dispose of that contract,” pointed Jack. “I seriously doubt that it's wise to pursue it to its conclusion, it sounds dubious at best...” 
 
    “I am sure you are correct, Admiral,” he replied slowly, unconvinced. “I don't see it as something we can fulfill...” Scanning Steele's expression, he was both disappointed and impressed that there was nothing there that he could read.  
 
    “Good,” nodded Jack emphatically. “I'm glad we see eye-to-eye on that.” He brought his hands together, his fingers steepled, “I thank you for your cooperation, Ceravin, but we really have to continue our patrol...” 
 
    “Of course, Admiral. May I beg of you one indulgence before we go?” He did not wait for an answer, indicating Fritz, “Could we hear him speak...?” 
 
    Jack looked down at Fritz, “He really only speaks when he has something to say... what do you think dog?” 
 
    Fritz stood and moved forward toward the screen, his tail swaying, looking up at the Gogol Captain, “Two dogs walk into a bar...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Suffering from the energy void left by the receding tide of adrenalin, Lisa Steele felt drained, sitting in the cockpit of her Cyclone as it gently settled to the deck with a bump. She hauled back on the canopy release lever and it broke seal with a hiss, a wash of flight deck air with its warm metal, oil and tangy electronic smell filling her nose. It smelled like home. She rested her head back against the headrest and dug a power bar out of one of her suit's utility pockets. She knew she was going to have rubber legs without a little boost.  
 
    A deck-hand slapped the fuselage of her fighter, “Ladder! Ladder!”  
 
    Stuffing the last half of the bar in her mouth, crunching on the sweet, toasted cardboard, Lisa flipped the release and the ladder unfolded from the belly, allowing him to climb up. Leaning in, he helped her disconnect and unbelt, taking her helmet, reaching over and setting it on the wing. “You doing alright there, Ensign?” 
 
    “Sure, yeah, I'm fine...” 
 
    “Jittery?” 
 
    “Yeah, a little. How'd you know?” 
 
    “Happens to everybody. Here,” he handed her a small 8oz. bottle of dark red liquid pulled from his waist pouch. “Suck this stuff down and you'll be fine in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Lisa examined the liquid and how it clung to the insides of the bottle. “What the hell is it? It's kinda gross looking, like blood...” 
 
    “It's a juice. No idea what all the ingredients are but it's salty-sweet. Most everybody calls it Jungle Juice. Gives you energy and takes away the wobblies.”  
 
    “OK...” she replied suspiciously, popping the cap. A tentative sip revealed it was definitely unique. As odd as it sounded in her head, it reminded her of a combination of tomato juice and cherry juice. It wasn't great but it wasn't objectionable either. She finished it before standing up and attempting to climb out of the cockpit, the deck-hand having moved on to the next Cyclone. Stepping to the deck and retrieving her helmet, she ducked under the fuselage and headed toward the locker room, Mike approaching with a wave. 
 
    “How was your first patrol...?” he queried, knowing full well what had transpired.  
 
    “It was...” 
 
    Lieutenant Margareth strode up from behind, punching Lisa in the arm as she passed, “Good, Princess...” 
 
    Lisa lunged with a swing that whiffed through empty air and Mike bodily intercepted her, “Whoa there...” the Ketarian pilot walked on, unawares. Or maybe unconcerned. 
 
    “I've had it with her...” 
 
    “Easy Lisa,” he urged, voice lowered. “I think you just got the Lieutenant Margareth stamp of approval...” 
 
    “I'll stamp her...” She looked back at Mike, confused. “What?” 
 
    “If she was unhappy about your performance, you can be sure she would have let you know in no uncertain terms. She's not shy about that. Considering she had nothing negative to say, I'd say you passed her standards...” 
 
    Lisa looked unconvinced, “So next time I fly with her I won't have to hear her ration of shit...?” 
 
    Mike took a step back, waving a non-committal, “Oh, now I didn't say that. She has something to say about almost everyone she flies with...” They started walking across the deck toward the locker room. 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he shrugged. “I think the only person she hasn't said anything to, is probably Pappy.” 
 
    “Smart. Jack?” 
 
    Mike smirked, “I don't think he's ever flown with her, but wouldn't that be a show to watch?” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    TAMPA, FLORIDA: REPLACEMENT & REGRET 
 
    After a winding drive through the grimy old commercial park, the taxi pulled to a stop in the middle of the street, the area nearly deserted. A humid Florida breeze blew dust and paper across the adjacent parking lot past a derelict truck sitting on flattened tires.  
 
    The cabbie looked over his shoulder at the woman in the back seat, “Lady are you sure this is the right place? I don't see anything here... leastways no place you'd want to go.” 
 
    Mercedes Huang scanned the rusty building, her keen eye for detail catching the rim of a transmitter dish nearly hidden behind the building's roofline. Cameras... there should be, ahh, there's one. “Pull up to the door,” she pointed, “there.” 
 
    The cabbie shook his head and let the car roll up the drive and through the useless gate hanging limply off its hinges, stopping in front of the corrugated building's steel front door. He popped the trunk release and got out to help her with her luggage. “I hope you know what you're doing young lady,” he winced, hefting out a long, flat, black bag.  
 
    She hefted the bag by its sling, swinging it effortlessly over her shoulder, the contents producing a metallic rattle. “I'll be fine, thanks.” She handed him a fifty, “Keep it,” she smiled, pulling the handle up on her roller bag.  
 
    He set her laptop bag on top, wrapping the sling around the roller bag's handle. “Look, the company won't send any cabs here after dark, it's not safe. Which means you've got about half an hour...” he handed her a card. “But you call my cell and I'll come get you. I ain't afraid of this area... I pack,” he tapped his ribs. “But I'm only on for about another two hours...” 
 
    Mercedes smiled warmly, “You get along, now,” she shooed him with her free hand, “I'll be fine, I promise.” She tucked the card away, “Thanks.” Four inches taller than him in her sensible heels he looked up and nodded, climbing back into the cab, waving as he idled away, back out the way he'd come. 
 
    Satisfied she was unobserved; she dug a key-card out of her pocket and passed it over the push-button keypad, the face popping open with a chirp, revealing a digital screen hidden underneath. Checking her surroundings first, she stooped and stared at the screen placing her right thumb in the corner of the screen. The thumbprint reader initiated a retinal scan and a pale green halo swept over her face, the door next to her unlocked with a distinctive clack.  
 
    She pulled the door wide, grabbing the handle of her roller, the keypad face swinging shut on its own. Stepping in, the door behind her swung closed, locking her in a cubicle, her eyes fighting to adjust to the sudden darkness. A momentary green halo above her flickered for an instant before the metal wall in front of her slid aside, disappearing, allowing her entry to the building.  
 
    The last of the day's light angled through the greenhouse style skylights, a grid of golden light splashed across the warehouse floor and the scattered workstations. At first glance the organized chaos resembled a maze, but as she approached there was a clear path. The building opened widely to her right, a fleet of four black SUVs parked inside the adjoined bay. 
 
    “Pete's replacement is here...!” called a disembodied voice. 
 
    “Aw man...” groaned another, “they sent us a bitch...” 
 
    “Bros before hos, man...” 
 
    Her eyes still adjusting to the muted light, Mercedes could see men moving through the shadows, between the lights, having the impression they were converging on her. Doug Mooreland got to her first, stopping in front of her with his hands on his hips.  
 
    “You Mooreland?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    Agent Huang reached down and pulled a manilla envelope out of a pocket in her laptop case, handing it to him, “Agent Mercedes Huang...” 
 
    Doug looked her up and down as he took the folder and flipped it open, taking in her straight smooth hair, caramel skin, chiseled features, fine suit and stature before paging through the sheets. “Hmph,” he snorted, “Air Force intelligence analyst? No combat?” 
 
    “Holy shit, she's blackanese...” 
 
    “And she's hot...!” 
 
    Doug shot an evil glance around him, “Shut up.” He looked back at Mercedes, “So what's an intelligence analyst do...?” 
 
    “Try to figure out why you clowns can't find your asses with both hands, and yeah, I've seen combat...” 
 
    “Really? What kind would that be...? Because we don't count sitting on your ass in a zone as comba...” 
 
    She unslung her weapons bag and dropped it unceremoniously to the floor, pointing her finger in his face, “Flying past Mach 1 and trying to take pictures while they're shooting SAMs and anti-aircraft at you is not as easy as you think.” 
 
    “Bitch, please...” 
 
    “Fuck you, Mooreland,” she spat. “You got a problem with it? Speak to the Deputy Director because he's the one who picked me. And if you're even remotely curious about my background or experience, I'd suggest you read the entire folder. You do remember how to read, don't you Doug?” She glanced around, “Or are you the same as all the rest of these mouth-breathing Neanderthals?” 
 
    “Ouch,” mumbled a voice in the group. 
 
    “Yeah... uncalled for...” 
 
    “Screw the lot of you.” she shot back, widening her stance. “I'm not going to tolerate your bullshit. Any of it... if you have any more disparaging comments about my race, my color, my mother, whatever... let's get it over with now!” She glanced sternly around at the shadowed faces. “Anybody? Nobody? Good. You can call me Mercedes, Agent Huang or Mercy. I'll accept nothing less...” 
 
    “Mercy?” 
 
    “Mercy,” she said through gritted teeth, “cuz that's what you'll be begging for when I'm kicking your fucking ass...”  
 
    “Geez, what a fucking...” 
 
    “Your mouth better be forming the word, bitch,” she snapped, scanning the faces that were becoming clearer, her eyes adjusting, “because if you say the C word, you'll be wearing your nads for a hat.”  
 
    “Alright, that's enough!” waved Doug. “You guys get back to work. Huang, my office. Now.” He turned on his heel and headed for the other side of the vehicle bay.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Doug sat with his feet up on his desk, reading the file in the manilla folder, trying to ignore the woman sitting in his office and how attractive she was. There was a lot of the usual information; Mother: Black, Father: Chinese, Born: New York, New York... schools, hobbies, grew up an only child, yada yada yada. Which all changed drastically the day after 9/11. “Your parents...? 
 
    “Both killed,” Mercedes replied flatly. 
 
    “I'm sorry...” 
 
    “Thanks, I'm over it now.”  
 
    He paged through her spotless service records. “Why the Air Force?” 
 
    “I wanted to fly. I wanted to bomb them all into dust. I figured I could get more of them that way than with a gun.” 
 
    “So how did you end up as an intelligence analyst?” 
 
    “I didn't like flying.” Huang swept her hair back and sat back in the chair a little, crossing her legs at the knee. “I went with my strengths. I have an eye for detail, figured I could do the most in target assessment and after-action damage assessment. Worked on the ground, in the field and in the E-3 Sentry...” 
 
    “The AWACS?” 
 
    “That's the one.” 
 
    Doug cocked one eyebrow, “So you never flew Mach 1 in a photo mission then...” 
 
    “No, I told you what you wanted to hear...” 
 
    Doug dropped his feet off the desk and leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, “You lied...” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” she nodded nonchalantly. “Get over it. When I walked in here,” she waved, “the testosterone count was off the charts. It didn't matter what my experience was; I could have been the fucking door gunner on the space shuttle... You were going to find fault with it. So I threw you a bone.” 
 
     “So you have no combat experience then...” 
 
    Mercedes pointed at the folder, “Keep reading, Mooreland.” 
 
    After two more pages he looked up, a little wide-eyed, “As an analyst, what the hell were you doing in the field?” 
 
    “We had to wear multiple hats. I volunteered as a forward observer. We'd consult, record, film, direct air support... sometimes we'd get too forward, and sometimes we had to do more than observe.” 
 
    Mooreland tapped on the page, “This Marine commendation says, you actively assisted this Marine unit to repel an insurgent counter-attack on your position...?” 
 
    “Yeah. What's the date on that one?” 
 
    “That one? You mean there's more?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied casually, “I have several. But the office was pressed for time and couldn't get me all the copies for your file before my flight. I can have them send you the others if you'd like.” 
 
    She knew that she had skewered him, he could see it in her eyes, and now he knew it too. Did she know that he knew? Of that, Doug couldn't be sure. But he should have known better than to second guess a personal pick by the Deputy Director. Was she there for his position? Could he trust her? He didn't know that either. The guys would watch his back, but he was going to have to watch her. Closely. “Welcome to The Barn, Huang...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    By the time the guys wandered into the operations area, morning sunlight poured through the greenhouse skylights. Mercedes Huang was already showered and dressed, sitting Indian-style on the situation table, coffee mug in hand, studying the materials posted all over the white board. In her lap she poured through the documents scattered across the table, carefully placing them back in their respective piles before moving on to the next. 
 
    “Hey, Doug! She took Restonovich and Brodermeyer off the white board!” 
 
    “So what,” she shrugged. “They're dead, they have no other connections to our guy and they were peripheral at best. They were only linked to Steele through Maria Arroyo. And if I remember right, she's with Steele, right?” 
 
    “Right...” Doug Mooreland approached from around the table looking at the changes to the board, coffee mug in hand. “You moved the sister and her girlfriend up under Steele. Why? She entered the picture later, down here...” he pointed at the time line toward the bottom. 
 
    “Because you're looking at this as a time line, I'm looking at this as a relationship tree. We need to determine who is loose, who is in play, what their relationship is and who we can leverage. Like this guy,” she pointed, “Stephen Miles.” 
 
    “He's a CIA Director...” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that, Doug. Fuck, it's right on his tag, I'm not blind. But at this point no one is above reproach. Maybe they've repatriated him and they're hiding him... They won't share that with us without some leverage...” 
 
    “Steele is currently out of the picture...” 
 
    “How can we be sure of that?” she countered. “He could be...” 
 
    “Wait,” grinned Mooreland, holding his hand out, “Hold on, you have seen the videos, right?” He turned to his right, “Lou, run the DVD...” 
 
    “Yeah I've seen...” she looked at the flat-screen next to the white board, her eyes narrowing, “No I haven't seen that part...” 
 
    “Some of this is our video, some is footage we confiscated and some came from files we found hidden on the Deep Web. We also have the news broadcast that TV bitch aired on here as well.”  
 
    “I thought this was something we did to confuse the public and discredit...” she shot Doug a glance, “It's not manufactured...?” 
 
    Doug Moorland was enjoying this part, blowing her mind. A little payback for her ruse last night. He shook his head with a Cheshire Cat grin, “No. This is the real deal, lady...” 
 
    “Whoa!” she jumped, her head pulling back as a quick lance of light came from the darkened doorway of Steele's beach house towards the camera, destroying a black SUV in the intersection below, debris flying up past the camera's lens. 
 
    “Yeah got that from the lady filming it from her balcony. That was our unit he blew up, by the way...” 
 
    “What the hell was he using? An RPG?” 
 
    Doug shook his head, “Laser, particle weapon, rail gun, we have no idea.” He pointed back at the screen, Here, watch this part... don't blink or you'll miss it...” 
 
    She watched the hand-held shaky video zooming in slowly from a vantage point down the beach. “It's hard to tell, is that a Coast Guard chopper...?” 
 
    “Yep. MH60T Sea Hawk...” 
 
    “It's a real UFO...” she breathed, enlightenment creeping in. “Oh!” she pointed, “they're shooting at the people in the sand, that can't be a good idea...” Mercedes recoiled as the ship returned fire, the helicopter disappearing in a fireball, reduced to flaming confetti floating through the air. “Shit...! What it God's name...” 
 
    “Exactly,” he nodded. “I missed that part, I was still inside the house...”  
 
    Her brow furrowed, not taking her eyes off the screen, watching all the different angles and clips as the video continued. “You were there?” 
 
    “Me,” he thumbed in Lou's direction, “Lou, Pete...” he cleared his throat as the name stuck, “and a couple guys we lost there. That weapon you saw blow up our vehicle cut two of our guys in half. Our body armor doesn't do anything against their stuff.” 
 
    “Jesus... OK, so I don't get it, what are we in this for? Payback? The ship?” 
 
    Standing next to her, Doug pointed at the screen, “Here, check out the departure of this thing. The footage is from the F-16s that came out of Homestead.” He touched her shoulder, “Keep in mind they're at full afterburner doing Mach 2...” 
 
    The F-16s closing in from above, recorded the engines of the UFO glowing blue, pulling away slowly at first, then accelerating hard, disappearing in a matter of a couple of seconds in a blue flash, a comet tail chasing it out of sight.  
 
    “My God...” 
 
    “Yeah. They estimated it somewhere between Mach 5 and Mach 7.” He leaned back against the table, sipping his coffee. “We realize, barring mechanical failure grounding that thing, it's unlikely we'll ever be able to capture it. But there is a piece of portable communications equipment...” 
 
    She turned and glared at him, “Say what?” Communications equipment seemed a bit of a letdown. 
 
    “Communications equipment,” he continued, “the size of a laptop, powerful enough to reach deep space, faster and more efficiently than anything we have.” He turned and backed away from the table with a wave of his hand, “Just think, no more transmitter dish arrays, no more giant banks of computers to control communications... we might not even need satellites. The U.S. could monopolize all communications on the planet. No one could communicate without us knowing about it.” 
 
    Mercedes slid herself off the table, “How many of these units are out there, do we know?” 
 
    “We're not clear on that yet. The sister had one, we know that for sure. SETI saw the incoming signals and got all excited, thought they were receiving messages from ET. When they realized the communication was going both ways, then they panicked. They thought ET was here, phoning home. Our guy inside dropped a dime and alerted DARPA...” 
 
    “Who handed it to us...” she finished his sentence. “So what were the communications about?” 
 
    “We don't know. DARPA, CSS and our own cryptography are all stumped. The sister took the unit with her when she bugged out. We believe the parents may have one and there are a couple more people including Chase Holt,” he pointed at the white board, “this guy here.” 
 
    “Sooo... are these people aliens?” 
 
    Doug shrugged, “You guess is as good as mine. Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
    “Why haven't we picked these, er, people up yet?” 
 
    Doug thumbed at the white board, “The sister was the only one with a signal. Between Holt's background in electronics and security and his tight ties to everyone in the family among other key people, he seemed to be the lynch-pin and possible direct link to Steele himself.” 
 
    “So that's why you picked him up,” she added, paging through Chase Holt's file. “Hmm, too bad Pete Whitman fumbled the ball.” She closed the folder, “What about the parents?” 
 
    “Our ace in the hole,” replied Doug, ignoring the comment about Pete. “We're sitting on them. Steele came back for his sister, we're sure he'll come back for his parents. If we leave them alone, he'll know where to find them and we'll know where to find him.” 
 
    She tapped on the photo of Stephen Miles, “Let's not forget this guy. It all started with him...” 
 
    “Fair enough,” agreed Doug. “Then we should add this guy to the list,” he said, tapping on the photo of Phil Cooper. “FBI agent, good friends with Steele's father. Something's always told me he knows more than he's letting on.” 
 
    “Hold on,” interrupted Lou Geller, stepping in, “we're crossing a line here targeting members of other agencies... this could go upside down real quick.” 
 
    “Think of it this way, Lou,” began Mercedes, “what do you think would happen if we got our hands on one of these things and called Steele to bargain something bigger for his parents? Like a ship?” 
 
    “Ya mean ransom?” said Lou sarcastically. 
 
    “No, like negotiation,” countered Doug. He was beginning to like the way Huang was thinking. 
 
    “Potato - potahto,” mumbled Lou. 
 
    Mercedes stepped up to the board and studied the photos. “I think we need to go back to basics. Some of these people are in the wind and we should go back and rewire their pads in case they return for any reason. That's step one. Step two, we tag anyone mobile so we can keep track of them. And step three, starting at the bottom,” she pointed, “the peripheral folks. We start picking these people up.” 
 
    “And what do we do with them?” asked Lou. 
 
    Mercedes shrugged, “Hold them, question them.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “As long as it takes. If we let them go we run the risk of them informing others. We'd have to hold them until the investigation is resolved and the equipment is acquired. This is of national importance, our country's security and safety is at risk.” Mercedes Huang was staring intently at the board. “Mooreland, what is that symbol?” she pointed, waving her finger at three photos. 
 
    “Steele, Holt and Murphy are Masons. That's how they know each other, they're in the same lodge...” 
 
    “Then we need wires in that lodge, see what they know.” 
 
    “Um,” Doug rubbed his chin, “that's not as easy as you might think...” 
 
    Mercedes rolled her eyes, “Oh for God's sake, you're spies, get creative. Figure it out. Hell if you can't figure it out, I'll do it.” 
 
    “You won't get in,” commented Lou, “women aren't allowed in the lodge... Besides, being an enormous fraternity, with a very influential enrollment...” 
 
    “Like the CIA or the FBI?” she interrupted sarcastically. 
 
    “Like Presidents, heads of state, judges, lawyers, heads of industry, and other stuff we shouldn't really mess with... from all over the planet.” 
 
    Not totally convinced, Mercedes scrunched her lips together. “Hmm. Maybe we'll have to think more on that, then.” 
 
    “Yeah, think it over real hard, lady,” admonished Lou Geller. “They're not just Masons, they're Knights Templars...” 
 
    She looked at him with a blank stare. 
 
    “Hoo boy, she has no idea who they are. Doug, you want to take this?” 
 
    Doug Mooreland rubbed his forehead. “I'm not going to do a full history here, some of this you're going have to study up on for yourself... That being said; the Freemasons are arguably one of the oldest secret orders on the planet. The Order of the Knights Templar dates back to the early 1100's and is an integral part of Freemason history. You could say that Masonry was borne from the ideals, principals and code of ethics, of the Knights Templars. The Templars invented the earliest forms of banking and checking, developed massive wealth, had their own navy, had their own army, and their first headquarters was the Temple Mount in Jerusalem... The Crusaders called it the Temple of Solomon. They protected pilgrims traveling to and from the holy land of Jerusalem from Islamic raids, ensuring their safety. Developing over about two centuries, their financial network and massive influence extended across the Middle East and all of Europe. At one point they owned the entire island of Cyprus.” 
 
    He took a sip of his nearly cold coffee, producing a look of disdain. “At the beginning of the 13th century, King Philip IV of France had racked up a great deal of debt owed for their services. To avoid paying it he hatched a scheme to discredit the Templars, allowing the crown to seize their money and assets. After some planning, he made his move on Friday, October 13th, 1307, arresting and incarcerating as many as he could find.”  
 
    He shot Mercedes a glance, “That's how the 13th got its bad rap. Anyway, King Philip pressured Pope Clement to work with him to declare the Templars heretics so all their properties and assets could be seized internationally, which the Pope finally did a month later.”   
 
    Mercedes Huang was listening carefully, her hands tucked in her pockets, leaning against the table. “Weren't these the Knights with the red cross on their uniforms that fought in the Crusade against the Muslims?” 
 
    “Yep. The red cross that the Templars wore on their robes was a symbol of martyrdom, and religious piety. They were essentially warrior monks. I've seen several references to them being called the soldiers of Christ or the warriors of Christ. What most people don't realize is that the Templars fought the Crusades as a response to more than a hundred years of attacks by the Muslims. It wasn't initiated by the church; it was an effort to stop the attrition brought on by the Muslim aggressions. Because the Templars had the experience and resources, they were called upon to do battle, along with other religious orders like the Knights Hospitaller and the Knights of St. John. Their uncompromising principles, along with their reputation for courage, excellent training, and heavy armament, made the Templars the most feared combat force in medieval times...”  
 
    “OK,” waved Mercedes, “this is all fascinating enough, but how does that relate to the here and now?” 
 
    Doug handed his coffee mug off to another agent quietly listening, “Would you mind?” The agent gave a silent shrug and headed for the coffee pot sitting on the warmer. “Alright,” continued Doug, “Friday the 13th, the King and the Pope conspired to wipe out as thoroughly as they could, the Templars and all their holdings, yes?” 
 
    “OK...” 
 
    “So,” he said, accepting a refilled coffee mug, “the Templars were famous for something else; their use of pigeons for communications and their secret codes. As soon as the arrests began, messages were sent out by courier pigeons. And hundreds if not thousands of the Templars simply disappeared. Some went to other orders, some blended back into normal life, a large number regrouped under the name, Knights of Christ. They had an exit plan. The King confiscated all the properties and some of their monetary assets... but much of the wealth disappeared with them...” He waved his hand, “Poof. Gone. They ended up in Spain, Portugal, Mexico, America, England, Ireland and scattered throughout Europe. The ones captured were imprisoned, tortured, killed, some burned alive at the stake...” 
 
    “Jesus,” she breathed. 
 
    “Yeah,” nodded Doug, “but the rest survived, lived on, and continued the legacy of some of the most influential people on the planet... In 1492, a hundred-eighty-five years later, Columbus sailed to America. You noticed I didn't say discovered, because he didn't really, the Templars had already been here. In fact they provided him with charts and information on the winds and currents. If you've ever seen drawings of his ships, the sails carried the cross of the Knights Templars...” 
 
    “Columbus was a Templar?” 
 
    “Yep. A member of the Knights of Christ.” 
 
    “Wow... But I still don't get how that applies...” 
 
    Doug slapped his forehead, “Don't you get it? They may be civilians, and they certainly don't carry swords and armor anymore, but the dedication is the same now as it was back then. The oath they swear, the secret ways they communicate, their influence and power... If you go stomping into a lodge and ask questions, start hauling them in for questioning... it will be a replay of Friday the 13th all over again. I think we've already seen that with Dan Murphy and Chase Holt. Unfortunately, 20/20 hindsight; we weren't initially aware of the connection.” 
 
    “What do we do then?” 
 
    “Careful observation, tapping, listening... they'll resurface.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    Doug cracked a crooked little smirk, “Because they still have family...” He waved his finger in the air, “As a final side note; one of the Knights Templar burned at the stake, Jacques de Molay, called out from the fire that a great calamity would befall those who had condemned the Templars to death... Pope Clement mysteriously died a month later and King Philip died in a hunting accident before the end of the year.” 
 
    “Fuck, that's creepy.” 
 
    Doug shook his head, “Gotta respect someone with that kind of mojo,” he sipped his coffee. “So I don't intend to underestimate this organization or their members.” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH: DOUGWAY - THE RABBIT HOLE 
 
    After exiting I-15 toward Salt Lake, State Road 6 was a bit of a shock, a two lane road winding west through the desert and between the mountains. Eureka popped up out of nowhere, a little mining town with two gas stations. One of those places you'd miss if you blinked too long. After the necessary pit stop they continued on, facing the brutal glare of the afternoon sun. 
 
    Utah State Route 36, ran west before it swung north and they almost missed the turnoff because it looked smaller and more worn than the road they had just been on. The narrow two lane road ran through desolate desert with little traffic, save a tumbleweed crossing every now and again. The setting sun on their left was a reprieve from directly facing the intense, unrelenting ball of fire now dropping though a cloudless sky towards the distant peaks. Only an occasional sod farm broke up the flat, lifeless stretches of nothing, their giant green circles the only color in a brown and gray world. It reminded him of another place... a place far away, where war never seemed to end. 
 
    Chase Holt lifted his foot off the accelerator, letting the truck slow down on its own, staring out at the desert on the right of the road. He angled gently and the truck rumbled across the rough scrub on the unpaved shoulder paralleling a short barbed wire fence in serious disrepair. Karen was watching him but trying to see what he was looking at out the window at the same time. “What are you looking at?” she squinted, scanning the terrain. 
 
    “Bunkers... I think.” Looking around suspiciously, he climbed out of the cab and into the truck's bed for a better view, standing on his toes. “Yep, bunkers. Rows and rows of them...” 
 
    She stuck her head out the window, “How the hell did you even see that?” 
 
    “Practice. Certain things in the desert look natural, some don't. These don't, though I suspect they're more worried about them being seen from the air than the ground.” 
 
    “Whose are they?” 
 
    “No idea. Army probably. They look abandoned though. I don't see any vehicles or security...” He jumped down to the ground and climbed back into the cab, putting the truck back in gear and angling back onto the empty road.  
 
    “What are they used for?” 
 
    Chase checked his rear view mirror, “Trucks, tanks, fuel, weapons, ordnance... anything they want to protect from bombs or missiles.” He pointed to the right, “There's the road going in. I don't see a gate or anything... interesting.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Passing the Tooele Army Depot on the outskirts of town as the sun slid behind the mountain ridges, Chase wondered if what they'd previously seen was truly deserted, or more likely remotely monitored. The second question would be what is the response time for an encroachment? That was probably going to run around in his mind for a while. 
 
    Thankfully, Tooele was a decent sized town with enough amenities to provide them with a decent, clean motel room and the first real dinner they'd had in days. It was a bit of normalcy that seemed to be rare in the maelstrom of crazy that had become their lives. 
 
    Coming back to the room from the restaurant, Chase stalled Karen with a wave, swiping his windbreaker aside, silently drawing his Glock. “Door's open,” he whispered, holding it at low ready. He looked up and back down the corridor, checking his surroundings. 
 
    “I watched you pull it closed,” she whispered back. 
 
    He nodded, pushing the door open with his foot, greeted by Allie, wagging her tail. “Hi girl,” he breathed, “did we have a visitor?” The German Shepherd danced around, glad to see her human, kicking something black under the desk. Quickly scanning the room, Chase holstered his Glock and stooped down to pick up the MagnaCard. 
 
    Karen closed and locked the door behind them, “What is it?” 
 
    “An electronic master key card. This thing'll open any door in any hotel. I'm guessing they didn't count on Ellie being here. She must have scared them off...” 
 
    “Are we talking hotel staff?” 
 
    “No, they'd use one of their own cards. This card plugs into a decoder device the size of a cell phone. It probably popped off the cable while he was trying to get out. This is spy stuff...” 
 
    “Not a burglar, huh?” 
 
    Chase tossed it on the nightstand, “Nah, too high tech for this neck of the woods...” He wedged a chair under the door handle. “This is a military town. We're not military and we're not from around here. Maybe it was a security sweep.” He turned out the lights and peeked out the window at the truck. Everything appeared normal.  
 
    “Are you trying to make me feel better, or is that really what you think?” 
 
    He scanned the cars in the lot, all of them empty. “Uh-huh...”  
 
    “Nice ambiguous answer,” she remarked sarcastically, plopping onto the bed. 
 
    “It's the only one you're getting,” replied Chase, pulling the curtains shut. “You can go ahead and give Allie her food...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    A few hundred feet from Utah State Route 36, Chase pulled the pickup off the road onto the rough scrub along Utah State Route 199, the desert running right to the edge of the pavement. The morning sun peeked over the ridge behind them, scattered clouds creating a colorful play of light. They were trading one desolate two-lane road for another, with one difference; this one pointed them toward the mountains. “There's the start of the barbed wire fence...” Chase put the truck in park. 
 
    “Are you sure this is right?” asked Karen, swiveling around and scanning in all directions. “There's nothing here...” She pointed up the road, “I take that back, there's a tumbleweed crossing the road.” 
 
    “It's exactly where Dan's instructions said... he said to wait here.” Allie stuck her head between the seats and nudged Chase's arm.  
 
    “What are we waiting for...?” 
 
    Chase glanced over his shoulder when he caught the flash of blue and red light out of the corner of his eye, his stomach taking a rolling leap before balling up into a knot. “Ooh crap...” 
 
    Karen's eyes flicked out her window to the mirror on the door, “Oh God, what do we do?” 
 
    Chase swallowed hard. “Nothing, stay calm... Don't say anything unless he asks you a question. We're tourists...” He watched the Sheriff exit the cruiser and adjust his gear before reaching through the open window and pulling his cowboy hat off the dash, placing it on his head and adjusting it with a tug on the front of the brim. Chase caught that he was wearing cowboy boots and wondered if that was standard uniform out here. 
 
    “Mornin' folks,” he said leaning close, eying Allie. “Does he bite?” 
 
    “She,” corrected Chase. “And no,” he lied. “Did we do something wrong, officer?” The Shepherd watched the officer over her human's shoulder with interest. 
 
    “Not that I know of...” replied the Sheriff, lifting the brim of his hat with his index finger, looking in around the cab of the truck. “Mind if I see your license and registration?” 
 
    “Sure,” nodded Chase, fishing things out of his wallet and center console. Along with what was requested, he included his concealed weapons permit and instructor ID. 
 
    The Sheriff glanced at it briefly, handing it all back except the driver's license, “Don't need those. Where's your gear?” 
 
    “Back seat in our backpacks,” replied Chase without moving. 
 
    The officer straightened up with a curt nod, “Let's leave them back there for now, shall we?” With a polite smile he headed back for his cruiser. 
 
    “Was it me or was that a bit odd?” whispered Karen. 
 
    Staring in the rear view mirror, Chase was watching the officer in his cruiser, the door standing open, “Yeah, little bit.” A Jeep without top or doors drove past in the opposite direction, giving the scene only a casual glance.  
 
    “Here comes our boy...” 
 
    The officer strode up to the truck and leaned, handing Chase his license back, a piece of paper wrapped around it. “Y'all have a nice day,” he smiled, tipping his hat before heading back to his cruiser. 
 
    Chase checked his mirror and shot Karen a quick glance, “What the hell...?” Unwrapping the paper he realized it was a note; Brother: follow me but not too close. Turn right when I go Code 3, follow it to the end. He looked up as the cruiser pulled back onto the pavement, passing them, heading west on 199 without so much as a glance in their direction from the officer. 
 
    “I don't get it,” said Karen picking up the note as Chase put the truck in gear and pulled back onto the road.  
 
    “Dashcam video...” 
 
    “Like on the cop shows...” 
 
    “Yep. Most cops have dashcam video and mics on their uniforms. He probably couldn't say anything, he wanted it to look like a routine traffic stop.” 
 
    “What's this, Code 3?” she pointed at the note. 
 
    “Lights and siren.” 
 
    Karen sighed, “You'd think there would be an easier way to do all this...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Ten miles later after winding through climbing narrow canyons and passes cut through the foot of the mountains, the Sheriff's cruiser pulled off into the dirt, his lights coming on, his siren wailing as he spun his cruiser in a semi circle using a controlled slide. He appeared out of a swirling cloud of dust, racing past them on the road in the opposite direction, his engine roaring.  
 
    Karen's head whipped around as she watched him scream past, “Holy shit he's flying... do you think he got a call and had to leave...?” 
 
    Chase steered the truck off the pavement in the same place the cruiser went off the road, a rutted sand and dirt trail angling up and away into an unseen canyon. “Nope, that's what Code 3 looks like. It's part of the show,” he pointed, “see there's our road...” 
 
    “That's not a road,” she argued. “That doesn't even qualify as a driveway. It looks like a wagon trail...”  
 
    The canyon walls rose up on either side blocking out the early morning sun, the narrow track winding its way left and right, up and down. “This is kinda creepy... are you sure we won't get stuck in here?” 
 
    Chase's mouth cocked crookedly, not so sure himself, “Four wheel drive, I hope not.” He caught a glimpse of the trail around a bend, climbing up the side of the mountain. “Oh hell no... this thing ain't going up that...”  
 
    Opening up into a small, cozy valley, a motor home, tents and dirt bikes populated the area, hidden under a sizable camouflage net, the trail reaching up beyond the camp. A young woman with long black hair braided past her waist, and golden skin waved them to a spot to park. An animal that looked like a mix of coyote and wolf appeared from one of the tents sidling up beside her. 
 
    “I have my dog,” called Chase, “Is your... is he animal friendly?” 
 
    “Yes,” replied the woman, approaching, “she's wonderful with other animals.” The woman extended her hand as Chase slid out of the truck, Allie climbing over the seat, eager to get out. “Hello, you must be Chase. I am; Two Dogs Fucking.” She shook his hand. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
     “She grinned at her own humor. “Bad Indian joke...” she mused. 
 
    “You're Indian, then,” he replied, still off balance. 
 
    “You couldn't tell?” she smiled, her white teeth a contrast to her golden skin, a wide, colorful, beaded choker around her neck. “Shoshone...” 
 
    Karen made it around the front of the truck, extending her hand, “Karen...”  
 
    “Dancing Rain.” 
 
    “Oh, that's beautiful...” 
 
    “Thanks, just call me Rain,” she said with a casual wave. “Dan and Jesse took a couple of the dirt bikes to the top before dawn, they should be back for breakfast soon, you folks hungry?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Dan Murphy, tanned and bearded, pushed away from the table under the shade of the camouflage net, his plate empty. “That was good, sweetie... it really hit the spot,” he remarked, rubbing his stomach. Rain kissed the top of his head as she moved past, picking up empty plates and silverware. Dan stroked his beard, “Man, that's quite an adventure you've had, I'm glad you made it... Again, I'm really sorry to hear about Pam. I only remember meeting her the once but she seemed like a sweet girl.” 
 
    “Thanks,” nodded Karen.  
 
    Chase leaned forward, his elbows on the table, hands clasped. “So Dan, why are we here? What's going on?” 
 
    Dan leaned back, his hands laced behind his head in a long stretch. “Brother Chase...” he paused and eyed Karen. 
 
    Chase didn't so much as shift his eyes, “Karen, honey, would you mind helping Rain? Give us a few minutes?” 
 
    “Nothing doing,” she snapped. “I'm in this up to my eyeballs just like you. My life is on the line just like yours. I have a right to know what the hell is going on...” 
 
    “OK,” nodded Dan, leaning back in, “fair enough.” He accepted an open laptop handed him by Rain, setting it on the table. He shot Chase a glance, “She is bound by your oath, she is your responsibility, understand?” 
 
    “Understood,” agreed Chase. 
 
    “Good.” Dan brought the laptop out of sleep mode, “Ever heard of Project Zenith?” 
 
    “No...” 
 
    “How about Project Ascension?”  
 
    “No...” 
 
    Dan spun the laptop around so they could see the screen. “Alright, we have a lot of ground to cover... But before I show you that, you should know where you stand.” 
 
    “That might be good,” snipped Karen. 
 
    Dan ignored her attitude, understanding her angst. “The Brotherhood's Commandery has three divisions; the Watchers, the Guardians, and the Crusaders. We are the Watchers. Teams like ours all across the country gather information from people inside and outside the government loyal to the Order. The Guardians are tasked with protecting the people, the defenseless citizens. And the Crusaders are tasked with restoring order, restoring government...” 
 
    Karen's eyes were wide, “Are we talking about a revolution?” 
 
    “Hopefully it won't come to that,” replied Dan, shaking his head. “But the possibility is there. Thomas Jefferson said; The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.” 
 
    “That sure sounds like a revolution to me...”  
 
    Dan's eyes narrowed, “The people of this country need to awaken from the reality TV induced, self indulgent coma they've allowed themselves to be lulled into. People sit across the table from one another, transfixed by their technology, oblivious to everything around them, ignoring the truly meaningful warm blooded social interaction the human race craves. They've become zombies, replacing quality with quantity, so tied to their gadgets they are controlled by them. Yet they are so woefully uninformed it is staggering in scope. And the media has stopped doing their real job, which is being a government watchdog. They are complicit in the deceit and corruption.”  
 
    “Nothing new,” commented Chase, “it's been like that for years...” 
 
    “Has it?” Dan touched Rain's hand as she walked past, “Do we have any iced tea?” She nodded and headed into the RV, Dan turning back to the table. “Why do you think we went to digital TV instead of analog? To drive people to cable and satellite. Sure the signal quality is better but that's not the point. The point is that the government can more easily control cable and satellite. And while we all pay through the nose for our cell services, the government hands out free phones with free calling and free data to the low information voters. Like samples from a drug dealer to a crack whore.”  
 
    Rain placed glasses of iced tea on the table for each of them, “They want a nation of addicts...” 
 
    “And now they have it,” added Dan. “What do you suppose would happen if it all just suddenly... stopped? No TV. No radio. No internet. No cell service...” 
 
    Chase touched the beads of moisture forming on the sides of the glass, “Anarchy...” 
 
    “Control the information, control the people,” said Dan. “Kiss it all goodbye. Your rights are gone. You'll get what they decide you should have... martial law, complete and total government control...”   
 
    Chase watched the beads of moisture race down the glass, “But how? And why?” 
 
    “Enter the how...” Dan tapped the laptop keyboard, starting the video. “Project Zenith.” He took a sip of his iced tea. “You're watching a video we took early this morning, about 4:30, of Dugway which you can see from the top,” he thumbed over his shoulder at the peak of the ridge line. “That bright green flash and beam you're about to see...” 
 
    “Whoa!” Chase and Karen both snapped rigid. 
 
    “Yeah, they're testing that laser on debris in orbit. Remember that Russian reconnaissance satellite that came down in February...?” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    Dan pointed at the screen, “Bang. Dead satellite. It was an old Russian spy rig our folks figured would be mistaken by the Ruskies as an age-failure thing. They didn't set to totally destroy it, just disable it with a narrower beam. All the evidence would burn up on reentry. It worked. The Russians might have suspicions, but if they did they didn't say anything. Because there was no proof. The unit fires from one of the hangars down there. The hangar roof opens and closes for operations. This one's a prototype, but there's a facility in Nevada called the National Security Device Facility, south of Area 51 in Groom Lake, that's building operational units for Navy ships and for the X-37B Spaceplane.”  
 
    “Alright... if that's the how, what's the why?” 
 
    “Global communications control. Everything,” waved Dan expansively. “The US would be the only country left with operational satellites, communications, GPS, etc. If they have any of those things mounted in our satellites they could kill ground radar and other important targets. Then we're talking global domination. Anywhere, anytime, no nukes... unless they're ours.” 
 
    The video complete, Chase sat back in his chair. “That's insane...” 
 
    “Yes it is...” 
 
    “It would take them days, maybe weeks to kill everything up there. The Russians wouldn't just sit around...” 
 
    “Reports we've seen say once all the units are deployed,” offered Rain from the RV's doorway, “Project Zenith would have them relatively blind and deaf in two hours or less. In twenty-four hours, the only satellites in orbit still functional would belong to the USA. And if they time the attack to some serious solar activity it might be long enough to cripple anything with offensive capabilities before they shake off the confusion.” 
 
    Chase waved his hands, “That's a big fucking if... No, I'm sorry this is all just too insane. We're talking World War III, here... Wait, then why all the military cutbacks on manpower and benefits?” 
 
    “They're going to convert to a conscript military,” shrugged Dan. “Fight a war, thin out the population a bit, no benefits to worry about... One of the reasons they don't care about the illegals coming over the border; they get those votes with the promise of free stuff and with a military draft they get free manpower.”  
 
    Karen had been silent, the prospect of it all so overwhelming. But there was something that seemed to be missing. “So how does all this tie in to us? I mean, why were we being stalked and shot at?” 
 
    “Ah,” nodded Dan. “Good question. As hard as all this has been to fathom, it all ties together. It seems our friend, Brother Jack, left a little device with his sister; an alien communications unit of some kind. What I read was that it was about the size of a laptop and the signal could reach and receive from deep space, in real time. So they want it bad. It makes all communications technology we have, look like a stone tablet and chisel by comparison. The group hunting you, hunting all of us, is the NSA. And they think Chase knows something about the unit, or maybe has one...” 
 
    Chase nearly spit out a swallow of iced tea, “Me? What the hell gave them that idea?” 
 
    “Probably your close relationship with the family.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he muttered.  
 
    Dan took a swallow of his iced tea. “Here's another piece of the whole puzzle, a pretty important piece as far as I'm concerned; all the calls for repealing the Second Amendment, gun registrations, bans etc... are because they know they can't pull this off if the people are armed...” He stirred his iced tea. “It's also why the administration has been purging military leaders that won't walk lockstep with their ideology. They want military leaders that will follow orders; whether it be firing on American citizens or going along with a plan for world domination.” 
 
    “A hundred-forty-five dismissals by last count. Good people...” Tense, Chase's jaw muscles were working. “If the people would just wake their asses up!” 
 
    “I think that is actually happening,” offered Rain. “Did you see what's been happening in Nevada?” 
 
    Chase frowned... “No...” 
 
    “They've been on the road, Rain,” said Dan over his shoulder. He leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “The government is testing the waters, seeing how far they can push, how much they can get away with. Something they've been incrementally doing for years using the EPA, IRS and the Bureau of Land Management. The BLM has forced ranchers in this valley of Nevada off their lands and out of business. There's only one family left and the BLM has been in conflict with these people for over a decade. Suddenly it's urgent; they're claiming eminent domain, safety of an endangered species, he owes grazing fees or something...” 
 
    “For his own land?” 
 
    “Yeah, only the BLM claims it's not his land, it's theirs. Problem is not only are they running roughshod over him they're stepping all over the state's rights... If it's actually government land, it belongs to Nevada, not Washington. And the state has no argument with the rancher...” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “The BLM shows up with two hundred armed officers, helicopters, snipers and range hands to start confiscating this guy's cattle and take the land. They were threatening people, getting rough like schoolyard bullies, telling people they would arrest or shoot anyone who interferes...” 
 
    Karen was transfixed. “Jesus,” she breathed. 
 
    “But this time there was push back. This rancher, a tough old bird, asked for help. It went viral. In a couple of days there were almost two thousand citizens there to protest and protect him and his ranch, from all over the country. A fairly sizable portion of those people were armed.” 
 
    “The Three Percenters,” nodded Chase.  
 
    “Yep. And about half of those were our Guardians,” added Dan. “No shit dyed-in-the-wool patriots, willing to do whatever was needed. The end result was the BLM returned most of the confiscated animals and pulled out. They knew they were seriously out manned and outgunned.” 
 
    “Nice...” 
 
    Dan smirked, “Here's the kicker; the BLM wanted the entire valley for a solar farm deal one of Nevada's very own senators cooked up with a Chinese conglomerate. Selling out Americans to line his own filthy, greedy pockets.” 
 
    Chase rolled his eyes, “Holy shit... not just Americans but his very own constituents. Can't get much lower than that.” 
 
    “Snake's belly in a wagon rut,” chirped Rain. 
 
    “Sadly,” added Dan cutting back in, “I think it's a short-term win. The BLM will wait it out and when there's less coverage, less attention, they'll sweep back in. Probably at night... scoop up the entire family. Then they'll have free reign to do whatever they want to.” 
 
    “That's not going to be pretty...” 
 
    “No it's not. One way or the other those folks are going to disappear; a dark cell or a bodybag... At this point I don't think the government's going to be picky.” 
 
    “That may be the second shot heard round the world...” 
 
    Dan sipped his iced tea, “I'd like to say I hope it will end all peaches and cream but I think that's ignoring the white elephant in the room. I hate to say it, I really do, but I think there's a good chance things could get really ugly... for all of us.” 
 
    Chase stared at his glass in silence for a long moment. “So what's Project Ascension?” he asked slowly. 
 
    “The X-37B Spaceplane. The first one set a record at four-hundred-sixty-nine consecutive days in orbit. A secret mission for the military... directly tied to Project Zenith. Everyone thinks there's just one of these but there's a second one in orbit that's been up there over five-hundred days. Same mission.”  
 
    Chase sat back unconsciously biting his lower lip, “Intelligence gathering on all the satellites in space...” 
 
    “Exactly. And just FYI, those two are not the only X-37s they have. While the latest one  has been orbiting up there, three more have been completed. There's about ten now.” 
 
    Chase rubbed his face, “One is research, two or three is transport or testing... ten is weaponizing.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The small established observation area near the peak of the ridge overlooked Dugway and the cloudless sky full of stars promised a night for clear photos and video. Chase adjusted the camouflaged poncho with the foil lining around him. “Do these things really work?” 
 
    “So far so good. Can't wear the damn things during the day, too fucking hot. But then trying to pick us up with thermal during the day surrounded by hot rocks in the sun is fruitless. As long as we stay hidden we're golden. At night though, as soon as everything cools off...” 
 
    “Yeah we used thermal all the time in Afghanistan. It has its limitations though. Range mainly... So what are we looking for?” 
 
    “UFOs, helicopters, convoys that disappear into the ground, lasers... whatever.”  
 
    Chase was staring through the telephoto lens on the digital camera, “Y'know, I can see a service road just inside the fence line... not much of a fence either...” 
 
    “Don't need one, it's mined.” 
 
    Chase pulled away from the camera looking over at Dan in the darkness, barely visible, “You're shitting me.” 
 
    “Nope. Warning sign's say unexploded ordnance but that's to cover their asses. They have it mined.” 
 
    Chase shook his head, “I don't know if I totally believe that or not... I don't want to believe it. But if it's true it's a sad comment on what's happening in the United States,” he sighed. “Sometimes I don't recognize this country anymore.”  
 
    It was silent for a while, nothing but the desert breeze and an occasional cricket.  
 
    “So um, you and Karen... you a thing?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was a fate thing. But it's good. You and Rain?” 
 
    “Yeah, she's terrific. She's a lawyer... or was. Worked in a big firm in Salt Lake, did pro-bono work on the side for the tribes in the area – give back to the community and all that. She took a client suing the government over a death that occurred at the military depot on Route 73...” 
 
    “We passed two; one on the right side of Route 36 then later one on the left... The one on the left looked like the biggest.”  
 
    “The one on the right. It stretches between routes 36 and 73.” 
 
    “It looked abandoned...” 
 
    “That's what they want you to think, but not hardly. Anyway, some teenage Indian kids were out there exploring and base security stopped them and held them. Killed one accidentally while they were in custody.” 
 
    “Oh God...” 
 
    “Turns out, Rain's firm does a lot of government work and they ordered her to drop the case. It was on her own time and her own dime so she refused. They fired her; she sued her own law firm and won.” 
 
    “Nice. What about the lawsuit for the kid?” 
 
    “She had to abandon it, she started getting death threats. Then of course there were the black SUVs following her. She hid out on one of the local reservations. With a little digging, the Order found that her firm secretly represented the DOE.” 
 
    “Department of Energy,” groaned Chase, “previously known as the Atomic Energy Commission... terrific. So these guys then,” he thumbed over his shoulder at the base below. 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Purveyors of the finest, most thorough, most horrific destructive devices known to man. They're going to figure out yet, how to make the human race extinct...” he sighed. 
 
    “Here's the kicker,” added Dan, waggling his finger. “With a little more digging, we found that the base in question, which everyone thought was an annex of the larger Army depot closer to town, is actually a CIA weapons, ammunition and equipment depot. Code named, Midwest Depot.” 
 
     Chase rolled his eyes. “Let's go home, Dan...”  
 
    “Florida? I'm not going back,” countered Dan, “there's nothing for me there...” 
 
    “Fine,” interrupted Chase, “screw it, I'll go back.” 
 
    Dan Murphy started to laugh, “Man, you can't go home. You can never go home... Ever. If they caught up with you, you'd never see the light of day again. You'd probably end up in a shallow unmarked grave.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, it just sounded good. For a minute.” Frankly, this situation didn't seem to have a very bright future either. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The night had passed quickly and it was active enough to keep them both busy. Under the shade of the camouflage net, reviewing the night's photos and video footage on the laptop at breakfast, Dan busied himself with uploading everything they had gotten onto a server hidden somewhere on the Deep Web. “This is some good stuff... Uh-oh, what's this? Hmm, interesting, we're being directed to Groom Lake...”  
 
    Mechanically eating his scrambled eggs, Chase Holt was staring blankly at the back of Dan's laptop. He raised his eyebrows, “Area 51?” 
 
    “Yep. I don't know about you but I'm bushed. We'll get some rest first and leave this evening; we should be there before morning.” 
 
     Chase's mind was still playing back the night's events. “There's got to be a huge base underneath... over fifty deuce-and-a-halfs and MRAPS went into that hangar. I'd love a chance to see what's down there. Where did the helicopters go? I was concentrating on the ground vehicles.” 
 
    Dan shook his head, “You mean after they buzzed us? I thought they'd seen us for sure. Two landed between the hangars on the other side and the other two flew off.” 
 
    “Any idea what those other lights in the sky were?” 
 
    “You mean the...” 
 
    “Yeah, those.” 
 
    Dan looked up over the screen of the laptop. “Nope.” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    FREERANGER – DD217, WHISPERFIRE SYSTEM: MEE-OW 
 
    Sitting at a dead stop a quarter of the way through the system, Commander T. B. Yafusco and Lieutenant Dash Zarnev were comparing notes on the holo-chart in the ship's ready room, examining the Whisperfire System. 
 
    Tibby Yafusco dropped himself into the lounger and kicked his feet up. “I don't know Dash, I think we've lost them. Sensors aren't picking up a damn thing. That ass at Rega Station screwed us bad; put us too far behind. Somewhere between Rega and here, they altered course. 
 
    Dash Zarnev rubbed the back of his neck in exasperation. “I swear to the Gods, Tibbs,” he waved at the chart, “I was studying this route and this system twenty-four hours ago, and that station...” he pointed, “wasn't on the map.” 
 
    Tibby wasn't so much listening as he was brooding. “I think that pompous ass lied to us... I'm betting they paid him to stall us. It makes sense,” he mused, bringing his steepled fingertips to his lips in contemplation. “Why else would he have held us off station for so long...? We should go back to Rega and have a little old-fashioned talk with him...” He was staring at the wall deaf and blind except for the daydream in his mind's eye. 
 
    “TIBBY!” 
 
    Disrupting his plot, Yafusco shot Dash a scowl, “WHAT?!” he barked back, throwing his hands wide. 
 
    “Forget the fucking Imperator, will you please?” He stuck his arm into the hologram, his index finger touching the marker of the unnamed mining station orbiting the fourth planet. “This station wasn't on the map twenty-four hours ago...” 
 
    “Aaah,” Tibby waved it off like he was physically casting the idea aside, “you probably just missed it...” 
 
    Indignant, Dash Zarnev straightened up and turned his back to the table, leaning back against it, his head cocked to one side, staring at his commanding officer, “When have I ever missed something like that?” 
 
    Yafusco nodded acknowledgment, “OK, never. But that doesn't mean anything... It could be a glitch in the chart system or a simple update.” 
 
    “Or someone entered it into the system.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” shrugged Tibby. “But that could be anybody. Any ship traveling through a system can submit a navigational or structural position report.” 
 
    “Or maybe, that UFW task force did it.” 
 
    “At this point I think that's a big maybe...” 
 
    “C'mon, Tibby, it's a pretty big coincidence that we're following this group and this station suddenly appears.”  
 
    “Yeah but it could be just that, a coincidence. I'm not sure I want to risk going any further. We're getting a little stipend from the FreeRanger Council to investigate but we can't count on that if there's nothing to report. Expenses and supplies will be coming out of our bottom line.” 
 
    The door from the bridge slid open with a hiss, Grinah stepping in and standing in the doorway, “Sorry to bother you, but Kindre Thurmer and her first officer are shuttling over from the DD62...” She placed her hands on her hips with a snarky little smile creeping across her lips, “I guess she figured it was time for a little reunion...?”  
 
    Tibby pointed accusingly at his wife to be, “Don't start with me, woman...” 
 
    Grinah's snarky little smile remained, “As long as she doesn't start anything with you...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Commander Kindre Thurmer was at least a head taller than Grinah but that was not something Grinah was concerned about. The woman walked like a jungle cat looking for something to kill. And eat. It was simply unnerving to watch her walk into a room. Of course you wouldn't know it by looking at the men; drooling and panting like horny little puppies wanting to hump her leg. It was almost sickening to watch. Tibby was right, she was almost so beautiful it was distracting... disturbing. She was perfect. All the more reason for Grinah to dislike her, which she did almost instantly. It was an impulse. Like the impulse to tear at her face and scratch her eyes out... Whoah! What the hellion was that? Grinah shook off the feeling. 
 
    “Kindre Thurmer,” she said, extending her hand, “and this is my first officer, Lieutenant Heunter LeStarn.” 
 
    “Grinah.” She politely shook the hands of the enchantress and her officer, who looked too much like a boy-toy. “Commander Yafusco thought it might be best dining here in the ready room; a little more privacy.” 
 
    Kindre made herself at home on the leather settee, her first officer inspecting the holo-chart. “And where is Mr. Tibby this evening?”  
 
    For some reason that irked Grinah. “He and our first officer, Mr. Zarnev, will be with us in a moment. Can I get you a drink?”  
 
    “Why yes my dear, how nice,” she waved regally, adjusting the hem of her skirt; an odd uniform choice for a ship's Commander. “So what is your position here, Ensign...?” 
 
    With her back to the Commander, Grinah caught the antipathy, wickedly reversing the proportions of Kleer and mixer in the glass. She turned and walked the drink over to the woman on the settee, “Bridge officer and wife,” she replied casually. The change of expression was brief and slight but Grinah caught that too. The first sip was a visible shock and she rather enjoyed seeing the instant change in complexion as Kindre Thurmer forced it down, eyes watering. “Oh, I'm sorry,” Grinah said innocently. “Did I make that too strong?” She shook her head accepting the glass back, “I'm so used to mixing them for Tibby. He loves them that way, you know... Let me try again.” 
 
    “No need,” coughed Kindre, “I can... wait... for dinner...” 
 
    “Nonsense, can't have our guests going thirsty...” She remixed the drink in palatable proportions, walking it back over to the more humble Kindre who accepted it with a measure of caution. “Can I get you something Mr. LeStarn?” 
 
    Eyes wide, he shook his head and waved it off, “No thanks, I'm fine...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Dinner was completely informal, conversation light and casual; overall friendly and uneventful, Kindre behaving herself under Grinah's watchful gaze. Wine glass in hand, the Commander was still sitting on the leather settee, watching the holo-chart animations. “I'm not sure just giving up our pursuit is a good idea Tibby.” 
 
    “You just don't want to lose the Council's mission stipend...” waved Yafusco. 
 
    “No, of course not. Do you?” 
 
    “There's a point of diminishing return here somewhere, Kindra, and I think we're at it. Or near it. If we don't have something to report soon, they're going to pull the plug. And we'll end up deadheading back on our own dime. In case you hadn't noticed, this is not FreeRanger territory and we're alone out here...” 
 
    “I understand what you're saying...” 
 
    Yafusco shook his head, “If our ships had GOD drives I'd feel a lot better about a hasty exit if we had to make one. But...” 
 
    “But we could get jumped by fighters if we're not careful. I get it.”  
 
    Tibby sipped his nearly straight Kleer, producing a wince, its sharp heat burning on the way down. “There's at least six other routes between Rega Station and here. They could be anywhere. Two years ago, I would've been able to tell you where they probably went. Their patrols were predictable...” 
 
    Kindre uncrossed her legs and stood up, smoothing her skirt, moving over to the holo-table. “They've definitely changed tactics and patrol patterns, I've noticed that.” 
 
    “According to the Imperator's description, this may be the same task force from the fight in Velora Prime...” 
 
    “I heard that was a mess for us...” 
 
    Tibby's face tightened, “You heard right. We missed it by half a day but we saw some of the ships coming out of the area. They were in bad shape.” 
 
    “We never got close, we were doing escorts on the Fringe.” 
 
    “Probably a good thing. There weren't many survivors.” 
 
    Kindre sipped her wine. “What was the name of that ship...? The one with the bounty on it...?” 
 
    “Freedom,” replied Heunter LeStarn. “And nobody seems to be able to confirm what happened to it...” 
 
    Kindre nodded, “I heard there are a few claims on her demise but the Council is refusing to pay out the bounty because there's no confirmation...” 
 
    Tibby smirked and shook his head at the same time, “I had a feeling that was going to come back and bite them in the ass somehow.” He sipped his Kleer, his mind wandering back to his conversation with the Imperator of Rega Station. “Something the Imperator said keeps bothering me...” 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “The task force had a new Admiral. Jack Steele... Ever heard the name before?” 
 
    “Can't say that I have. Have you?” 
 
    Tibby's eyes narrowed. “Yeah. In Zender's Trek from a Maultier ore transport crew we rescued. They barely made it out of Velora Prime. Got shot up in the process. Their ship was owned by McSuddeth Mining...” 
 
    “Who is a subsidiary of VirTech Mining,” interrupted Grinah. They lost a ship a couple months earlier in Haruna Tier... to the Freedom. VirTech's communications with the Freedom listed the captain as Jack Steele.” 
 
    “A cruiser with fighters,” added Tibby. “They're the ones who took out our cruiser later that day. The Skipper overextended our GOD jump and we went in depleted. We were a sitting duck.” 
 
    “I remember reading that report,” said Kindre. “I didn't realize... You've got a bit of history tied up in this.” 
 
    Yafusco stared at his glass, “A little bit. But what the hell is he doing on an Oijin class carrier. As an Admiral? Did he lose the Freedom?” 
 
    Kindre Thurmer leaned against the holo-table with her hip, “It's an obvious reward for the victory in Velora Prime, if you ask me. And I think we should keep going... you'll never forgive yourself if you don't.” 
 
    “Maybe...” 
 
    “You know as well as I do, it'll eat you up if you just let it go now.” She pointed at the chart, “Look, if you had to guess... your best guess, where did they go?” 
 
    Tibby motioned over at Dash Zarnev. “The Lieutenant noticed an anomaly on the system chart that wasn't there on earlier review... It could be nothing...” 
 
    “But if it's not,” urged Kindre, “if it is them, then they're heading that way,” she pointed at the gate to Elyse Core. 
 
    “Doesn't make sense though,” said Tibby, shaking his head. “There's nothing in Elyse Core. The Terran System beyond that is populated but they aren't spacers yet, and you have to go two more systems from either one of those to find...” 
 
    “You said yourself they've been unpredictable,” interrupted Grinah, “isn't this unpredictable?”  
 
    Yafusco stared at the chart and scratched his head, “So now we're trying to predict unpredictability...?” 
 
    “You have a better idea? Because sitting here isn't doing anything for us.” She pointed her finger at him, “You know I'm right.” 
 
    He slipped his arm around Grinah's waist and pulled her close, kissing her forehead. “Yes, dear,” he smiled. “Dash, make for Elyse Core as soon as the Commander gets back to the DD62.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Kindre, it was good to see you again... you're welcome to tag along, but I understand if you decide to turn back...” 
 
    Commander Kindre Thurmer shook his hand and gave him a quick hug, keeping in mind Grinah was watching closely. “The 62 will be right beside the 217. We're in it for the adventure.” 
 
    “And the mission stipend...” teased Yafusco. 
 
    Kindre smiled, “The stipend doesn't hurt.” She turned to Grinah and shook her hand. “Good to meet you. Take care of each other... Let's go Mr. LeStarn.” 
 
    “Yes Ma'am...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Dash Zarnev poured himself a cup of coffee, to accompany his late night snack.  
 
    “You still awake?” 
 
    Dash glanced up, “Skipper,” he acknowledged. “Can't sleep.” 
 
    “You have Kindre on the brain...?” 
 
    The Lieutenant nodded uncomfortably, “Yeah, how did you know?” 
 
    Yafusco grinned, “I've seen it before. In the academy we used to call it Thurmer fever.” 
 
    “I don't think I've ever seen a woman that beautiful... can't seem to get her out of my head.” 
 
    “Shake it off, Mr. Zarnev. She'll chew you up and spit you out. And you won't even enjoy it...” 
 
    Dash cocked a curious eyebrow, “Is that the voice of experience?” 
 
    Tibby poured himself a cup of coffee, “Not personally. But I've seen the aftermath. The wreckage isn't pretty.” 
 
    Dash laughed, “Guess I don't need that.” 
 
    “No. No you don't.” 
 
    “So where are we headed?” 
 
    Tibby blew the steam off the coffee in his mug, “I've been thinking about your station...” 
 
    “The one around the fourth planet?” 
 
    “Yes. We're going to do a close pass on our way to Elyse Core, see if it's occupied.” 
 
    “You want to ask if they've seen anything...” pointed Dash. 
 
    “It had occurred to me...”  
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW CONQUEST, ELYSE CORE SYSTEM : THE HOME STRETCH 
 
    Admiral Jack Steele pulled the canopy release as his Lancia coasted across the deck, angling towards a rearmament stall. The canopy seal popped like a cold beer, lifting up with hydraulic arms, the warm smells of the flight deck mixing with the cold wash of the fighter's air system. He slid his visor up as he systematically went through his shutdown procedures, miniature holo-screens automatically folding in and tucking away. The Lancia settled to the deck softly and the twin engines whined down as he began to unbuckle himself. 
 
    “Getting in some flight hours I see...” said the Crew Chief as he climbed the boarding ladder, his head appearing over the left side of the cockpit. “How was your flight Admiral?” He busied himself with removing the pilot's connections and harness, re-pinning the safety on the ejection seat. 
 
    “Good, Chief. Thanks for asking.” Free of his connections and belts, Steele handed his helmet to the Chief before standing in the cockpit to climb over the side. 
 
    Dropping to the deck below, the Chief waved at the tower with his free hand, returning the Admiral's helmet as he stepped off the ladder. “Hold on sir...” he pulled his e-Pad out of his cargo pocket, the screen instantly waking up. “Tower wants you to see this,” he said, paging to the report. “Near perfect gunnery score, ninety-nine percent...” he smiled, “looks like you ain't too rusty just yet.” 
 
    Jack reviewed his gunnery stats with a smirk, “Good to know...” He tapped on the screen, “Though I gotta work on my time a bit...” He handed it back to the Chief's waiting hand. 
 
    “Better than Miss Kitty,” he whispered nodding in the direction of the Ketarian Lieutenant climbing down from her Lancia in the next stall. 
 
    “How'd she do?” asked Jack leaning in to get a look at Nera Margareth's score.  
 
    The Chief tilted the screen for him to see, “Ninety-four percent...” 
 
    “That's nothing to sneeze at, Chief...” The man shot him a questioning look and Jack realized it didn't translate well. “That's nothing to be ashamed of...” 
 
    The Chief nodded his understanding, paging through a few more reports. “Thought you'd like to see this one too... Miss Lisa did really well for a young'un. Ninety percent.”  
 
    Jack edged in to see the screen, “What was she flying?”  
 
    “Says here, the Reaper, that new two-seater for the Revenge... No one in the back seat though, she was alone.” He tapped on the screen, “They had her flying flight lead. Green Flight.” He slid the e-Pad back into his pocket, “That's impressive that they put her in as a flight leader...” 
 
    Steele wedged his helmet under his arm as he tugged on his gloves while they walked. “Agreed. Personally, I would have waited a bit, but Captain Smiley and Commander Warren know what they're doing...” He wondered who was in her flight and how they did overall. He headed for debriefing. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Still in flight gear, Steele grabbed an empty seat next to Nera Margareth. “Lieutenant...” 
 
    “Admiral,” she acknowledged, her eyes reflecting surprise. “Didn't expect you to be here...” 
 
    “Why not? It's flight debriefing, isn't it?” 
 
    “Well yes, but...” 
 
    “Have they read any of the scores yet?” 
 
    Nera looked at him with glass-like green eyes. “No, the Commander hasn't started the meeting yet.”  
 
    Steele smiled at her warmly, disarming her visible discomfort. “So how did you like being our flight leader?” 
 
    She looked him up and down, “Can I be honest, sir? Off the record?” 
 
    “Sure. Off the record.” 
 
    “I don't like flying with you. Sir. You make me nervous.” 
 
    “Why is that? Do you think maybe I'm rusty? Can't cover your wing?” 
 
    Nera's ear twitched nervously. “No, sir. I felt like you were watching everything I was doing. Looking over my shoulder.” 
 
    Steele chuckled, “As your wingman that was kinda my job.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she admitted. “But I felt like you were grading everything I was doing.”  
 
    “That's not my job,” he nodded toward the podium, “that's their job.” He turned in his seat and casually crossed his legs at the knee, leaning closer. “I get the feeling you don't trust too many people on your wing...” 
 
    Nera shot a quick glance in Lisa's direction two rows over, “Why, what have you heard?” 
 
    Steele schluffed it off, “Nothing. Just my personal observations. Like your constant speed and attitude adjustments; either you were testing my competence or you're a nervous pilot. I sense a high level of confidence in you, so I have to figure it's the first option.”  
 
    “Are you thinking of filing a report?” 
 
    “I hardly think that's necessary, do you?” She remained unresponsive, watching his eyes. “You're a good pilot, I saw your score and...” 
 
    “What did I get?” she interrupted. 
 
    “Ninety-four percent...” 
 
    “What did you get?” 
 
    “Ninety-nine.” 
 
    Nera's eyes narrowed, “I was sure I did better than you...” 
 
    “Look, Lieutenant,” he began in a hushed tone, “this is not a competition. It's a way of staying sharp and gauging who's in need of skill improvement. From what I saw tonight, there isn't anyone I wouldn't trust on my wing. Whether you're a flight leader or just a wing leader, you have enough to worry about without having to fly for your wingman too. Let your wingman do his job.” He looked around, “Is there anyone here that you wouldn't fly with? Someone whose scores you don't think were good enough?” 
 
    Nera looked around, pausing briefly on Lisa and a couple of the newer pilots.  
 
    Steele took the non-answer as mistrust. “Let me ask you a question, what do you think the lowest score was?” 
 
    Her eyes shifted around the room, eying the newer pilots again, “Seventy Percent...” 
 
    “And what would you say is an acceptable score? One that would allow you to concentrate on your job and let your wingman fly with trust?” 
 
    “Ninety percent,” she shot back without hesitation. 
 
    “Honestly? You can't do better than that?” 
 
    She sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. “OK, eighty-five percent. That's as low as I can go.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” grinned Steele. “I've got a wager for you; for each pilot with a score under seventy-five percent, I'll buy you a steak dinner. And, you won't have to fly with anyone with a score lower than eighty-five percent... ” 
 
    “Deal...” 
 
    “Waaait... there's a catch.” 
 
    Nera rolled her eyes and folded her arms, “Of course there is.” I'll have to fly with your sister no matter what...  
 
    “Since eight-five percent is acceptable, and you won't have to fly with anyone below that, no more screwing around. Do your job, let your wingman do his job.” 
 
    She eyed him suspiciously, “What's in it for you?” 
 
    “Peace and harmony. Everybody's happy.” 
 
    “Deal...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Nera waited outside the briefing room, her flight helmet dangling from her hand, watching the pilots file out in clusters, chatting amongst themselves. When the Admiral appeared, his sister at his side, she intercepted them. “Admiral, Ensign,” she acknowledged. “Admiral, I feel like I owe you a steak dinner, nobody was under eighty-five percent.” She tapped Lisa on the shoulder in an uncomfortable attempt at camaraderie, “Congratulations,” she added awkwardly, “ninety percent... that's... a really good score.” 
 
    “Thanks,” replied Lisa, a little taken aback. “Of course not as good as Torn Dado, our class star. Ninety-four percent...” 
 
    “Why don't you come to dinner with us, Lieutenant?”  
 
    “Thank you Admiral, but...” as inclined as Nera Margareth was to decline, she couldn't for the life of her, think of a good reason not to. “Sure, thanks. Steak?” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Lieutenant. It's on me.” She shot him a questioning glance. “I'm buying,” he clarified. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Watching the big screen intently from the back of the bridge, Steele was leaning  against the holo-chart table, his arms folded, watching the Captain and the Conquest's bridge crew work like a well-oiled machine. He was happy to have been right not to replace him. Free from the madness of Admiral Pottsdorn, Anthony Ryan had quickly reverted back to the command officer he needed to be.  
 
    On the big screen the splash of hypnotic, abstract color swirled in the center of the gate, undulating like a living, breathing, liquid kaleidoscope. Tendrils of color reached out their dancing fingers toward the approaching Conquest. 
 
    “Entering gate corona, Captain.” 
 
    “Maintain course and speed. Where's the Revenge?” 
 
    “She's through, sir. Commander Carter's reporting all clear.” 
 
    Lisa leaned close to her brother, “I don't get it, you've seen this dozens of time, why are we up here?” 
 
    “Hold on...” He leaned around the corner to his left looking down the steps to the flight tower. “Pappy, you seeing this?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral...” 
 
    Jack leaned back, whispering to his sister, “Don't you think it's beautiful?” 
 
    “Well yeah, but they all start to look the same after a while. Don't you think?” 
 
    “Don't be so jaded... they're all a little different. Some are more beautiful than others...” he never took his eyes off the screen. “Each one seems to be more beautiful than the last. This one seems to be the most beautiful of all.” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow, “You feeling alright? Because you're sounding a little weird.” 
 
    The Conquest pushed through the iris of the gate leaving the silver lining, entering a star-filled sky with a purplish-blue planet prominent as the wash of colors slid off her hull, dropping behind. Two inset comm squares appeared off to one side on the big screen, the Captain of the Westwind in one, Brian's face in the other.  
 
    Brian saluted, “Welcome to the Terran System everyone. People from around these parts call it the Solar System. Damn it's good to be home!” 
 
    Lisa discreetly elbowed her brother in the ribs. “Nice. Could've told me! Dick...” she whispered. 
 
    Steele smiled an evil little grin. “Go pack. We're moving over to the Revenge. We're going to be over there for our duration here in the system. Gus, Fritz and our gear can go over in a shuttle. Who do you want as a rear seat for the Reaper?” 
 
    “Sergeant Draza Mac. He's already on the Revenge.” 
 
    “Good deal, we'll call Maria for a pickup when we're ready... You and I will fly the Reaper over.” 
 
    Lisa indicated the big screen, “What planet is that?” 
 
    “Neptune.” He pointed off to the right, “Pluto's out over that way somewhere. We have to go all the way across, Earth is on the other side of the Solar System right now.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack's impromptu meeting in the Admiral's ready room was attended by; Paul Smiley, Mike Warren, Derrik Brighton and Captain Ryan. “OK guys,” began Steele, I know I'm not the only one here that might have unfinished business or loose ends that need to be taken care of...” 
 
    “Yeah, I skipped it last time,” volunteered Mike, “but I'd really like to see my folks if I could. Let them know I'm... well, not dead. They're about twenty miles outside Fort Dodge, Iowa...” 
 
    “There's only my Mum,” offered Derrik. “She knew I was leaving with Uncle but he only told her we were traveling abroad... She's in Vauxhall London, Borough of Lambeth.” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “That's a mouthfull...” He turned to Pappy, “Paul...?” 
 
    “I'm good, Jack. There's nobody, really... Mom and dad are gone, just a few cousins and we were never close. Jill's the only one of any importance and I'm sure she's moved on...” 
 
    “Wife?” 
 
    “No, no,” waved Pappy, “best girl. We were sort of engaged...” 
 
    “How can you be sort of engaged?” asked Steele. “You're either engaged or you're not. Kinda like being sort of pregnant...” 
 
    “Nothing official,” waved Paul, chuckling. “No ring, just a promise... If I went back to see her I'm sure it would only disrupt the life she has now...” 
 
    “Are you positive?” 
 
    “I'm positive,” nodded Paul. “You know Myomerr's my girl. I wouldn't want to do anything to jeopardize that... She's the future, everything else is just the past.” 
 
    “Alright. Then I guess you won't mind coordinating the visits for whoever needs to go?” 
 
    “Done,” agreed Pappy. 
 
    “Brian and Maria might be in the mix somewhere as well; I'll discuss it with them when I get over to the Revenge. I would suggest any shuttle going down get an armed escort. Or simply let them go down in fighters...” 
 
    “Don't sweat it. I'll handle it. I'm more concerned by your visit; yours have a history of being a bit more complicated...” 
 
    Sitting behind his desk, Steele put his feet up, casually leaning back. “I'm going to check on mom and dad real quick and then see if I can scare up a meeting with one of the Florida senators I've had some contact with.” 
 
    “I know Admiral Higdenberger and the Madame Directorate wanted you to approach Earth about being a UFW Alliance member, but do you really think they're ready?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out, Pappy,” shrugged Jack. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” asked Mike. “You can't just walk up to the White House and knock on the front door...” 
 
    “I'm working on it...” 
 
    “Oh, we've heard that before,” groaned Pappy. “I didn't like it then either...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa Steele adjusted the airflow to the rear cockpit as she reviewed the Reaper's sensors and turret controls. “I thought this was my bird, why do I have to sit in the back?” 
 
    “It's your bird unless I'm flying it,” retorted Jack.  
 
    “Funny, I don't remember seeing that provisional clause in my contract...” 
 
    Completing his preflight, Jack flipped the antigravity on and the Reaper bounced a few inches off the flight deck. “Exactly the reason I don't do contracts...” he snickered, “I can make it up as I go along.”  
 
    “You're an ass...” 
 
    “I thought that was the very definition of a big brother...” He got the nod from the lineman on the deck and slid the two-seat fighter sideways out of its revetment. Not configured or designed for the launch racks, he would launch manually over the Conquest's fantail.  
 
    “It's sometimes difficult to tell whether you're my brother the ass, or my commanding officer the ass, “ she quipped. 
 
    “OK then, I'll do my best to clarify. Commanding officer; check six, tell me if we're clear and if the shuttle has launched or not...” He watched her check over her shoulder in his canopy mirror. “Brother; you're doing it wrong, use the turret camera.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she growled. “Six is clear, shuttle is out the door.”  
 
    “Tower to Reaper; traffic pattern is clear, you are free to launch. Happy Trails, Admiral.” 
 
    “Thank you tower.” Steele rotated the fighter on its own axis until it faced the stern, the static blue haze of the stasis field wavering and shimmering. He returned the lineman's sharp salute and accepted the launch wave, nudging the throttle. In a few mere seconds they passed through the wash of blue into the inky blackness of Earth's Solar System, the stars of the Milky Way a spectacular backdrop. “Gear up, AG off,” he announced. “Vector to Red Flight's patrol?” 
 
    Lisa pulled up the screen for long-range sensors. “We're not going straight to the Revenge?” 
 
    “Nope,” he replied, adjusting his oxygen. “I want to play with her a bit, see what she feels like.” Punching the igniters, both engines lit simultaneously with a deep thump.  
 
    “OK, gotcha. Sending navigation coordinates to your screen.” 
 
    “Thank you...” he grinned sardonically, easing the throttles forward. “Visors...” He pulled the Reaper into an arcing turn, the Sun passing across the sky. “Damn, that's bright,” he breathed, still squinting with the gold visor down. “Ready kiddo?” 
 
    “It's dark, sort of,” she squinted, “we're wearing sunglasses and we're in a badass ship... hit it.”  
 
    “Hold on, going full-on Mach-stupid...” 
 
    “I haven't gone ffunnhhhhhh...” Lisa's body was squeezed mid-sentence as her brother hammered the throttles the full length of their travel, the ships artificial gravity gyro fighting to equalize the cockpit gravity.  
 
    Steele's vision narrowed, his field of view going momentarily gray before the gravity system began to stabilize and the pure oxygen automatically pumped into his suit brought him back. “Still with me?” he panted. 
 
    “Barely,” she wheezed, gulping oxygen. “I haven't had the opportunity to push her that hard... holy crap...” 
 
    Jack eyed his scope, “Coming up on the Revenge...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Somebody's in a hurry,” noted Ragnaar, watching the incoming marker on the sensor screen.  
 
    “Ours I hope,” commented Brian without looking up. 
 
    “Aye, sir...” 
 
    “Lieutenant Arroyo's shuttle in and secured?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Then that's probably Admiral Steele, you can clear him for approach...” 
 
    Ragnaar was double checking the Reaper's incoming telemetry, “I don't think he plans on stopping, Commander...” 
 
    “Why not?” Brian looked up as he brought his coffee mug to his lips, the Reaper flashing past the bridge in stone-throwing distance at full throttle, a thousand foot long trail of fire breathing dragon propelling it through the darkness, the full burn lighting up the inside of the bridge like daylight. Proximity alarms were sounding throughout the ship and Brian suddenly realized he was wearing his coffee. Very fresh, very hot coffee. “Jesus H. Chr... Son of a fucking bi... Dammit!” He pulled at his shirt and pants trying to hold the steaming cloth off his body, his empty cup rolling on the floor. “Admiral or not, I swear I'm gonna kill him...” 
 
    Maria pounded down the corridor toward the bridge, passing the Marine sentry on duty and through the blast doors, sliding to a stop at the bridge's upper ring, Brian Carter dancing around in a coffee stained uniform. “What the hell was that? Are we hit?” 
 
    “Steele...” growled Brian. 
 
    Maria angrily placed her hands on her hips, “What did he do this time?” 
 
    “Crazy bastard,” was all Brian managed to say through clenched teeth as he staggered past her off the bridge to change his uniform. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Throughout Jack's rigorous test flight of the Reaper, he maintained a watchful eye on her engine temperatures, forcing cones and thrust nozzles. The new metal treatment protocol that Chief Engineer Hecken Noer had been testing on her was successfully proving out his theories on heat dissipation. Temperatures edged into the yellow, but just barely. And any reduction in throttle allowed them to cool down swiftly. Although the treatment he'd devised was a time consuming process, it was a substantial improvement on performance. If applied across the board to the Conquest's stable of fighters, she would have the fastest fighters in the fleet. Whether it improved fuel economy or not was another question to be answered. It reasoned out that way, but it would bear out with time. 
 
    Steele lined the Reaper up with the stern of the Revenge, matching her speed, automatically triggering the docking computer. A small HUD screen in his cockpit mechanically unfolded and lit up. Carefully following the guides on the dedicated docking HUD, he eased the Reaper underneath the Revenge and held it steady when prompted; a pair of docking clamps reaching down from the belly of the frigate, locking onto the fighter and drawing it up. The throttles, now controlled by the docking computer, zeroed themselves and Jack released the fighter's controls. Fitting into the impression in the hull of the Revenge, the Reaper became part of the bigger ship.  
 
    Halfway through shutdown, the engines silent, the only remaining sound being the air system, Steele shut down his electronics and sensors. “Do me a favor, send our test data over to Engineering for Hecken Noer...” 
 
    “Sure.” Lisa pulled up the data file from the Reaper's computer, her gloved fingers pipping on her keyboard, sending it to the Conquest. “Sent.” 
 
    A sliver of light appeared from above, widening as the frigate's hull plating opened, a face peering down through the top of the canopy. “Seal is good Admiral. You can release your canopy... We'll get you out of there.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “I have a bone to pick with you...” 
 
    Steele knew it before Brian said it, and not just because of his irritated look. “I know, I heard... Sorry about that.” 
 
    Brian's eyes shifted around, lowering his voice, “I almost burned my...  junk off. That's not funny...” 
 
    Jack did his best British accent, “Your fun things and wiggly bit? Heavens no...” 
 
    Brian frowned, “You were so close you set off our proximity collision alarms...” 
 
    “I was a good two miles away...” 
 
    “Twelve hundred feet,” countered Brian.  
 
    “And you've flown an arm's length from the hull chasing a bogie, what's your point?” 
 
    “That's in a fight, that's different...” 
 
    “That reminds me,” interrupted Jack, “pack an overnight and head on over to the Conquest...” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Pappy's got you scheduled for a flight. You need to put in some stick time.”  
 
    Lisa strolled past, heading to her quarters, her gear bag slung over her shoulder. “You'll love the ejection training. Fun ride.” 
 
    Brian shot Jack a quizzical look, “What's this then?” 
 
    “Don't worry about it, Bri. I think he just wants to get you some stick time to keep your quals up to date. Gotta shake the rust off once in a while.” He patted Brian on the shoulder, “Don't worry, you'll be back before we get home. I'll take care of things around here till you get back.” 
 
    “That's what I'm afraid of...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    GREEN BANK, WEST VIRGINIA, NATIONAL RADIO OBSERVATORY: ICU 
 
    Dr. Michelle Fabry, at a petite five-foot-two with blond hair and blue eyes, was not your typical astrophysicist. While she was a research fellow at the largest fully steerable radio telescope on the planet, she was not quite a fashionista, but she preferred her heels to flats, she never wore her hair in a bun, and a pocket protector would never have the audacity to sneak into her wardrobe.  
 
    Morning had been a nonstop attack of meetings and it was good to be off her feet for a few minutes. With her feet propped up on an open drawer of her desk, she sedately ate her deli sandwich, occasionally sipping her diet soda while reading the news on the laptop perched on her desk. They were starting to call Chicago, Chiraq because of all the violence and murder there. The Chief of Police was blaming it on the weather... again. First it was too cold, now it was too hot... whatever. 
 
    “Mitch...! Mitch...! MICHELLLLE...!” 
 
    Prompted by the urgency, she dropped her half-eaten sandwich on the deli paper and bounced to her feet, running out of her second floor office overlooking the control room below. She leaned on the walkway's railing, “We do have an intercom you know...” 
 
    “Mitch, get down here...!” 
 
    “I'm eating lunch can't it wait...?” 
 
    “Now, Mitch, NOW!” Sitting at the control console, David was beside himself with excitement, the others in the room as visibly agitated as he was. He was holding the headset tight over his ears, “Hurry Mitch, I'm losing it, HURRY!” 
 
    With quick dainty little steps, her high heels clicking on the concrete, she ran to the stairs. “I'm coming, I'm coming...” She was forced to slow for the stairs to prevent pitching herself down to the bottom and breaking her neck. “Pipe it, David, put it through the speakers...” Her heels clacked across the floor towards the console. 
 
    David Weller slid the headphones off his head and tossed them on the console in disappointment, “Never mind,” he mumbled, “its gone. I lost it.” 
 
    “Please tell me you were recording...” 
 
    “Well yeah, but...” 
 
    “Play it back then,” she waved. “What was it? What did you hear?” 
 
    “A conversation.” 
 
    She paused mid-reach for a set of headphones at a neighboring station, her eyes narrowing, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “I... whe... what's our target?” She lifted the headset off the console and held one earpiece to her ear. 
 
    “We're mapping Harding-Konos 452...” he replied, punching the playback key. 
 
    Michelle Fabry covered her other ear with the palm of her hand and closed her eyes, listening to the quiet hiss and rhythmic sound of the cosmos. “All I hear is the pulsar from 452...” Her eyes popped wide open and then her face relaxed, tossing the headset onto the console. “That's English,” she pointed at the console. “I don't know how, but you caught a military flight or something...” David shook his head and rewound the digital recording back again. “What do you mean, no?” she asked. 
 
    He picked up the headset and held it out for her, “There are more voices. Listen until it all fades back to the pulsar.” He shook the headset in her direction, “Listen...” 
 
    She slid the headset over both her ears and David set the recording back in motion. Knowing what to expect, Michelle listened intently watching the faces of the others around her, listening on their own headsets. There was a second voice, and a third. She felt unsteady on her feet, lightheaded, she reached for a chair, sitting down. Then there was a fourth voice. The first was definitely English, American-English. Although it was too laced with static to catch more than word fractures. The others didn't sound like anything she'd ever heard before, but they were definitely in a conversation, the banter going back and forth. As if it was moving, it dropped off into the quiet sounds of the cosmos again and she sat there staring at the smiling faces staring back at her.  
 
    Michelle's brain was still processing it all when she jumped to her feet still tethered to the console by the headset which shot off her head when she lurched forward. “Give me those coordinates!” she pointed, moving to the center station looking up at the flat screen readout. “Find it! Find it!”  
 
    She started looking around vigorously, “Glasses, where did I put my glasses?” David tapped his forehead and she reached up realizing they were sitting up near her hairline. Pulling the gold rims to her nose she began reading the spatial coordinates on the big screen. “RETASK! Come to...” 
 
    “You can't do that, Mitch! We're in the middle of a map...” 
 
    “Save it, where it's at,” she said frantically. “We'll come back to it and start with an overlap...” 
 
    “Mitch, you know that never works. We'll have to start all over again...” 
 
    “This is me not caring,” she snapped, pushing him out of the way, he and his chair rolling clear of the station. She dropped to one knee and began entering the new coordinates for the dish, pulling it off station. The one-hundred meter dish began to swing away from Harding-Konos 452. “Samantha, are you listening?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “Record at the first sign of a signal...” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “David, do something useful and call NASA. I know they don't, but see if they have anything up there and tell them what we're listening to. See if they have any answers.” She looked to her right, past Samantha, “Sean, call Hat Creek Observatory and see if SETI has ears on this. If not, send them the coordinates. The more confirmation we get on this the better...” 
 
    Samantha suddenly perked up, sitting rigid in her chair, “I've got something...” 
 
    “Record,” ordered Michelle, pulling on her headset. She was watching the numbers change on the screen as they marked the swing of the dish, still heading to its intended mark. When it finally slowed to a stop the target was no longer in the center. “It's moving,” she breathed. 
 
    “What?” David rolled up alongside her. He had the phone handset tucked under the earpiece of his headset, cradling it on his shoulder, chatting simultaneously with someone over at NASA as he typed on the keyboard around Michelle. “Yes, that's right, it's moving. Yes, I'm setting the dish to track the target. Hold on a moment...” 
 
    “What do they want?” 
 
    “They want to know the distance of the contact...” 
 
    “I've got it here,” shouted Samantha. She turned slowly to look at them, her eyes wide. “It's IN our Solar System...” 
 
    Sean waved his hand from the other side of the room, phone receiver still clutched to his ear, “Hat Creek just said the same thing! They say it's near Neptune!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Moments after David's phone call with NASA, the NSA was aware of the developing situation. During the last half of Sean's phone call to SETI, the NSA was listening in. And less than an hour after they'd first discovered the signal, a black helicopter from NIOC, Navy Information Operations Center, at the neighboring Sugar Grove Research Facility, made a low pass near Green Bank. Following a low circuitous approach so as not to interfere with reception of the Green Bank dish, it landed out in the field near the control building. The NIOC over at Sugar Grove was home of the NSA's ECHELON program and the black helicopter was not a welcome sight. Neither was the group of men in black who were climbing out of it.  When the nervous secretary in the front office attempted to call the Pocahontas County Sheriff about the wayward helicopter, she discovered the phone lines were inoperable. And in the heart of the United States Radio Quiet Zone, cell phone service simply doesn't exist. Even their internet was down. They were cut off. Isolated. 
 
    Michelle Fabry caught the panicked secretary by the shoulders as she ran into the control room, pointing and stuttering. “Deep breath, Katie, deep breath... what is it?” 
 
    “Helicopter... guns... black... coming... front door...” she gasped. 
 
    “Is the front door locked?” 
 
    Katie nodded vigorously, her strawberry blond locks bouncing. “Door... glass... they break...” 
 
    “I know, they can break the glass. Stay calm.” Michelle glanced around at her team, “Back up the signals, thumb drives, satellites, whatever you have... hide them.” 
 
    “We have triple redundancy,” offered David. 
 
    “I know, do it anyway. Hurry people!” She hustled toward the front office expecting an urgent tap on the door glass any second. “Katie, how many of them were there?” 
 
    The secretary kept up alongside Michelle, “Six. I think...” 
 
    Michelle pointed toward the front office as she headed for the front door, “Call the Sheriff.” 
 
    “The lines are dead...” 
 
    “Try again,” she instructed curtly. But halfway between the office and the entrance she could see there was no one at the door, which gave her pause. She turned back to Katie who was attempting to get a dial tone. “Are you sure they were coming here? Because I don't see anybody...” 
 
    The secretary held up the phone's receiver and shook her head, setting it back onto the cradle, “Still dead...” She blinked, staring past Dr. Fabry out through the glass door at the empty field, “The helicopter,” she pointed, “it's gone...” 
 
    Michelle turned back toward the door, “It was right out there?” 
 
    “At the top of the hill,” added Katie, appearing at her side. “Right there,” she pointed. 
 
    They walked closer to the door to get a better look and Michelle studied the wild grass between the hill and the entrance. “Are you sure you saw...” 
 
    “I swear,” promised Katie, her hand resting on the door's push bar. “I saw them climb out...” 
 
     The face that suddenly appeared, spied at them through mirrored goggles, the face and head obscured by a black tactical balaclava. Michelle's heart jumped and she started, jumping back with a scream, staggering on her high heels and landing on her butt, Katie dropping to the floor beside her, unconscious with fright. Her heart pounding in her ears, Dr. Fabry could barely hear the man outside the door. 
 
    Dressed completely in black tactical assault gear, he tapped on the door glass with the muzzle of the M4 carbine that hung casually across his chest. “Ma'am, open the door...” He waited momentarily, staring at her, another man arriving at his side dressed in a black business suit. “Ma'am, open the door. I don't want to have to break the glass...” 
 
    The man in the business suit stepped up to the door holding his government credentials against the glass. “We're not here to hurt anyone, Dr. Fabry. Just open the door please.” 
 
    Michelle Fabry rose to her feet, a bit unsteadily, her heart still pounding, brushing herself off, divided between opening the door and helping Katie. 
 
    “Open the door and we will help her, Dr. Fabry. I apologize; we didn't mean to frighten you...” 
 
    Michelle reached over and rolled the deadbolt open, backing away and dropping to her knees at Katie's head. “Nice going whoever you are. Get your jollies from scaring women...?” she commented gruffly. 
 
    The man in the suit walked past her, motioning towards the women, two agents in tactical gear entering behind him, locking the door behind them. One agent took a knee next to unconscious secretary; the other pulled Michelle to her feet by her elbow.  
 
    “Walk with me, Dr. Fabry. Let's have a little chat.”    
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Sitting behind her desk, Dr. Michelle Fabry felt like a cornered animal, the man in the suit pacing back and forth between her desk and the door.  
 
    “I hope you understand Dr. Fabry, this is not personal, this is national security...” 
 
    The words didn't chill her as much as the perceived intent. “No I don't. It seems to me that we're all on the same side here. We're looking for the scientific truth...” 
 
    “Well yes and no,” he countered. “Our truth is a tad different from your truth. My job is to keep your truth from scaring the hell out of the American public.” 
 
    “I don't think the American public is as fearful as you think.” 
 
    The man in the suit stopped pacing, folded his arms and stared her down. “Alright then, let's look at this from another angle; your contact never happened. Period. It's our gig now, capiche?”  
 
    “And just who are you?” Michelle asked angrily. 
 
    “Nobody. We were never here, we don't exist. And I would suggest to you, today never happened...” 
 
    There was screaming in the control room below and it launched Michelle to her feet, the man in the black suit swinging the office door wide as he lunged for the railing. When Michelle got to the rail she was terrified of what she was about to see, her hands shaking. 
 
    “Mitch, Mitch...! They've erased everything!” She stared down at David who was beside himself with grief, pacing around the man in the black tactical gear sitting at the console working at the keyboard. The rest of her team sat quietly to one side, frightened and sullen. 
 
    “Let it go, David,” she called down, turning on her heel and walking back into her office. She gritted her teeth. “So what now?” 
 
    “As soon as we're done, we're out. You and your crew are free to go.” 
 
    “Just like that,” she quipped sarcastically. 
 
    “Just like that. It will be up to you to keep your people on the program; today never happened. Because you really don't want us to come back...”  He leaned on the desk with both hands, his eyes cast down. “I don't like it when I have to come back.” He looked up into her eyes with a steely glare, “You won't like it if I have to come back.” 
 
    A chill ran up the back of her neck and she had to fight off the instinct to back away, “What about our calls to NASA and SETI?” she breathed cautiously. 
 
    The man in the suit didn't even blink, “That's not your concern. And you will never mention it again...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    In jeans and tennis shoes, attire that was seriously more casual than her norm, Dr. Michelle Fabry was back the next morning along with most of her team. They sat around quietly drinking their coffee.  
 
    Samantha looked around, “Where's Katie?” 
 
    Michelle pursed her lips, “I don't think she's coming back to work, Sam. Ever.” 
 
    “Can't say I blame her,” mumbled David. “I can't believe those assholes erased everything. Even the coordinates for Harding-Konos 452...” 
 
    “Over a week's worth of mapping,” interrupted Samantha. 
 
    “Uh, guys...” Sean was holding a Styrofoam cup of cold, day-old coffee in one hand, and a small chain between the fingers of his other hand. A waterproof thumb drive dangled from the chain, dripping stale coffee. 
 
    Michelle's eyes widened, “Is that what I think it is?” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded silently, motioning to where he left the cup in plain sight on the console overnight. “Should I...” he motioned to the computer, indicating a restoration of data. 
 
    “No, no,” waved Dennis. “Not until we sweep all the software...”  
 
    “And everything else,” added Michelle. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Just north of Alamo, Nevada, along State Road 93, was the only motel in probably a fifty mile radius with real walls, indoor plumbing and electricity. The small aging cottages, while a tad musty, were surprisingly clean. Thankfully. Chase and Karen occupied one cottage, Dan and Rain occupied another and Jesse stayed in the motor home parked between the buildings with the pickup trucks and motorcycles. 
 
    The sun had set, the cloudless sky a deep purple, the moon and stars were already visible over the desert.  
 
    A small flashlight in his mouth, Dan methodically checked the tie-downs holding the three dirt bikes in the bed of Jesse's pickup truck, re-wrapping the tarp tightly around them with Chase's help. 
 
    The task completed, Chase leaned back against the side of the pickup and stared up at the stars. “So what's Jesse's deal?” he whispered. “Who is he?” 
 
    His elbow on the side of the truck bed, foot on the rear bumper, Dan looked up at the same sky and stars, wondering if they were both seeing the same thing. The more time he spent out in the desert, the more fascinated with the stars he became. It had almost become an obsession. He wondered if Steele was really out there somewhere. “He's an Indian kid... A friend of the one that was killed – the one in Rain's wrongful death lawsuit. She met him when she was doing depositions for the case...” 
 
    “Was he there the day that kid was killed?” 
 
    “No, and she didn't see him again until she went to hide on the reservation when the black SUVs were stalking her. He's a loner but a decent kid. No family, he bounced around in the tribe, seemed to be well liked. Everybody took care of him. The tribal council gave him a little cabin and he did odd jobs. When he hid her out he never asked her for anything in return... I suspect there's a little crush going there, although he's never acted on it.” 
 
    “So he feels tied to her...” nodded Chase. 
 
    “Yeah... which is good I guess. He's the best trail guide we could've ever hoped for. He knows this desert like the back of his hand.” He thumbed toward the tarp, “Bought him a new dirt bike - you should've seen the pile of shit he was riding... held together with baling wire, tape, hopes and wishes...” 
 
    Chase chuckled, “Sounds like my first car... An old T-Bird I inherited from my grandmother when she passed.” 
 
    “What year?” 
 
    “A sixty-six...” 
 
    “The ones with the sequential taillights, a very stylish car.” 
 
    “Complex though. It had a lot of little problems... nickel and dime stuff, drove me crazy.” They watched the stars in silence for a while, a white streak crossing the sky directly over them, heading west. “What the hell was that?!” asked Chase spinning around to watch it disappear. 
 
    “Whatever it is, it's headed for Area 51...” 
 
    “It didn't make a sound,” interrupted Chase, astounded. “We should have been able to hear something...!” 
 
    Dan smirked, “Spooky, ain't it? Welcome to Area 51...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Dan, Chase and Jesse sat around the table in the motor home, a detailed fabric map spread across the table, laptops and a hand-held GPS unit sitting around them. “Right here,” pointed Jesse. “is where the GPS signal will cut out. From there on, you need to use the map and your eyes.” He pointed to another spot on the map, about halfway to the end of the GPS signal, “I'll ride with you to here, and drop the fuel. There will be enough to fill both your tanks and get you back even if you're almost empty. I don't expect you to use that much, but you never know... We'll also leave a couple gallons of water and some food.” 
 
    “We'll mark the fuel stop on the GPS,” explained Dan. “Once we're clear of the dead zone we'll be able to pick it up on the way back with no problem.” 
 
    “Why the dead zone?” asked Chase. 
 
    “Jamming,” said Jesse. “No cell, radio, GPS, walkie-talkie...” He waved, “Doesn't affect their frequency of course.” He pointed to a place along Route 375, known as the Extraterrestrial Highway, “We'll pull off here and drive in about a mile or so and unload the bikes. From the refuel spot I'll head back to the truck. I will be back in twenty-four hours to see if you're back yet. After that I will come back every twelve hours. After four days... I, um, will have to assume you're dead or they picked you up...” 
 
    “Terrific,” mumbled Chase. 
 
    “We'll be fine,” assured Dan. 
 
    “How far are we actually going?” asked Chase. 
 
    Jesse tapped on the map, “Here. You'll get decent video and photos from this area...” 
 
    Chase blinked, comparing the map to the images from the online satellite map on the screen of the laptop. “You can't be serious... that's on the base.” 
 
    “Not really, it's actually considered the gunnery range. You're up in the mountains. They won't be able to get to you in their four-by-fours...” 
 
    “They don't need to, kid,” argued Chase. “They have helicopters...” He rubbed his face in frustration, “Helicopters with door gunners trump pretty much anything on the ground.” 
 
    “That's why you're going it at night without lights.” 
 
    Chases' eyes widened, “Out there? Are you nuts?”  
 
    Dan patted him on the shoulder, “Don't worry, we have night vision.” 
 
    Chase nodded, “Oh good, because that was the thing I was most worried about.” He shot Dan a sharp glance, “That was sarcasm in case you're wondering...” He stood up and walked to the front of the motor home and stared out through the windshield into the darkness, his hands in his pockets. “You know, they have night vision too... and thermal and a few other things to see in the dark...” 
 
    Jesse folded up the fabric map, “Because the path you are taking is a more difficult way to go, it is much less patrolled and has fewer monitoring stations. They have seen dirt bike riders out there and usually watch without interfering. This route has been used before; it does offer us the best chance for success. Especially since no one has done it in the dark.”  
 
    “That's not exactly reassuring,” remarked Chase. “So what are we supposed to be looking for here? More stuff like at Dugway?” 
 
    “A little different. We've had reports of increased activity of UFO-like craft and since I've seen one up close they've put me on rotation here...” 
 
    “So since you've seen a UFO you're an expert?” asked Chase sarcastically. “That's like saying since you've seen a car you're a mechanic...” 
 
    “Look I get what you're saying,” interrupted Dan. “But I was in shooting distance. And apparently that's closer than anyone else has been. They want me to look.” 
 
    “Mmm,” grunted Chase. “I can't say I'm not curious... or even intrigued. But dammit, this is espionage. At least at Dugway we were on public land...” 
 
    “There is no intent here,” corrected Dan, “to...” 
 
    “Pshh,” waved Chase, “you're entering a high security, military research base. They're not going to ask your intent. They're going to shoot your ass first and ask questions later. That's assuming we don't run across a mine first, if there are any. In which case you'll get a new nickname; stumpy, or shorty or something.” 
 
    “You don't have to go... Jesse can go with me instead...” 
 
    Chase sighed with exasperation, “No... I'll go. Somebody's gotta keep you from getting killed...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW FRIGATE REVENGE: TERRAN SOLAR SYSTEM 
 
    With Brian heading to the Conquest to fulfill his in-service training and keep his flight credentials current, Jack Steele did not hesitate to make the Captain's ready room his own, commanding the Task Force from there. It was much smaller than he'd become accustomed to on the Conquest, but it would suffice. Though in a direct comparison, the appointments were definitely more modern than in the one-hundred year old carrier. 
 
    Sitting in the Captain's chair on the bridge, Lieutenant Maria Arroyo was acting commander of the Revenge during Brian's absence, and she was enjoying the proverbial view from the top. 
 
    Jack reached over and keyed the comm button on the console mounted into the desk, “Lieutenant, might I see you in the ready room, please?” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” As Maria swung herself out of the most coveted seat on the bridge, she waved Raulya from her spot in tactical to take the command chair.   
 
    Lisa was switching between hijacked Earth television signals on the holo-screen in the ready room when Maria entered from the bridge, the door sliding into the wall with a hiss, closing automatically behind her. “What's up, Jack?” 
 
    Steele didn't react to her casual demeanor as there were no other crew members present. “Have you been watching any of the news broadcasts from home?” 
 
    “Yes...” Maria pointed at the sofa, “May I?” 
 
    Jack waved casually, “Sure.” 
 
    She sat down next to Fritz who was lounging comfortably, giving his head and ears a stroke. “I started watching when we first pulled them in Elyse Core. The signal was pretty sloppy and they were a few months old when we pulled them, but it was still interesting...” 
 
    “Right,” he interrupted, “and when we gated into the system we jumped ahead to current broadcasts, so we've missed everything in-between. But considering that many of the topics are unresolved and continue, I'm not liking what I'm seeing. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    She motioned toward the current broadcast on the screen, “You know about as much as I do...” 
 
    “No,” said Jack shaking his head, “Your professional opinion. As a CIA agent. What do you think is going on?” 
 
    Maria made a face like she'd tasted something offensive, “I think there's a meltdown coming. How big or how wide I can't tell. Even with what I've been able to find on the internet, I...” 
 
    Jack did a double-take, “Internet? How did you get the internet?” 
 
    “We hijacked a signal and tapped in on a satellite service. A little more complicated but similar to what we did with the broadcast stuff. There's a lot more news content than the media is carrying.”  
 
    “Like what?” asked Lisa, cutting in. 
 
    “Well, assuming twenty-five percent of it is conspiracy theory thinking and another twenty-five percent of it is intentional misinformation, the answer should be in the remaining content. The truth is; that the real truth is where the first and second twenty-five percent collide and overlap. The rest is white noise. Diversion.” 
 
    Lisa's face scrunched in contemplation. “Sooo...” 
 
    Maria shrugged, “So when the push-back on critical conspiracy theories is equal to or greater than; the effort, volume, frequency and duration of those theories, it validates the theories.” 
 
    Jack leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, his hands clasped. “You're saying the conspiracy theorists are right?” 
 
    “Yes, I'd say so. There has to be a lot of truth to what they're saying if the push back is this tough. The disturbing part is the media seems to be complicit in disseminating the disinformation...”  
 
    “So what's the Net got that's not on the news?” 
 
    “Widespread upheaval. Citizens rebelling against their governments. A meltdown in Greece, revolutions in Venezuela, Egypt, and the Ukraine. A civil war in Syria, anti-Christian terrorism in Somalia, Kenya and Nigeria... slaughter and kidnappings... North Korea testing nukes, Russia flexing its muscles and bullying the Ukraine and Iran is threatening nuclear annihilation of Israel and the U.S.” She shrugged noncommittally. “And, the Middle East is well, the Middle East; mayhem and misery as always...” 
 
    “Jesus,” breathed Steele. “What about home?”  
 
    Maria looked pensive, apprehensive... “I can't say that it's much better. There's a war going on in Mexico and the southern border is a mess. Whatever the administration is doing, it seems to have destroyed all respect in the global sense. The United States has lost footing as the World leader and it seems Americans are fed up in general. By all accounts there's been a considerable amount of civil protest nation-wide for a wide variety of things. I'd have to say the fuse is lit.” 
 
    Jack stood up and began to pace, suddenly restless, his hands clasped behind his back, a hot flush washing over him.  
 
    “We have to get mom and dad out,” cautioned Lisa. 
 
    “I know, I know... I just can't believe we're coming back to such a damn mess... I don't like it. There are so many ways this could go bad...” He stopped pacing, “Maria, do you have anyone you need to see? Not that I want more of our people on the ground but there's no telling how long we'll be gone this time.” 
 
    She shook her head, “Nope. I go down there, it would only be to murder a couple of people. I can do without the stress.” 
 
    Steele snorted a short-lived chuckle. “What about Brian?” 
 
    “No idea, he hasn't mentioned anything. You'll have to ask him yourself.” She glanced over at Lisa then back at Jack, “With everything going on, are you still thinking of approaching the U.S. About UFW membership?” 
 
    His heart and body felt suddenly heavy with dread. He stopped pacing and leaned against his desk, “It's part of our mission. I have to at least try.” 
 
    The comm crackled, “Captain to the bridge. Captain to the bridge, please.”  
 
    Steele stared at Maria who sat comfortably on the sofa, anticipating the conversation would continue. He pointed at the ceiling indicating the page, “I think that's for you...” 
 
    She bounced to her feet, “Oh my God! I totally forgot...” she dashed out the door onto the bridge, barely clearing the door as it slid into the wall. 
 
    The comm crackled again, “Admiral Steele to the bridge, please.”  
 
    He glanced at Lisa, “Me too, huh? OK, let's go see what's going on...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Raulya turned in her seat, “Commander, we've been monitoring a radio signal from the surface of the planet. It was originally positioned in a scanning pattern past the Task Force but has been readjusted in our direction...” 
 
    “Show me...” ordered Maria. 
 
    Lieutenant Raulya provided red markers on a zoomed image of the planet on the main holo-screen from her control panel. “The signal originates from this area on the northern continent...” An outline appeared around the shape of North America. 
 
    “Hmmm,” growled Maria, that's either Green Bank Observatory or the Sugar Grove Research Facility...” 
 
    “There were originally two more, here and here...” added Raulya, red markers appearing on the image of the continent. 
 
    “Alright,” pointed Maria. “That one on the bottom is NASA in Houston. I'm guessing the one in the west is SETI at Hat Creek.”  
 
    “So there's only one signal now?” interjected Steele. 
 
    “Right,” said Raulya, removing the extraneous markers, her fingers pipping across her keyboard. 
 
    Maria shook her head, “Has to be Sugar Grove...” She turned to Jack, “Naval Intelligence... and your friends at the NSA.” 
 
    “Oh craaap...” he breathed.  
 
    “They're about to lose their declination,” pointed Maria, they've got about another ten minutes before they lose us. The dish can only turn and angle so far.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    She shrugged, “Maybe they activate another one somewhere. Or not. Knowing them, they want to control the signals and the exposure...” 
 
    “How do you think they picked us up?” 
 
    “Luck,” commented Raulya, relinquishing the command seat to Maria. “They were scanning another system; we must have crossed their field of view.” 
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair, “Once they lose us for the day we should alter course.” 
 
    A quick flicker of information appeared and vanished on the screen. “What was that?!” demanded Raulya, lunging across Maria at the keyboard, her fingers pipping on the keys.  
 
    Sitting in the command chair, Maria raised her hands, “What the...” 
 
    “A comm signal...” Raulya paged through to the communications screen, scrolling through the logs. “From the Task Force to the planet...” Highlighting the most recent entry, it showed a one-second comm burst. A second comm signal, identical to the first appeared on the log above it, bumping it down. “There's another one... Someone sent another comm to the planet.” 
 
    “From where? And where's it going?” asked Steele leaning in over Maria's other shoulder. 
 
    “I'm getting a little claustrophobic, here,” complained Maria. 
 
    “Sshh,” corrected Jack. “So...?” he insisted, glancing at Raulya's profile.  
 
    Still leaning across Maria, Raulya pulled the comm record and opened the details on the left command screen. “Looks like...” 
 
    “Can't you do this at another station?” pleaded Maria. 
 
    “Sshh,” scolded Raulya. “The signal is coming from the Conquest...” 
 
    “From the bridge?” 
 
    Raulya shook her head, “No Admiral, it appears to be a portable comm unit. And I cannot pinpoint such a short signal... Also too short to tell where it went. I don't see any replies. Yet.” 
 
    “Can you pull up the message itself?” 
 
    Raulya opened the communication, the signal decoder automatically spitting out a series of cryptic hieroglyphics on the screen. Her head tilted one way then the other, her feline ears rotating. “That's odd... I don't understand Admiral...”  
 
    “Ciphers,” breathed Maria. “Intelligence agency cipher code...” 
 
    Steele straightened up, looking sideways at her, “We have a spy?”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele wasn't so much pacing the ready room, as he was walking laps around the holo-chart table, Fritz strolling along behind him. His eyes cast to the floor, Jack's mind was racing in high gear. Sitting on the sofa with Gus, Lisa played silly games with his ears while Maria sat on the edge of the desk patiently watching him do his laps.  
 
    “If you weren't here on the bridge at the time, I would have assumed it was you,” he commented as he passed Maria. 
 
    “Hey,” she objected, pointing her finger at him, “not cool.” 
 
    “I suppose you could have set up an automatic transmission and hidden the unit somewhere on the Conquest. The radio signal from the surface could have triggered it...” 
 
    “This is not funny, Jack, you can't be serious.” 
 
    “Not trying to be funny...” he mumbled, still walking. 
 
    “I haven't been over there in weeks except for shuttle runs. And I never get a chance to even get off the shuttle...” 
 
    Lisa was evaluating her brother's face and his demeanor, “I think he's messing with you, Maria...” 
 
    “You're impossible,” sassed Maria, folding her arms across her chest in defiance. 
 
    Jack smirked, “Since I am, it is not possible for me to be impossible.” 
 
    “Are you having a stroke or something?” She shot a glance over at Lisa, “What is wrong with him?” 
 
    “The list is sooo long,” quipped Lisa. She watched her brother rounding the far end of the table, partially obscured by the hologram hovering above the table. “Are you thinking it's one of our people?” 
 
    Steele had been running the possibilities through his mind. “I'm not sure. I don't want it to be...” 
 
    “Are you thinking NSA?” 
 
    Steele stopped dead in his tracks, Fritz head-butting his legs. “Fuck. I am now...” 
 
    “It makes sense,” commented Maria. “Right timing after the contact by Sugar Grove.” 
 
    Steele chewed on his lower lip, “But who?” 
 
    “It was right after Brian went over there...” offered Lisa. 
 
    Jack's stomach knotted. “I've known Brian for over ten years, I can't believe it would be him.” 
 
    “People get recruited as a matter of convenience. Right time, right place. It doesn't necessarily mean they're an agent. It could have been to keep tabs on our CIA operation...” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, giving Maria the look. “Like an informant. Is that even a thing? Our own agencies spying on one another?” 
 
    “Sure. Happens all the time.” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “Spying on your own spies... that's just nuts. Nobody trusts anybody any more.”  
 
    “Does seem kind of a redundant waste of resources,” added Jack. 
 
    “I'm not saying he was, I'm just saying it's not impossible...” 
 
    Steele started his laps again, “I'm going to have to say no on Brian. I just can't see it.” 
 
    “What about Mike Warren or Pappy?” 
 
    Steele paused and peered at Maria through the holo-chart, “They're fighter pilots...” he said dismissively. 
 
    “But they're Navy,” countered Maria. “Military Intelligence, especially the Navy, is tightly linked with the NSA.” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “Nah. Carrier duty is too restrictive. It would serve no purpose there. Now if they were fleet NCIS agents, Naval Criminal Investigative Service, that would make more sense. They do a considerable amount of intelligence and advance prep work before a fleet heads into port.”  
 
    “Well the only two others are the Professor and Derrik Brighton...” 
 
    Jack came to a stop again. “And the Professor is back on Veloria.” 
 
    Maria shook her head, “Derrik and I cohabited for nearly a year, I would have noticed something... Honestly? The man was an open book.”  
 
    Jack leaned against the holo-table, “We're missing something somewhere... what are we missing?” 
 
    Maria turned to Lisa, “Your friend... what's her name...?” She struggled with her memory, shaking her hand and pointing at Lisa, “Nina Redwolf!” 
 
    Jack and Lisa shared a glance before they simultaneously burst out laughing. “Sorry,” waved Jack, still chuckling. “That is just so absurd...” 
 
    Annoyed, Maria raised an eyebrow as she tossed her hair, “Glad you think it's funny, Jack. Those you suspect the least are the most likely candidates...” 
 
    Lisa waved it off, “Nina's an electronics neophyte. She's lucky if she can figure out how to make a flashlight work...” 
 
    “Actually,” interrupted Jack, pinching his lower lip. “That's not true. Now that I think of it, she handled the shields and anything else I directed her to do on the yacht pretty well. She even flew it a bit.” His eyes widened, “I think we need to put her in the maybe section...” 
 
    The door chimed before swishing open, Raulya stepping into the open frame. “Sorry to interrupt Admiral, just thought you'd like to know, the system was finally able to decode your cipher...” 
 
    “What did it come up with?” 
 
    “Kingfisher One.” 
 
    Jack scratched his forehead. “That's it? Nothing else?” 
 
    “That's it, Admiral.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant.” He watched her go, the door hissing closed. “Wow, that was a lot of computer power used for two damn words...” 
 
    “I think I know what else you're missing, Jack,” volunteered Lisa, scooting forward on the sofa. “There are at least two-hundred people on the Conquest that would pass as human back on Earth...” 
 
    He pondered that for a moment. “Maybe more, except for language...” 
 
    “Except for language,” she agreed. “But how hard would it have been to learn a second language? People do it all the time. The Professor's an alien; didn't you tell me the Professor speaks like six or seven different languages?” 
 
    “Something like that,” nodded Steele. “If that's the case, we have over two-hundred suspects.” 
 
    It was silent for a few moments before Maria rose and moved over to the holo-chart, staring at the 3D image of the system. She stuck her hand in and grabbed the earth, bringing it closer, enlarging it with a motion of her hand. “We're going to have to let him commit himself... or herself,” she added, concentrating on the spinning globe. “Our advantage is that he or she is exposed and doesn't know it.” 
 
    Steele's eyes widened with a sudden realization that sent a shot of adrenalin through him. “Oh shit...” 
 
    Lisa stood up, joining her brother and Maria at the table. “What...?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    Wide-eyed, he turned slowly, staring at the holo-planet, his mind unraveling a frightening scenario. “What if the communication isn't for the CIA or the NSA or any other alphabet agency?” 
 
    “You mean what if it's for the KGB or...”  
 
    “No,” he interrupted. “What if it's a FreeRanger signal...?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” whispered Lisa. 
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed. “What if everything we're seeing going on is a repeat of Veloria? An effort to destabilize the entire planet?” 
 
    Maria glanced up at the news broadcast, “I'd say it's working...”  
 
    Lisa turned away and covered her mouth, “Oh my God, this is horrible...” 
 
    Maria reached out, “Easy now, no one is saying this is the real truth. It's just a possibility...” 
 
    “Think about it,” continued Jack, “Maybe what we're seeing is FreeRanger influence. Maybe FreeRanger infiltrators in government. The design would be to cause widespread destabilization. Set the people against their governments, cause critical governmental and infrastructure failure. If they can cause a collapse the rest would be easy. They could step in and run the planet. Veloria had a much smaller population but it's a freaking blueprint of what's going on here... you've got to see that.” 
 
    “I do,” nodded Maria. “But it's just as likely being torn down from the inside via incompetence and greed. Believe me; I've seen my fair share of that first hand. And it's a meat grinder for hopes, wishes and good intentions.” She turned and passively watched the Earth news feed on the ready room's holo-screen with unseeing eyes. “People enter service in the government without realizing it's a pact with the devil. It devours them and spits them out as wasted, soulless, husks of humanity.” 
 
    “Why couldn't it be both?” observed Lisa. 
 
    Jack and Maria shared a silent look, both nodding slowly. “She could be right,” said Jack. 
 
    Maria shook her head in disgust, “I wouldn't put it past the incompetent and greedy to collude with the evil and criminal. Infiltrators or not.” 
 
    “It would explain a lot.” 
 
    Maria walked over to the sofa and dropped herself down on the vacant cushion. “And probably the most dangerous of the options. So, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “I'm not sure yet. But whatever it is, whatever we decide, it can't leave this room...” 
 
    “What about the bridge crew?” 
 
    “Inform them they are not to speak with anyone about what transpired. Remind them they are a small group and any leak will be thoroughly investigated.” 
 
    Maria rose and smoothed her uniform. “Alright, back to work then?” 
 
    “For now,” replied Steele, running his fingers through his hair. “In the meantime, if you think of any good ideas, don't hesitate to let me know...” He leaned back against the holo-chart table. “I think Lisa and I are going to review the Conquest's personnel files and see if we can identify any of the crew that could pass as human, and then see if any of them have ever been to, or come from Earth...” 
 
    Maria's eyes went wide with surprise, “That's nearly three thousand people!”  
 
    “A little over that, actually...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR OF NATIONAL SECURITY, UNITED STATES 
 
    When he entered the room all chatter and banter ended. Immediately. “Door,” he commanded, pointing at the door at the far end of the room. He pulled the leather chair out at the head of the long conference table, glancing at the faces lining each side, tossing a manilla folder down on its glossy surface. He sat carefully, neatly, smoothing his slacks, adjusting his suit jacket and straightening his tie. Only then did he address the people waiting around the table for him; division heads, agency liaisons and military brass. He opened the manilla folder and laid a pen on the top document, “What's the status at Sugar Grove?” The inside cover had a paper-clipped photo taken by the radio telescope of the ships in space. It was dark and blurred but definitely recognizable as something intelligently designed. 
 
    A Rear Admiral with salt and pepper hair opened his own manilla folder, reading from the file; “Sugar Grove Radio Telescope contact was lost with the targets at 18:47 hours yesterday with planetary rotation. Back on line at 07:30 this morning, Sugar Grove is searching for the targets along the projected trajectory... All information is being fed live to NORAD and USSPACECOM at Cheyenne Mountain.” 
 
    The Director glanced at his watch, “It's 09:15 hours; they have been unsuccessful in locating the targets?” 
 
    “So far, yes sir. I fully expect the targets will be located and identified...” 
 
    “Are we going to have any issues with Green Bank or SETI?” 
 
    A man in a dark suit sitting next to the Admiral cut in. “Our inside man at SETI will alert us if anything there changes. I don't foresee any problems with the civilians. The security team that visited Green Bank introduced themselves to the good doctor and her people. I think they fully understand that it is in their best interest to forget the event and never discuss it...” 
 
    “What kind of assurances do we have from...” 
 
    “Dr.  Michelle Fabry...” offered the man in the dark suit. 
 
    “Right. What kind of assurances do we have to make sure this stays... permanent?” 
 
    “They have no evidence left. Their data was lost... an unfortunate digital mishap.” 
 
    “I take it we acquired a copy of that data before its loss?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    The Director nodded his approval. “I see. Anything else?” 
 
    “Our team left behind a few monitoring devices...” 
 
    The Director nodded again, interrupting, “It has occurred to me that we might reacquire the target faster with more eyes on the sky. Any chance we can use Green Bank to scan additional sectors?” 
 
    “We already have Houston and Kennedy Space Centers employed in that task. I do not think using Green Bank and their staff is worth the security risk...” 
 
    “Then send them home and use staff from Sugar Grove.” 
 
    “We do not have the additional staff,” interrupted the Admiral. “Budget cuts have reduced the Grove's capacity.” 
 
    “Hmm.” His brow knitting, the Director picked up his pen, making notes on the first sheet in his file, turning it over to reveal the next. “Have a team revisit Green Bank. I'm sure your people can persuade the doctor and her staff to work quietly with us on this. Give her whatever assurances you think will be effective. But get it done.” He made some cryptic notes and turned another page. “Where are we on projects Zenith and Ascension?” 
 
    Across the table from the Admiral, an Air Force Brigadier General flipped open his folder, “Zenith is undergoing continued testing at Dugway. Successfully I might add...” 
 
    “And Ascension?” interrupted the Director. 
 
    “X-37B number Three has been in orbit for five-hundred-twenty-seven days and counting...” 
 
    “Is it armed with Zenith?” 
 
    “No sir,” replied the General, “that is Project Equinox. We have two X-37Bs in the fleet that are Equinox capable, but the software is still being debugged and updated...” 
 
    “How fast can you get them up?” 
 
    The General raised his eyebrows in surprise, “Sir? In orbit? Equinox isn't ready to be field tested yet... A month maybe. And that would be pushing its timetable...” 
 
    The Director held up his index finger, “In case you haven't noticed, General, we have some extenuating circumstances on the horizon. Equinox and Zenith may be our most capable defense in dealing with this possible threat.” He scribbled some cryptic notes on the facing page before flipping it aside for the next page. “As of now, those units are operational and cleared for immediate use. Get them up.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “And bring all the Zenith systems on line. How many are available shipboard?”  
 
    “None,” replied the Admiral. “The first Zenith capable frigate is still being built in Norfolk. It is slated to be completed in Spring of next year...”  
 
    “My understanding was that we had three cruisers planned for the upgrade, what is the status on them?” 
 
    “The shipboard Zenith system is not ready for installment or deployment. It was expected by the time Zenith was ready later this year, it would be installed in the new frigate under construction. At the same time, one of the cruisers would be pulled into Norfolk for the upgrade. All three cruisers are expected to be complete mid-summer next year; each ship taking sixty to ninety days to upgrade.” 
 
    The Director laid his pen down on his files and rubbed his forehead, “That is not helpful for our current situation...” 
 
     A man in a blue suit at the far end of the table raised his hand, “Why are you automatically assuming these... things, are hostile or have hostile intent?” 
 
    “And you're assuming they're not?” The Director looked up from his notes, his eyes narrowing, “We're not in grade school, put your hand down. And who are you...?” 
 
    “Liaison to the House Armed Services Committee...” said the man with a mere sliver of  confidence remaining. 
 
    A smirk passed over the Director's face. Briefly. It was more a sign of contempt than amusement. “I suggest you remain silent while the adults are talking...” 
 
    “I just meant...” 
 
    With a silencing motion of his hand, the Director's eyes shifted to the faces around the table. “Bureaucrats,” he sighed in disgust. He locked the man with the blue suit in a steely gaze, “Get out.” 
 
    “Sir, I have clearance to be here, I am an official Liaison to the...” 
 
    Slamming his hand down on the table brought the man in the blue suit to startled silence. “You,” growled the Director, “are interrupting my meeting. A National Security Meeting. Would you like to find out, first hand, how long you could be in a cell before someone notices you're missing...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Dr. Michelle Fabry was both surprised and pleased to see Katie walk through Green Bank's front door about an hour after everyone else got there, her normally bouncy strawberry blond locks pulled back into a ponytail. She looked stressed but softened after some coffee, a doughnut and a little warm praise from her fellow employees. By her own admission she hadn't planned on returning, ever. But she decided she loved both her job and the people she worked with, and recent events had not changed that.  
 
    What had changed, overall, was the fact that the folks at Green Bank suspected they were being watched, although to what extent they were uncertain. With groups of school children touring the facility, they used the background noise of their voices for quiet conversations.  
 
    Katie trotted into the control room, her eyes wide... “They're baaAack!” 
 
    Standing next to David, looking over his shoulder, Michelle Fabry looked up from the data screen, “Who's back?” 
 
    Hands on her hips, Katie's head tilted at an angle, “Who do you think?” she replied a little sarcastically. “The assholes are back...” 
 
    “Oh, maaan...” Michelle headed across the control room floor, following Katie towards the lobby door, “What the hell do they want now...” 
 
    Two men in black suits waited patiently in the lobby amidst the children, indifferent to their presence. “Dr. Fabry...” 
 
    “What do you want?” she crossed her arms defiantly, her gaze sweeping the room. “Where's the rest of your storm troopers? Scaring little children today?” 
 
    The two agents ignored her obvious stab of sarcasm. “We'd like to speak with you in your office...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Mitch? Mitch...!” 
 
    “I'm fine, Dennis,” called Michelle Fabry, waving over the railing. She entered her office and closed the door behind her, moving to her desk, passing the two men in black sitting on the sofa against the windows. “So what do you guys want now?” She turned to them, pointing an accusatory finger, “You know, you assho...,” she bit her tongue. “You and your people, and I swear to God I'm using that term loosely, deleted two weeks' worth of work? We were mapping Harding-Konos 452 when you...” she recognized the blank looks. “Yeah, no idea how much work you destroyed or how important it was. Typical,” she waved dismissively. 
 
    Doctor, we apologize for the inconvenience. We really do...” 
 
    Michelle's face flushed red, “Inconvenience? Inconvenience...?! You destroyed over four-hundred man-hours of research!” she interrupted, talking over him.  
 
    “We are dealing with,” he continued, “a matter of national security and we need your assistance...” 
 
    “Now you want my help...?!” she laughed out loud. “Are you freaking kidding me? You people are really unbelievable...” she shook her head in disbelief. “And what if I say no? What then?” 
 
    “It's not really a request per Se...”   
 
    Dr. Fabry's eyebrows lifted in astonishment, “Excuse me?” 
 
    “We have been directed to seek your cooperation in this matter of national security. You and your staff will be treated with the utmost respect, as two of our monitors tasked with tracking your progress, share your findings live via a direct link with NORAD and USSPACECOM at Cheyenne Mountain. Your facility may remain open to the public as it is today. You and your staff will be fully acknowledged for any discoveries or findings and rewarded for your full cooperation at this crucial time in our nation's history...” 
 
    Michelle's eyes narrowed, “That's if I say yes. What if I say no.” 
 
    “The outcome will be much less favorable for you and your staff.” 
 
    It was a flat, open-ended, frightening response, void of emotion and it chilled her to the bone. Whether driven by morbid curiosity or blind courage she felt compelled to ask what he meant by that statement. “Really,” she said flatly, “you want to elaborate on that?” 
 
    “If you insist... The facility will be closed. To the public. To you and your staff. The government will seize control of the facility...” he added, adjusting his tie for emphasis. “A team of our own will be deployed to run the facility,” he lied, “until which time the situation comes to a conclusion.” 
 
    “Oh, you can kiss my ass,” she shot back. “No one touches my equipment but my team...” She waved her hand, “And yeah, I just heard that in my head, but you know what I mean...” 
 
    “Then it appears your decision is an easy one, doctor...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Chase Holt let the dirt bike roll to a stop, his feet dragging in the sand on either side, a cloud of dust and grit passing him, carried by the heated desert breeze. The sun had dropped below the far ridge line and the purple of the cloudless sky deepened, flecks of stars appearing all around them. He hooked the heel of his boot and dropped the kickstand, swinging his leg over the back of the bike. Jesse was already off his bike, pulling the two fuel cans and water from his saddle racks. “You might want to top off your tanks before you go, there will still be plenty left in these to get you back to our rendezvous.” 
 
    Chase pulled his helmet off and scanned all around him, “I thought this was supposed to be Cutler Reservoir. I don't see any water...”  
 
    Jesse opened his visor, “Dude, it's a desert. Did you see those deep depressions on either side of the trail when we came up out of the wash?” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “When it rains, that wash turns into a raging flood zone and the reservoir fills. There's  also a pump that adds water to it from the wash.” He pointed north, “There's a set of solar panels out there about a hundred yards that charge the pump batteries. If the reservoir is full, it'll hold for about a month or so.” 
 
    “My tank took about a gallon,” commented Dan as he recapped the gas can. 
 
    Jesse took it from him, tucking it up under the pumping station's water pipe, “That'll give you another gallon and a half to refill with on the way back, you should be good to go.” 
 
    Chase topped off his bike's tank and handed the other can back to Jesse. “What do we do with the cans after they're empty?” 
 
    “Don't worry about it, just leave, em.” 
 
    The three riders huddled around the GPS unit with the fabric map laid out on one of the dirt bike's seats. “South on Road 41,” began Jesse, “West on Basin Road. If you get to a gate on 41 that says anything about area 61 Bombing Range, you passed Basin Road...” 
 
    Dan entered the fuel into the GPS. “OK, fuel's logged in. I think we're going to have to slow our roll since we're going dark with night vision.” 
 
    Chase nodded, “Open visor means we need a dust buster...” he pulled the military Shemagh he wore in Afghanistan out of his backpack, handing another to Dan that he'd requisitioned from Karen's pack. “Here, I'll show you how to wrap it.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Darkness fell fast, a deep, dark black with only a sliver of a moon and a sky full of stars. Chase had a minor flashback to a war torn desert a half a planet away, making the hair stand up on the back of his neck. He found himself eying the edges of the road looking for signs of planted IEDs, improvised explosive devices. He had to force himself to shake it off, keep his eyes moving. Riding side-by-side on the gravel road, puttering along between ten and twenty miles an hour, allowed them to see details and hazards in the road, see the terrain and minimize the dust off the road. If you could call it a road. Dan motioned to a vehicle trail that intersected, breaking off to the west. Dan checked the GPS and nodded, they were going in the right direction. So far, so good. Heading west on Basin Road, they caught a glimpse of a headlight glow that appeared to be heading east back toward the main highway. It disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared leaving Chase to second-guess if they'd actually seen it. He wondered if Jesse had made it back to the truck yet. The road, such as it was, swung northwest. They crossed several dry washes that would be treacherous to cross in a rainstorm, a flash flood filling them to capacity in a matter of minutes.  
 
    They slid to a stop at a crossroad that looked measurably more traveled and well maintained. “Do we turn left here?” asked Chase looking up and down the road. 
 
    Dan shook his head inside his helmet, “No, straight across and up into the mountains... now it gets rough.” 
 
    Chase adjusted his Shemagh, shaking out the dust. “OK,” he breathed, “let's go...” he held out his hand, “Wait!” He shut off his bike. “Turn it off,” he waved, pulling off his helmet, listening intently. “Look!” He pointed north over the top of the mountains, two large aircraft heading toward Area 51 trailed by several smaller aircraft. They quickly dropped out of view. He wiggled his helmet back on, “Let's go.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The GPS no longer receiving, it was sheer luck they'd found the opening in the fence. Nellis Bombing and Gunnery Range – Restricted. No Trespassing. The heavily weathered sign looked ancient. It was a simple barbed wire ranch fence, nothing special, and several of the rotted fence posts were broken off at the base, the rusty barbed wire laying half-buried in the sand.  Looking at the sign, Dan shrugged, “I like the photography is prohibited part at the bottom...” He kicked the dirt bike in gear and motored through the gap in the fence, “We'll only take video then.”    
 
    His mind buzzing, Chase felt pins and needles all over his body, his eyes searching for even the faintest of visual clues. Unaccustomed to being unarmed, he felt seriously vulnerable without a firearm. The Ka-Bar knife webbed to his backpack, while useful, was not much of a consolation.  
 
    They wound their way up between the ridges and peaks. When Dan finally angled off the trail he pointed at a stand of twin Joshua trees at the top of the ridge line just above them. “We're here...” 
 
    “You're going by a tree?” lamented Chase. “Those things are all over the place.” 
 
    “No, this is it. It matches the photo Jesse showed me. See the crooked branches?” 
 
    Chase Holt was just glad to be off the bike, his ass was sore. “Whatever dude, they all look like they have crooked branches to me.” 
 
    Hiding the dirt bikes between boulders, they covered them with a small camo net before climbing up to the ridge line. Standing at the top near the Joshua trees, Area 51 lay spread out below them on the valley floor. Chase suddenly felt visible and dropped to a crouch. “Wow...” 
 
    Dan grinned. “It sure is something. Worth it, huh?” 
 
    “I'll let you know tomorrow,” breathed Chase, looking through binoculars. “Let's get our gear set up.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Considering it was midnight, the base in the valley below was a hub of activity. Two flights of fighters sat on concrete aprons at the north end of the base; four F-16s and four new F-35s. 
 
    “Ugh,” grumbled Chase. 
 
    Dan peered through his viewfinder, “What?” 
 
    “F-35s.” 
 
    He glanced over at Chase. “Isn't that the new stealth fighter that can take off vertically?” 
 
    “Don't. Don't be that guy...” 
 
    “Which guy?” 
 
    “The one who believes all the crap about that brick. It can't turn, it can't climb, and it can't run. It's a decade overdue and about a half a trillion dollars over budget. The F-16 is over thirty years old and is still a better plane.” 
 
    “I thought the F-35 was supposed to be the answer for air superiority...” 
 
    “Pssh,” hissed Chase. “The F-35 weighs 10,000 pounds more, costs literally ten times more per plane, is slower, can't turn with other modern fighters, and it was recently revealed, isn't all that stealthy.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Yeah, the Aussies and Brits have been smart enough to back out of the orders they placed.” Chase went back to the viewfinder. “The idea was to build a fighter that could do it all. Turns out that's not possible... so they built a fighter that can't do anything. Except take off vertically. Because, well, that's really important in a dogfight.” 
 
    Dan shook his head, “Sorry, didn't mean to touch a nerve...” 
 
    Chase sighed, “No, sorry, it's on me. I'm just sick of the military pandering to whomever is handing out the biggest kickbacks. It's always the guys dodging the bullets that have to deal with the garbage equipment they commit to.” 
 
    “I feel ya brother,” admitted Dan. “Police Departments are guilty of the same crap... Like buying ballistic vests from the cheapest bidder. Seriously? Fuck that, I bought and paid for my own.” 
 
    “Left hangar,” announced Chase, “The big one, what the hell are they rolling out onto the apron?” 
 
    “I see it. That's an X-37B Spaceplane... Hmmm, except it looks a little different. That one's shaped a little fatter... must be a new variant or something.” 
 
    “There's another one in the hangar behind it...” Chase pulled away from the viewfinder shooting Dan a glance. “It looks like they're going to mount it on top of that first 747...” 
 
    “That doesn't look like a standard 747 though, look at the engines, they're huge...” 
 
    Chase adjusted the focus on the lens, “I know they used to transport the shuttles on a 747, maybe that's what they're doing...” 
 
    Dan pulled away from the eyepiece of his camera, “Is it possible they've come up with a 747 that can fly high enough to launch the X-37B off its back?” 
 
    Chase pulled away and stared back at him, “I don't know. That would require a completely different kind of engine...” 
 
    “Ramjets? Because they have been experimenting with them out here...” 
 
    Chase rubbed his face, “Well above my pool of knowledge, that's for sure.” He held his hand out, his voice suddenly hushed, “Helicopter...” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Chase watched for movement and pointed it out, appearing as a dark silhouette above the base, heading on a circuitous route to patrol the periphery of the area. “He's blacked out.” Sliding slowly, quietly, backwards off the ridge, he pulled the camouflaged foil blanket over his head. “Cover up and stay quiet,” he whispered.  
 
    “How come we don't hear anything?” 
 
    “It's classified equipment. Special rotor blades and engine mufflers. The SEAL teams use them too. Look, they'll have FLIR and listening equipment, so stay covered, stay quiet and keep still...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Absent the traditional thump, thump, thump that you could physically feel as well as hear, the whooshing of the rotor blades faded after passing almost directly overhead, it's shadowy form disappearing in the darkness unseen by the two hiding in the desert below it. 
 
    “I think they're gone,” whispered Dan.  
 
    “Not yet, stay put.” Chase lifted the corner of his cover high enough to be able to see out from under it with his camera lens, watching the camera's articulated digital screen. The sensitive night setting picked up a moving shadow in the distance blocking out the stars, continuing its patrol without deviation. He watched the form continue to shrink. “I think we're clear,” he whispered, sliding out from underneath the blanket. “I guess these things really work...” He looked over at Dan's form that was still hidden underneath his camo blanket, “Dan?” 
 
    “I don't think I'm alone under here...” came a faint whisper. 
 
    “Oh crap,” growled Chase, digging into his backpack. “What side is it on?” 
 
    “Left side...” 
 
    Locking the folding shovel into an open and extended position, Chase cautiously moved over to Dan's position and stepped on the left edge of the blanket with the toe of his boot, gingerly at first then with his full weight. “I'm holding the left edge of the blanket. On the count of three, roll out to your right. Fast. One... two... three...” Dan appeared at about the same time Chase heard a very distinctive rattle before his overhand swing landed the shovel on the left half of the blanket with a resounding whump. Several more whacks and the blanket stopped moving and making noise.  
 
    Having rolled down the ridge a good fifteen feet, the veteran Sheriff''s deputy knelt in the sand and shook himself violently, Yeaaach! Dammit, I hate snakes...” 
 
    “He seemed to like you...” 
 
    “Bite me...” 
 
    “You would have loved the Camel Spiders we had in Afghanistan...” offered Chase as he crawled back to the edge of the ridge. 
 
    “Fuck you, I hate spiders too...” 
 
    Chase scanned the base below with the camera, “Oh, these were not ordinary spiders...” he paused, “Damn, they have one mounted already, looks like they're rolling out the second one.” 
 
    Dan was watching though his own camera, zooming in. “Same wider body X-37B as the first one.” 
 
    They watched as a tow tractor moved the first 747 with its piggyback payload out of the way to make room for the second. Dan pointed at the fighters, “Looks like one flight is getting ready to leave.” 
 
    “The F-35s.” 
 
    Within minutes the fighters were on the move, taxiing down the field for takeoff, the loaded 747 starting it's engines. Using their adjustable thrust nozzle and mid-body vertical thrust turbofan, the F-35s executed a short runway takeoff in pairs. Climbing to a thousand feet, they circled the valley, while the 747 they were to escort, taxied to the end of the runway.  
 
    The streak of light that crossed the sky looked to be thousands of feet up but just before it disappeared over the horizon it arced back, and came screaming silently back. 
 
    “Are you watching this?” 
 
    Chase squinted through the viewfinder trying to track it. “Yeah... what the hell is it? Same thing we saw the other night?” 
 
    Dan glanced down at the base, “Uh oh. Whatever it is they don't like it...” he pointed. Red lights flashed on the hangars and a voice could be heard on a PA system though it wasn't clear from across the valley. Figures scrambled around the F-16s and another hangar at the end of the strip opened. Suddenly the base went dark, the only lights remaining on, the blue globes along the runways and taxiways.  
 
    A dark spot appeared on the valley floor nearest the observers on the ridge and Chase focused on it. “Fuck, where the hell did that come from?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A Patriot missile battery just appeared from out of the ground...” 
 
    “F-16s are taking off...” 
 
    Chase swung the lens, catching the first pair coming up off the runway from the opposite end as the 747 which was still sitting on the runway. The fighters thundered into the sky, lighting their afterburners. “See, now that's how you're supposed to take off! Where'd our little UFO go?” 
 
    “I lost it... too much going on...” 
 
    The F-16s swung in unison, flying a diamond formation, passing right over their heads, forcing both men to cover their ears, the massive thrust vibrating their bodies and the ground underneath them.  
 
    Chase Holt was struggling with his better judgment to leave, compelled to stay and witness the unfolding events. The 747 began its takeoff run, the sound of its engines heard across the valley floor, the F-35s still patrolling the area in wide circles to the west, the F-16s out of sight somewhere. 
 
    A tart, electric smell in the air puzzled Chase, his mouth watering, his skin buzzing like pins and needles all over his body. He glanced at Dan, “What the hell is...”  
 
    Daylight came instantly from above them, the blue-white light washing over them erasing all shadow and features. Chase cursed his drop in situational awareness. Dammit, he'd allowed the helicopter to sneak up on them. This was bad... Chase gnashed his teeth, his stomach knotting in protest. He rolled to his side to look up, freezing in disbelief, his mind trying to convince him his eyes were lying. That the fifty-foot oblong disk hovering motionlessly and silently above them could be something other than what it was... or wasn't. And it wasn't a helicopter. At this juncture he almost wished it was. “Oh fuck,” he breathed. 
 
     A toxic swamp of panic, elation and adrenalin, surged through his body. He opened his mouth but could not speak, he reached out his hand but could not move, he tried to look away but his mind refused...  
 
    It was impossible to tell if the light went out first or if the disk shot away first. Maybe it was simultaneous, the blast of air creating a small sandstorm on the ridge. Covering his face, Chase felt numb, drained. The F-16s were not far behind, storming across the sky in pursuit, playing tag with the UFO they could not catch.  
 
    Feeling slowly returning to his shaking hands, Chase began slowly stowing his camera equipment into his backpack with clumsy fingers, trying to blink away the white-out. “Time... to... go,” he said shakily. Dan was laying on his back mumbling, staring at the sky. “Dude,” urged Chase, “we really gotta get out of here.” 
 
    “We need to keep filming,” mumbled Dan. 
 
    “Fuck no,” objected Chase, lucidity returning. “Pack it up, we're done. I don't know who that was... I'm still processing that. But someone knows we're here. And with that little light show, I'm guessing so does everyone else.”  
 
    Begrudgingly, Dan began packing his gear, shaking the dead snake and its guts out of the camo blanket. “Just when it was getting interesting...” 
 
    “Not interesting,” corrected Chase. “Terrifying.” Making his way back down the ridge from the Joshua trees to the dirt bikes a flicker of light off to his left caught his attention... headlights. “Hurry the hell up, Murphy, we have incoming!” 
 
    Dan was still stuffing things in his backpack on the way down the slope, half on his butt, half on his feet. “How far?”  
 
    “Neighboring ridge. Doesn't look like a four-by-four...” 
 
    “Dirt bikes or ATVs, can't get anything bigger up here.” 
 
    Chase swung his leg over the seat of his motorcycle, “I'm torn between coasting them down quietly, or going all bat outta hell...” He hurriedly tucked his Shemagh into his jacket before easing his helmet over his night vision. 
 
    Dan slid to a stop and mounted his bike in one motion, quickly fitting his helmet over his night vision, “Those guys are moving, I vote for bat outta hell...” 
 
    Chase squeezed the starter button, “Bat outta hell it is.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    What's more dangerous than off-roading in the dark? Off-roading in the dark at breakneck speeds with your lights off, using night vision and wearing no protective gear save boots and a helmet. Try as they might, they could not run side-by-side; someone had to lead and someone had to follow. Following was not a place you wanted to be; gravel, rocks, sand... riding through an all-obscuring sandstorm. Close calls were abundant as they descended the winding trails from the mountain ridge to the floor of the desert; passing giant rocks, boulders, Joshua trees, an occasional cactus, bramble scrub... all at a pace that was far from sane.  
 
    The lights behind them came and went, a flash here a glimpse there. They didn't seem to be losing or gaining ground. “Don't get us lost up here, Murphy!” shouted Chase. A cactus appeared out of the swirl of dust ahead of him passing his peripheral in a blur, eliciting a burning pain across his left leg as the needles slashed through his pants into his calf above his boot. He grit his teeth, blocking the pain out of his mind as he maneuvered his sliding bike through a bend in the trail.  
 
    Running down the stretch of trail toward the damaged fence, Dan slammed on the brakes, almost laying down the dirt bike, a gray pickup truck with wide desert tires straddling the downed fencing. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    Chase skidded up next to him trying to avoid a pileup, “It's empty, don't stop!” He twisted his body around as Dan kicked his bike back into gear, accelerating through the gap between the truck and the fencepost. Chase caught movement on the ridge to the left, two heavily armed men making their way back down in his direction. They were already halfway back to their vehicle when he swung his bike around and headed for the gap. Sparks off the gravel told him all he wanted to know about their intentions. Dan was already out of sight when Chase paused next to the truck, semi-protected from their gunfire by its body. Pulling the Ka-Bar from its sheath he stabbed the sidewall of the vehicle's back tire, having to twist and wiggle it to get it back out, ripping a sizable hole, the air whooshing out with a whistling sound. Returning the knife, he accelerated away hard, the front wheel of the dirt bike momentarily leaving the ground. In his right peripheral vision he saw an explosion of splinters, the trunk of a Joshua tree catching a rifle round. Laying low over the handlebars he weaved until he made the next bend, accelerating hard again. 
 
    Dan was waiting for him at the bottom where the Basin Road crossed the intersection to the trail they were on; Chase slid to a stop on his left.  
 
    Dan dumped the sand out of his Shemagh, “I thought I lost you, what happened back there?” 
 
    “They're in a shooting mood, so I flattened one of their tires to slow them down but there'll be others. You got GPS back yet?” 
 
    “Yeah. They shot at you?” 
 
    “Yeah, so let's get the hell outta here. Head for our gas stop.” 
 
    Dan pointed past Chase to his left, “Headlights.” 
 
    “Shit! Those trucks are no joke, they can go almost anywhere we can...”  Chase kicked his bike into gear, “Move it! Move it!”  
 
    Basin Road was far from smooth but it was the best that they were going to get. It wasn't the best place in the world to run flat-out but they really didn't have much of a choice. The DOE trucks were nearly Baha capable and had a serious horsepower advantage. Chase and Dan's only advantage was that they were small objects in a big desert.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The DOE Security truck roared down the gravel road, bouncing and vibrating, rattling, launching airborne across a dip, “This is Unit T4, we're on GP Road closing on Basin Road from the north. Unit T7 what's your location?” 
 
    “T7 is at the head of Basin Wash Trail. Our unit is down, I repeat, T7 is down with a tire... They made it past us.” 
 
    The two agents in T4 had a few choice words, the passenger keying the mic, “Copy that, T7. T4 is now primary unit... T6, location?” 
 
    “T6 is heading north on Road 41 from Reservoir Branch Road...” 
 
    “T4 copies. Step it up T6, they're coming your way on Basin, maybe you can cut them off.” 
 
     “T6, roger that. Do we have air?” 
 
     “Negative T6, go-fasts are dealing with a visitor. Rotaries are grounded.” The agent in the passenger seat was pointing at the lights along his side of the road where Basin Wash Trail crossed over to Basin Road. “Nate, stop, stop STOP...!” 
 
    The driver jammed on the brakes, the truck sliding on the gravel road, jittering on the uneven surface, the oversized all-terrain tires growling. The driver expertly steered into the slide, a cloud of dust and sand carried through the air as the truck finally lurched to a stop next to the two agents on dirt bikes.  
 
    “You guys have a Jerry can?” The closest of the two agents swung his leg off his bike, stepping to the open window of the truck. “Can we grab some gas? We're almost empty.” 
 
    The security agent sitting in the passenger seat thumbed over his shoulder at the bed of the truck, “Sure, grab one out of the rack, we gotta go!” 
 
    “They're crazy bitches... running dark,” said the rider, dragging the heavy five gallon gas can over the side of the truck. “Must have night vision...” 
 
    “Sounds like outside talent,” commented the driver of the truck, turning the wheel toward Basin Road on his left. “Catch up when you can...”  
 
    “Two minutes!' shouted the rider as he turned away, closing his visor. The gravel thrown up by the truck's tires pinged off his helmet and back plate of his off-road armor as it sped off, roaring down Basin Road in a cloud of dust. 
 
    “Well that was rude,” joked his partner, climbing off his own dirt bike. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    There was no conversation riding at the speeds they were going, it was even difficult to maintain control, the gravel rolling like marbles under the tires of their dirt bikes. Hand signals had to convey what they needed to say. With the headlights ahead on Road 41 it was clear that they were going to have to leave the road or be cut off.  
 
    Chase Holt waved off at a nearly right angle and they slowed enough to leave the road, catching air over the soft lip of soil along the edge of the gravel surface. Cutting a more severe angle away from the road, they would have to slow down to cope with rolls, dips, soft spots and sudden changes in the rugged terrain.  
 
    The spot on Chase's calf where the cactus had slashed through his pant leg was burning like it was on fire, and as much as he wanted to glance down at it, he knew that would be the exact time something solid would appear in front of him. It was intense heart-pounding work that required one-hundred percent concentration to read the desert around them, interpreting the shadows and shapes in the night vision, things whipping past, anticipating the difference between a jump and a drop. Managing to follow the GPS, Dan pulled slightly ahead, angling toward their fuel stop. They needed to cross Road 41... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The gray DOE Security trucks T4 and T6 slid to a stop alongside each other, door to door, facing in opposite directions, three-quarters of the way to Road 41, a cloud of dust drifting between them, their headlights glowing through it like fog. 
 
    “Nate...” 
 
    “John,” nodded Nate. “You see anything?” 
 
    The driver of the other truck shook his head, “Not a thing.” 
 
    “They must've left the road somewhere along here...” Nate thumbed behind them along Basin Road. 
 
    “That's a lot of desert. This would be a lot easier with air cover.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. Let's head down 41 to 51, see if they're heading to the highway. We should be able to run them down. We'll call the bikes and head them across the middle, see if they can pick up a trail...” 
 
    “Want us to cut across?” 
 
    Nate shook his head, “It's hard enough in the daytime, besides you're liable to break something trying to cross the Central Wash. Leave it to the bikes...” 
 
    “OK, we'll follow you...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    When Dan slowed, easing to a stop, Chase pulled up alongside him. “Why are you stopping?” 
 
    Dan nodded up 41, “Headlights. There's two of them.” 
 
    “If we cross now they'll see our dust trail. Let's drop into the wash and wait it out. Hopefully they won't be able to see us down there...” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Chase nodded, “Yeah, cuz I gotta check my leg too. It's burning like a bitch...” 
 
    “Did you get hit?” 
 
    “Cactus,” winced Chase. 
 
    They idled carefully down between the gully ridges, and stopped at the bottom on the flat riverbed-like wash. Turning their bikes off to prevent detection, Chase unsaddled and sat on the ground. “My pants are wet...” 
 
    “Did you piss yourself or are you bleeding?” 
 
    “Funny man...” Touching it tentatively, he smelled his fingertips, “Damn, it's gas...” 
 
    Dan dug a small first aid kit out of his backpack, “No wonder it burns, we need to clean it.”  
 
    Looking a little like raw hamburger, Dan first rinsed it with water from his hydration bladder then sterilized it with a small squirt bottle of alcohol. 
 
    Chase sucked wind, “Holy mother of... sonofafuckingmotherbitch...”  
 
    Dan couldn't help but snort a chuckle.  
 
    “Glad you find that amusing, Murphy.” 
 
    “Sorry. Most convoluted swearing I've ever heard.” He finished wrapping and taping the wound. “Now let's see if we can find that gas leak...” 
 
    Tightening a loose fuel line fitting on Chase's bike with the blade of a knife, they were ready to go. “Damn, I hear dirt bikes...” 
 
    Dan started his bike, “Me too, let's get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    They heard the DOE Security team bikes but never saw them. Cutting across 41 they paralleled it, finally jumping up on Cutler Road and heading toward the reservoir and their fuel stop. Chase's bike began chugging along as it ran out of gas and he nursed it along until it eventually quit, coasting silently up to the reservoir pumping station.  
 
    Emptying both fuel cans into their tanks, Chase required the lion's share to fill his motorcycle, Dan's bike having had about a third of a tank left. They topped off their hydration bladders and prepared to leave, when they heard the DOE dirt bikes again.  
 
    Dan swung his leg over his bike, “Damn, these guys are persistent...” He squeezed the starter button and his motorcycle puttered to life, “Let's go, buddy...” 
 
    “Shit. She's not starting...” Chase jumped off and began to push it toward the ridge between the reservoirs and the wash below. “Go, go, I'll catch up once I get her started...” 
 
    Dan pointed back behind them, “They're coming up the road!” 
 
    “Go! Go!” Chase's legs were pumping like a linebacker trying to punch through the line  as he ran alongside the bike, pushing the button, the starter turning the engine over, trying to get the fuel to the carburetor and prime the engine. Dan disappeared over the edge and down into the wash, leaving him alone, rolling his stalled bike along the ridge between the dry basins. He was just out of the spread of headlights that were closing on him from behind. Once they turned into the pumping station he'd be visible.  
 
    The edge was so near and the damn sand was so soft... 
 
    Suddenly seeing his own shadow in front of him, he ignored their shouts, determined to make the edge of the wash. The pop-pop-pop of the DOE Security team's 9mm pistols sounded weak in the wide open desert. The front tire crested the edge of the wash's ridge when he felt the hammer blow hit him almost dead center of his back, pitching him forward as his bike dropped over the edge. He fell across the bike like a surfer flat on a surfboard paddling towards a wave. Through pain and stars floating through his vision, he struggled to get himself upright on the bike and maintain control. Flying down the steep wall of the wash between the gully ridges he managed to get the bike in first gear and pop the clutch, the stubborn engine roaring to life, almost redlining. Kicking it into second gear he navigated to the bottom, turning northeast, searching for Dan. Each breath produced stabbing pain and he could feel moisture running down his back. Finding Dan ahead waiting for him in the shadows was a relief and a blessing. 
 
    Seeing Chase had caught up, Dan turned away to take the lead again, almost missing the fact that Chase was waving at him, rather weakly. “I don't think we should stop at the rendezvous,” commented Dan, “we should ride back into town in the dark if we can...” 
 
    Chase eased to a stop next to Dan, killing his engine and rolled off into the sand, the bike dropping over on its side. Turtled on his back in the soft sand he tried to shrug off his backpack, “I'm hit,” he wheezed...  
 
    Turning off his engine, Dan vaulted off his bike, dropping to one knee alongside his fallen friend, unbuckling the backpack that was holding him immobile, sliding his hand along Chase's spine and the padded side of the pack. He could feel a hard pronounced deformity which peaked his interest and he opened the bag to check the contents. “It's water...” 
 
    With the weight removed Chase was able to breathe again. “It's not blood?” 
 
    “Nope. You got hit alright, but your gear took it. It went through your camera and into the spade of your trenching shovel. It was hard enough to rupture your hydration bladder. The shovel acted like a trauma plate and the water in the bladder dissipated the energy.” 
 
    “I thought for sure...” 
 
    “You might have a broken rib or two... you'll definitely be black and blue. Can you ride? We really need to get out of here. As determined as they were, I'm surprised they didn't follow...” 
 
    The sky flashed as a lance of green neon shot up into the sky, the source invisible over the ridge of the wash, but obviously coming from Area 51. At over ten miles away there was still an audible crackle and the tart smell of ionized air. It was sufficient to make both men jump and set them to motion. “Time to go,” they said in unison, their voices overlapping.  
 
    Inexplicably, the game had changed. This did not fit in with the rest of the night's narrative; although neither did the UFO. Or why it had chosen to park itself over them, no matter how temporarily.  
 
    Chase winced as he re-shouldered his pack and righted his dirt bike, looking back at the empty sky, not sure what he was looking for or what to expect, if anything. “What do you think is going on back there?” 
 
    Dan swung his leg over his bike and squeezed the starter button, the bike sputtering to life. “No idea. More testing maybe? I didn't even know they had one here, I thought all the testing was done at Dugway. We need to add this to our report...” 
 
    “Chase started his bike, “Maybe they were trying to hit that UFO...” 
 
    Dan kicked his bike in gear, “I don't know, that thing didn't look anything like the ship that came down on Fort Myers Beach...” 
 
    A crisp, vibrant, neon magenta line flashed from the stars, producing a sharp thunder crack, following the same path down as the green line fired up from the Zenith weapon on the base. The horizon, as seen from the bottom of the wash, flashed yellow-white, the sound of a rolling explosion crossing the desert, vibrating the sandy soil beneath their feet. Something up there didn't like being fired upon and fired back. Exchanging startled stares, neither one of the two riders wanted to wait around for whatever would happen next... 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW FRIGATE REVENGE, EARTH ORBIT : WHAT THE HELL? 
 
    Fritz stretched, dropping himself off his human's bed in the muted light. “Room is a lot smaller here...” 
 
    “I know,” nodded Jack, sliding a sheer form-fitting t-shirt over his head, “it's a much smaller ship. You understand that, right buddy?” 
 
    Fritz nodded his head with a snort. “Yes. Just no room to run here.” 
 
    “Don't worry,” replied Jack, slipping a protective combat vest over his head “We'll go back to the Conquest soon. You like the Conquest, right?” 
 
    “Is okay,” replied the Shepherd, looking up at Jack mischievously, his head cocked to one side. “I would rather run on the beach...” 
 
    “Uh huh,” nodded Jack, zipping up his flight suit. “I knew this was going somewhere... I don't know if we're going to get to do that this time, buddy...”  
 
    “Gus wants to run on the beach too.” 
 
    Steele raised a dubious eyebrow, “Did he tell you that?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “Hmm.” Steele checked himself in the mirror as he slid into a leather flight jacket, hiding his shoulder holster and hybrid 1911. A dark gray flight suit, black boots and dark brown leather jacket... “Meh, looks civilian enough I suppose. If you're half blind and running for your life...”  
 
    Sounding like a bass drum strike, the floor rocked, staggering Jack . Red alert klaxons blared throughout the ship, lighting flashing red. 
 
    “All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations! Gun crews report in...!” 
 
     “What the hell...?” Steele activated his TESS, “Lisa, on the bridge...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack sprinted down the corridor paced by Fritz, slowing to pass the Marine sentry and through the opening bridge doors, tromping to a stop between the command chairs. “Sitrep,” he commanded. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    Brian spoke without looking back, “Someone on the surface took a shot at us...”  
 
    “And hit us...” added Maria. 
 
    “Damage?” 
 
    “No sir. Our shields were up as a precaution in this floating junkyard of satellite  orbits,” he waved at the screen littered with markers and declination trails. “It might've hurt us if we didn't...” 
 
    Steele was aware of Lisa's presence behind him but did not acknowledge her there, concentrating on the situation at hand. “What the hell did they hit us with?” 
 
    “An energy weapon...” 
 
    Raulya looked over her shoulder from tactical, “We're still being targeted, the weapon is recharging for another shot...” 
 
    “Take it out,” commanded Steele. 
 
    Brian swiveled around, “Admiral,” he said slowly, “It's in the U.S.” 
 
    “What's your point, Commander? They're being hostile. Take. It. Out.” 
 
    “Sir,” called Raulya over her shoulder, “I'm reading a similar power buildup in another area. I believe there may be another weapon...” 
 
    Steele pointed at the big screen, “Can you bring it up on screen?” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” Raulya's fingers danced over her glass keyboard, the big screen zooming in to the North American continent, markers appearing on screen in the west, the icons showing a circular power gauge around the target. “First target is approximately ninety percent, the second at about thirty percent...” 
 
    Steele could see Brian's hesitation to fire upon the hostile weapon batteries, his indecision jeopardizing the ship. “They're both out in the desert, Commander...” prompted Jack, hoping it would move him to action. Watching the levels on the on-screen icons, the first target neared one-hundred percent. “Tactical, target the weapon only. Take it out...” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    Zwump, Zwump. The floor vibrated, the forward turret firing one volley. “On target, Admiral. Direct hit, weapon destroyed.” 
 
    “Any collateral damage?” 
 
    Raulya zoomed in as close as she could get, a flaming crater showing where it was obvious a building had stood, several nearby structures appeared damaged, and images of men and equipment moved quickly about. Steele recognized Area 51 but said nothing to Brian who stared silently at the screen.  
 
    Steele eyed the icon of the second weapon nearing seventy five percent. “Lieutenant, if they shut it down, mark its location but leave it intact. If it passes ninety-five percent, take it out.” 
 
    Raulya nodded, “Aye sir.” 
 
    Steele pursed his lips, “Mr. Carter, ready room. Now.” He turned on his heel and headed for the Captain's Ready Room, staying Lisa with a discreet wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack Steele sat on the corner of the Captain's desk facing the door, Brian walked in looking troubled. Jack waited until the door closed before he pointed in the direction of the bridge, “You want to tell me what the hell happened to you out there?” Brian Carter shrugged, shaking his head as he stared silently at the floor. “I can't read your mind, man. Tell me what's going on in your head.” Steele ran his fingers through his hair. “Do you need a break? Should I put someone else in command...?” 
 
    “No, no...” waved Brian weakly. 
 
    “Then what?” gestured Jack, his palms facing upward in question. “Was it just because it happened to be the United States?” 
 
    “I don't want to kill Americans...” 
 
    Zwump, Zwump. The floor vibrated beneath their feet. 
 
    Jack nodded, “OK, I get that. So you're saying if it was someone else it would have been alright?” 
 
    Brian took a deep breath, “I really don't want to kill humans...” 
 
    Steele pointed to the bridge, “In case you hadn't noticed, they, we... are pretty much all humans. The only ones I have a question about are the Gogol's...” he mumbled, thinking about that for a second. “Not really sure what they are...” he waved away the thought. “What I think you really mean is; you don't want to kill Earthlings...” Brian looked up, seemingly satisfied with that assessment. “OK look; I see someone shooting at people, I don't take the time to find out who he is, what Godforsaken armpit he's from, what demon he worships, the color of his skin, or what kind of fucked-up childhood he had... I take the bastard out. Period.”  
 
    “I get it...” 
 
    “They threw the first punch. We offered no threat, we weren't bothering anyone...” 
 
    “I get it,” insisted Brian. 
 
    “Are you sure? Because that can't happen again...” 
 
    “I'm sure.” 
 
    “Fine then get back out there and let's get back to work...” Steele stood up, “We good?” 
 
    Brian nodded, looking relieved, “We're good.” 
 
    Jack caught Brian by the shoulder before he turned for the bridge, “You sure you don't want to go see your mom and dad?” 
 
    Brian's mouth skewed crookedly, “Just to say hello to say goodbye again? I don't think I could do that to them. I gotta think it's better this way. They have their lives, I have mine, they don't have to worry anymore...” 
 
    Jack patted his shoulder, “Alright, it's your call. But if you change your mind...” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Having delayed their launch several hours to determine if there would be any new developments or threats put Jack and Lisa behind their preferred schedule but it seemed a reasonable precaution. 
 
    Steele glanced up through the Reaper's canopy, the last sliver of interior light coming from the belly of the Revenge disappearing as the armored hull closed above them. Inside the cockpit, the air system pumped cool, clean air into the silence and he adjusted his flight gloves. 
 
    “I still think I should get to fly,” mumbled Lisa from the back seat. “It's supposed to be my bird...” 
 
    “Hush.” He ran through his checklist as the crane arms extended, easing the Reaper out of the nestled belly slot in the hull of the Revenge, the silence retreating to the sound of electronics waking up, the sudden growl of the engine warmers and the hum of power units. “Position of the rest of the Task Force?” 
 
    “Dark side of the moon,” replied Lisa, going through her own checklist. She glanced up as the crane's claws released with a metallic kachunk, their magnetic surfaces reversing polarity, pushing the Reaper away from the Revenge. She watched the arms retract, “We're clear.” 
 
    “R1 to Revenge, we're away...” He tapped the igniter, lighting the twin engines with a twin thump and swung the nose of the fighter to the right, adding throttle as he rolled, arcing down towards the planet. 
 
    “Copy R1, happy trails.” 
 
    “Plotting you a course down...” announced Lisa. “Did Fritz mention to you he wanted to go to the beach?” 
 
    “Did he try to run that guilt trip on you too?” chuckled Jack. 
 
    “Yeah, and he tried to tell me Gus told him he wanted to go too...” 
 
    A plotted trajectory appeared on Jack's navigation screen, “Well I gotta hand it to him, he's thorough.” He reached forward and flipped on the shield system, the generator spinning up with a whine. “Do me a favor and monitor a Fleet screen, keep an eye on things?” 
 
    “Got it.” Her TESS covered by her flight suit and flight jacket, was set to voice recognition. “TESS, holo screen please...” 
 
    A holographic screen appeared above her wrist, TESS's face appearing, “Hello Lisa, what can I help you with?” 
 
    Lisa grabbed the frame of the screen and moved it to hover independently above her main screen, only blocking her view of the back of her brother's helmet, adjusting its size by the corners of the frame. “TESS, tie me in to Conquest Control and the Fleet Information. I need plotting, movements and communication...” 
 
    “Does that include Conquest's Flight Operations and patrol movements?” 
 
    “Yes, TESS.” 
 
    “Connecting and assembling information,” confirmed TESS, her interactive animation minimizing up to the right corner of the hologram. “Lisa, there is too much information for a single screen. You will have several tabs at the top, just select the one you need to examine, they are all live feeds...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa tabbed through her Fleet Information screens. “You want to tell me why we're coming down over the Arctic?” 
 
    “No eyes... unless you want to count polar bears and penguins. We'll level off over Hudson Bay and move south over Ontario. A lot more of nothing there too...” 
 
    “Seems like a real roundabout way... just saying.” 
 
    Jack adjusted his sensor screen, “They saw us coming... which in itself is troubling, but they fired on us. And I don't know what they're using or how they got it, but they shot at us with something that seemed considerably more advanced than I would expect. Without so much as an attempt to find out who or what we are...” 
 
    “I guess a; Hello, who are you? woulda been nice.” 
 
    Steele shook his head inside his helmet, “Makes me wonder if duck hunters would be so eager to shoot at ducks if they knew the ducks were carrying grenades...” He held the throttle at zero, letting the Reaper drop through the atmosphere, adjusting attitude or power as needed for stability.  
 
    Checking her Fleet activity screens, Lisa paged to a global plot, “Looks like we've got two of our birds dropping in over the North Atlantic... one fighter, one shuttle.” 
 
    “That would be Commander Brighton, his mom lives in; Vauxhall London, Borough of Lambeth...” he added with a British accent. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, “Uuhh, OK... And we've got two more dropping in behind us, both fighters.” 
 
    “That should be Mike Warren, his folks live on a farm in Iowa...” 
 
    Lisa reached forward and adjusted her airflow, “Why is Commander Brighton using a shuttle?” 
 
    Steele adjusted the Reaper's attitude, the sparkling blue water of Hudson Bay rushing up at them. “London is like New York, it's big, busy, crowded and really doesn't sleep. If he took two fighters it meant one would be sitting empty on the ground. If it got discovered it could go all sorts of wrong. A shuttle with a three man security team can move and come back for extraction if needed.” 
 
    “Chicago's big, busy and crowded...” 
 
    “Well,” waved Jack theatrically, “the Reaper has the magical cloak of invisibility...” 
 
    “You think the Automatic Reflective Camouflage system will be enough?” 
 
    “Yes,” he declared with a booming voice, holding up his hand. “We have the wondrous, mighty ARC to conceal us from our enemies...” 
 
    Lisa rolled her eyes, “Oh, brother...”  
 
    At ten-thousand feet, Jack pulled the throttle back into the negative which fired the  breaking jets. Pulling the stick back, the Reaper arced gracefully to level flight at four-thousand feet. Gently dropping the nose he let her sink to a thousand. The sparkling blue water of the massive Hudson Bay soon gave way to the gray glacial bedrock and thousands of lakes in northern Ontario. The closer they got to the top of Lake Superior the greener it became, turning into endless lush rolling green forests only broken by long, winding rivers.  
 
    Jack rolled them upside down, looking up through the canopy which was actually down, “Man, there's a lot of nothing down there.” He rolled the Reaper upright again, “Seems like such a waste of space, doesn't it?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “You'd better back it down, Jack...” 
 
    Jack eyed his telemetry screen, as he walked the throttle toward the zero mark, “What month do you think it is, Lisa? May? June...?” 
 
    “Has to be June or later... otherwise we would have seen snow and ice.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Jack acknowledged. “There was some just off the bay, some ice on the Hudson but not much. Not sure if it ever melts completely up there.” 
 
    “In any case,” said Lisa, tabbing through the Fleet screens, “It ain't Christmas like you promised mom and dad. They're going to be pissed.”  
 
    Dropping under Mach 1, Jack reached over and switched off the shields, trading them for the ARC system. “ARC is on and active,” he noted, looking out over the right wing. The Reaper faded to an outline, the shining water of Lake Michigan visible through it.  
 
    Lisa looked left and right, “I always feel like I'm flying a video game when that's on.” 
 
    “It's hard to appreciate how effective it is in space... but here, the effect is quite amazing.” He throttled back as the skyline of Chicago grew ahead of them, bringing the speed down to something resembling sane, setting up his approach to pass over the city. “How are our other flights doing?” 
 
    Lisa tabbed to the global tracking map. “Commander Warren's flight is over Minnesota, on track for Fort Dodge. Commander Brighton is approaching London from the Channel...” She looked out over the horizon of the city spread out around them, “What time do you think it is over there?” 
 
    “If I remember right, they're six hours ahead of Chicago, so it should be about midnight there...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    With a baseball game occupying the field at the park, Steele was going to have to make use of the bike trail across the street from his parent's home. Landing gear extended, antigravity holding the fighter in a hover, he maneuvered the Reaper over the small parcel around the trail, lowering it gently in between the trees, the task made more complicated by the ARC system's ability to reflect its surroundings. “How are we on the right?” he asked, watching the outline of the left wingtip clear a heavy branch. 
 
    “Good to go.” 
 
    Jack felt the ground and released the actuator for the antigravity, the Reaper settling on its legs. He sighed with relief as he pulled the canopy release, flicking systems off one-by-one with his free hand. The canopy motored back with a hum, a breeze flowing into the cockpit. “Mmm, smell that?” 
 
    “The flowers or the bar-b-que?” grinned Lisa. 
 
    “Yeah... all of it... Smells like home.”  
 
    Dropping his helmet on his seat, he admired the trees along the house as he climbed down the ladder to the grass. He remembered planting those trees as saplings; they stood nearly forty feet tall now, a canopy of leaves that extended over the house and the street, a haven of shade. 
 
    “Hey, get out of the way?” griped Lisa, standing on the ladder. 
 
    “Huh?” Jack stepped aside, “Sorry,” he mumbled, “I was just taking a trip back in time.” 
 
    “What are you looking at?” 
 
    “I was just thinking about the trees...” he pointed. “When I was seven, Tommy Brooker and I planted them as saplings. That was a couple of years before his mom was committed...” 
 
    Opening a small panel on the side of the Reaper, Lisa closed the canopy and retracted the ladder, leaving the ARC system active. “I think you mentioned that once, she went crazy or something?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied, heading across the street. “The rest of his family moved away after that, I never saw him again.” 
 
    “They left her behind?” 
 
    He shrugged, “As far as I know...” Climbing the front stairs he glanced over at his sister, “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Commander Derrik Brighton peered out of the shuttle's cockpit windshield from between the air crew's seats, watching London pass beneath them. Off the stubby right wing flew Commander Dar Sloan's Cyclone, rolling brown-outs following below the two craft like the wake of a ship in the water. 
 
    “C'mon c'mon, I feel like a sitting duck up here, Brighton... everybody in the city knows we're here,” came Sloan's voice over the comm. “Find a damn spot...” 
 
    “Just ahead,” pointed Derrik to the pilot of the shuttle. 
 
    “The oval thing?” 
 
    “No, that's the stadium. Just past that... the open square surrounded by trees. See it?” he pointed again. 
 
    “Yep got it... What is it?” 
 
    “Vauxhall Park. Should be fairly quiet this time of night. Enough trees to hide us...” 
 
    The pilot surveyed the lights of the skyline and moving vehicles on the streets, “Commander, I don't know what time it is here, but there isn't anything down there that even resembles quiet.” 
 
    Derrik gave the pilot a look of derision, “Just land the damn ship...” 
 
    Easing down below the treetops into the park's grass clearing, the shuttle and Cyclone crabbed sideways on antigravity towards opposite sides of the field, concealing themselves under the overhanging limbs of the trees.  
 
    The side door of the shuttle popped open, a couple inches from the hull before articulating a zero-clearance swing up and over the top of the hull. The landing gear squatted to allow its occupants to step out with little more than a short jump. Marine Warrant Officer Dale Alaroot and Corporal Dunnom were the first to exit, another Marine staying inside with the aircrew.  
 
    “Clear,” commented Alaroot as he scanned the clearing. He adjusted the sling of his Pulsar carbine, a light non-lethal defensive weapon. Without a moon and no lights in the park, Dale could barely see the Cyclone sitting under the trees across the park, its canopy standing open. Headlights of cars passing the park on Lambeth Road flickered through the trees and bushes. “OK, Commander Brighton, stay on comms, let us know if you need us...” 
 
    Derrik Brighton, unarmed and dressed in clothing resembling something civilian, hopped to the ground, “See you gents in a bit. Stay out of trouble, eh?” He nodded curtly, trotting leisurely off towards Lambeth Road.  
 
    As the Commander's form headed for the busy road, dissolving in the dark, It suddenly occurred to Dar Sloane, the neighborhood was behind where they sat. “TESS, connect me with Dale Alaroot...” 
 
    On the other side of the small park, a holo-screen popped up above Dale's TESS. “Is your comm not working Commander?” 
 
    “It's working fine, Mr. Alaroot. This is for your ears only...” 
 
    Dale stepped away from the shuttle, “Go ahead Commander.” 
 
    “The neighborhood is behind us...” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “Commander Brighton just went in the opposite direction toward the River. I don't remember seeing anything in that direction that looked like residences...” 
 
    Without the same view of their approach from the back of the shuttle as the pilots, Dale had to trust Dar Sloan's judgment. “Yeah that does sound rather off...” 
 
    “Can you catch up to him? Keep an eye on him? But don't let him see you...” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” Dale Alaroot unshouldered his carbine, handing it to Corporal Dunnom and began stripping off his gear and light armor, tossing it through the door of the shuttle. “Dunnom, you guys stay with the bird,” he ordered, tucking a Pulsar pistol into his waistband, covering it with his tunic. “Stay off the comm unless it's an emergency...” he added, sprinting off in the same direction as Brighton had disappeared moments earlier.  
 
    While the park itself remained quiet it was difficult to feel properly concealed with vehicle and foot traffic passing just outside the park's ivy-covered wrought iron fence. Not having experienced planetary atmosphere in almost two years, Commander Sloan drew it into his lungs, trying to identify the range of scents. Flowers, trees, nothing beats the fresh air produced by trees... Perfume of two women walking past, food cooking somewhere... It was funny how much you missed the small things in space. Able to see over the barrier from his vantage point, he watched a vehicle work its way into a parking spot on the street. The ping as the holo-screen of his TESS popped into view sounded loud in his helmet, and his reflex to cover the hologram hovering above his wrist with his free hand was unaffected by his attempt. He grabbed the frame and placed it below the console so the glow couldn't be seen outside the cockpit. “Dale?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” came a whisper. “There's a large multi-residential building just outside the park, but he passed it and headed for the river. Everything over here looks like businesses, maybe offices. He just went into a large glass and concrete building that backs up against the water... looks like some kind of complex. It's got walls and steel gates all around it. It does not look to be open to just anyone, but he was able to gain entry...” 
 
    “Is there any indication of what kind of business it is?” 
 
    “No sir... I don't get the sense that this a business... there are several communication towers on the roof. I tried asking someone who passed by but they looked at me like I was speaking Aleurian.” 
 
    Dar Sloane closed his eyes, dammit. “As far as they're concerned, Dale, you might as well be. They don't off-world here; they don't have translator technology...” Dar could hear the Marine groan in exasperation... “It's alright Dale, just...” 
 
    The sudden ear piercing squeal in Dar's earpiece had him clawing at his helmet to get it off, the sound dying to a whimper before it trailed off completely. He reached into his helmet to pull on his ear and relieve the tension in his jaw, gingerly running his finger around the piece to see if there was any blood, his ear ringing. 
 
    “What in the Lord's name was that...?” gasped Dale. 
 
    Sloane looked down at the holo-screen, “You heard that too?” 
 
    “Fuck, I almost passed out. Nearly tore my ear off trying to get this damn thing out of my ear.”  
 
    Commander Sloane keyed the mic on his comm, “All units, check in...” Each man checked in. Except Commander Brighton. Sloane turned back to his TESS, “I don't know Mr. Alaroot, I don't like it. Do me a favor, have your TESS record the building, we'll see if we can identify it later.” 
 
    “Aye sir.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack Steele reached for the bell a second time, the movement of the doorknob interrupting his action. An unfamiliar man with thinning hair in his mid forties opened the door, “Hello... may I help you?” 
 
    Jack and Lisa exchanged glances. “Who are you?” blurted Lisa unceremoniously. 
 
    The man's eyes shifted from Lisa to Jack then back again, “Who are you?” he countered. 
 
    “Who is it George?” A woman about the same age appeared at his side, peering past his shoulder. 
 
    “I don't know yet...” 
 
    Jack tried to look past the people in the doorway to see the interior of the house, “My name is Jack Steele, this is my sister, Lisa. We're looking for our parents...” The man shifted his body to block Jack's view. “My parents are Kyle and Lynette Steele...” 
 
    “Nobody here by that name,” replied the man, swinging the door, blocked by the toe of Jack's boot in the door frame. “Move your foot,” said the man pushing on the door.  
 
    “Mister I grew up in this house, my parents bought it shortly after I was born...” 
 
    The man continued to push on the door to no effect, “This is our house, we bought it a 
 
    year ago, now move your foot...” 
 
    “Where did our parents go?!” shouted Lisa. 
 
    “I don't know, we never met them. The house was empty when we bought it...” 
 
    The wife was kicking at Jack's foot but it wasn't budging. “Let me come in, I just need to take a quick look around...” 
 
    “I'm calling the police!” shrilled the woman. 
 
    Jack pursed his lips, having had enough, shouldered explosively into the door, flinging the owner against the back wall of the foyer. The wife froze mid stride, divided between heading for the phone and helping her husband. Jack glanced at the man before walking past, Lisa right behind her brother, giving the man an evil glare. Steele paused, picking up a cordless phone off the arm of a couch, handing it to the woman with a wicked smirk, “Go ahead, call. They'll get here in ten minutes... Five minutes after you're both dead and I'm gone.” She stared at him wide-eyed. He didn't really mean it but he hoped they believed it. “Or you can just sit and relax while I just check something. And then we'll be gone and you can go back to your life.” He got a deer in the headlights look from both of them.  
 
    “Sound fair?” They nodded in unison. “Good.” He turned to Lisa, “Keep an eye on them, I'll be right back.” 
 
    Lisa stood with her hands on her hips, her jacket swept behind her hands, revealing her flight suit and the hybrid 1911 hanging in its shoulder holster, as she watched them intensely. 
 
    Like all smart homeowners, Kyle Steele had created several special places in the house to hide things and Jack needed just a few minutes to check them for any indication of what might have happened. If something was left behind it might mean they had to leave in a hurry, or that someone that was doing much what he was doing today, had missed something. Or maybe his parents had thought to leave a clue... 
 
    Dammit. Nothing. He strolled back to his sister in the living room, “No joy.” 
 
    “How did you buy this house?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “From a realtor... Like we said, the house was empty when we looked at it,” replied the man, sticking to the established story. “We never met anyone but the realtor.” 
 
    “The realtor never mentioned why the house was empty?” 
 
    “No... Not really...” 
 
    “Not really?” Steele stepped forward with a piercing glare, the man's expression changing to something approaching terror. “Exactly what does not really mean? That's a yes or no question...” 
 
    “He, he, he, might have mentioned they needed to move... or something,” stammered the man. 
 
    “Or something.” Steele's eyes narrowed, “You... are a very bad liar.” 
 
    “I swear, that's all we know...” 
 
    “Sure,” nodded Jack, a wicked smirk returning, “all liars say that...” He looked at the wife, “Give me the name and phone number of the realtor...” She stared at him cow-eyed. “Now!” he shouted, making her jump into action. In a few mere seconds she returned with two business cards, handing them to him with a shaking hand. “Had that handy, didja?” he sneered, taking the phone she was still clutching in her hand.  
 
    “That card,” she pointed, “was our realtor. The other card was for the realtor representing the house.” 
 
    Steele dialed the house realtor first. “I'm sorry, the number you have dialed is no longer in service. Nothing more is known...” He hung up and dialed the number on the other realtor's card. It answered with an open line, an occasional click and a beep. He hung it up and tossed the phone on the couch, eying the homeowners, tucking the cards away into a pocket of his flight jacket. 
 
    “Interesting...” he pinched his bottom lip. “One doesn't exist and the other goes nowhere. Or maybe somewhere it shouldn't. In either case, your line seems to be bugged. Or maybe you already know that.” His eyes scanned the corners of the room, air vents, lamps, furniture. “You can let them know Admiral Jack Steele is back, and he's not fucking happy!” he shouted, heading for the door. Lisa passed him, heading down the stairs and he turned back, looking over his shoulder, “If you really don't know what's going on here, I would suggest getting out of the house before they get here. And don't come back. Ever.” 
 
    “I have to ask,” pointed the man, eying the gold wings on the leather jacket and the gold pips on its collar. “Are you a pilot or something?” 
 
    It was Steele's first real smile, “Or something.” He turned and ran down the front steps, “Lisa check the next door neighbors, I'll check the one's behind, see if they know anything.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
     Talking to the neighbor directly behind his parent's house who had been on vacation when the Steele's mysteriously disappeared, he found it odd that Kyle or Lynette had not contacted him and his wife either before or after their move. Jack assured him that while he couldn't explain it, it was probably best that way. They invited him in but the blue flashing lights flying down the street told Jack it was time to say goodbye. Jack cleared the porch railing, jumping to the grass with the neighbor standing in the doorway looking dumbfounded.  
 
    “Take care!” he yelled, sprinting off. “TESS, get me Lisa!” 
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    “Lisa, we have Chicago PD coming! Get to the Reaper!” 
 
    “I'm here. Climbing the ladder now. I don't hear anything...” 
 
    “Bastards went Code 3 silent...”  
 
    From her vantage point atop the Reaper, she watched him sprinting toward her, a blue and white police cruiser, lights flashing, sliding around the corner behind him, tires squealing. Another unit was flying up the intersecting street to her left. “I'm getting in the front seat...” 
 
    “I'll make it,” he panted, pounding down the sidewalk. 
 
    “No you won't, they're going to cut you off!” 
 
    In a full stretch run past his parent's house, a blue and white police cruiser, lights flashing, screamed to a stop as he reached the curb, blocking his path to the Reaper across the street, the other car behind him skidding to a stop. Out of the corner of his eye he could see several more, stacked up, racing up the street to assist, a parade of flashing blue lights. He leapt, feet first, sliding across the hood of the Crown Vic blocking his path like he was stealing home plate, landing on his feet, still in a run. 
 
    “Freeze! Freeze!” chorused the voices behind him. 
 
    Steele tromped to a stop an arm's reach from the outline of the invisible ladder, the Reaper's ARC system still operating. As he turned around slowly, hands up casually at shoulder height, the smell of hot engines and burnt rubber passed his face in a warm wash of familiar odors. Across the street the couple occupying his parents house stood shoulder-to-shoulder on the front porch looking smug. He surveyed the faces of the officers, guns drawn, the other cars pulling up, yet more officers piling out. “Don't you move mister, you stay right there...” 
 
    Steele remained stone calm despite his hard run, fighting to control his breathing. “Take it easy guys... just a big misunderstanding...” 
 
    An officer from one car and a sergeant from another cleared the front of their vehicles, their guns trained on him. “Turn around, slowly. Face away from me,” commanded the officer. “On your knees... keep your hands above your head.” 
 
    Jack was wary of his jacket exposing his shoulder holster if he reached too high. “Can't we talk about this?” he stalled, standing firm. 
 
    “Mister I'm going to taze you if you don't...” 
 
    “Jack?!” queried the sergeant, his eyes narrowing, looking over the sights of his firearm. “Jack Steele? Is that you?” 
 
    Steele's gaze shifted to the sergeant, his artificial eye studying the familiar but aged face, recognition suddenly coalescing in his brain, a smile breaking across his face, “Bobby?”  The sergeant smiled, his firearm dropping in unison with Steele's hands. “Bobby Fortuno... holy shit! What's it been, about ten years?” 
 
    “At least that...” 
 
    “How's Sonja?” 
 
    Bobby Fortuno holstered his weapon, “Divorced...” 
 
    “Hey Sarge...?”  
 
    Bobby Fortuno waved off the inquiry. 
 
    Jack Grimaced, “Ahh geez, Bobby, I'm sorry to hear that...” He nodded, “Me too. How are the girls?” 
 
    “In college, doing well,” shrugged the sergeant, walking up casually. “Put em away boys...” he called over his shoulder. “What's going on here Jack? What happened?” 
 
    I've been... away. “ 
 
    “Away?” asked Bobby suspiciously. 
 
    “Traveling,” he clarified. “So I haven't seen my parents for about a year. I showed up to see them and they're gone... moved away.” 
 
    “Man, that's rough. I thought I recognized the house. Were you on the outs with them or anything?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “No, I moved to Florida and I just travel a lot...” 
 
    Bobby had been studying Steele closely and something seemed out of place but he was trying to decide how to broach the subject. Running out of options he decided blunt was easiest. “Jack, no offense or anything, but it's eighty-five degrees and you're wearing a leather flight jacket and some kind of, I don't know... what the hell are you wearing?” 
 
    “It's a flight suit Bobby, I'm a pilot...” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember when you started flying... But I've never seen a civilian pilot wearing something like that...” he indicated the flight suit. He reached up and touched the pips on the collar of the jacket suspiciously. “Looks like a lot of brass...” 
 
    “I'm a military pilot...”  
 
    Bobby looked at him curiously, not sure what to think, too many things not coming together in his head. He wanted to believe Steele...  
 
    Jack could see and feel the uncertainty. “Bobby, we've known each other for nearly twenty years. We went on double dates, we went through the academy together, we rode a squad car together...” 
 
    Steele's earpiece chirped, “Jack,” came Lisa's voice in a whisper. Looking up he could see the two SUVs coming towards them up the street. “Six occupants each, heavy equipment, armored vehicles...” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Bobby, do any of your patrol vehicles carry six men?” 
 
    He realized Steele was looking past him and looked over his shoulder, “No.” 
 
    “Bobby I know you're not sure what's going on, but I really need you to trust me on this, things are about to get really messy...” 
 
    “What the hell is going on Jack?” he slid his firearm out of its holster. 
 
    Jack dropped to a crouch, pulling on Bobby by the shoulder, “Get your men to hard cover, if they've got long guns, they'll need them.” He pulled the hybrid 1911 from its holster and Bobby Fortuno shot him an angry look. 
 
    “You're holding? Jack...!” 
 
    Steele pointed at the officers, “Now, Bobby! Now!” 
 
    The SUVs, one black, one white, skidded to a stop facing away from each other in a 'Y', six heavily armed men piling out of each vehicle, taking cover behind their armored bodies. “We're here for Mister Steele! You local boys can be on your way, we'll take it from here!” 
 
    Bobby shot Steele another angry glance, incredulous, “Who are these guys and what the hell did you...” 
 
    Steele's TESS chimed, the holographic screen popping into view above his wrist, the smiling face of his wife, Alité, Queen of Veloria, smiling at him. “Hello my husband, how is your trip going? Well I hope...” 
 
    Bobby Fortuno's eyes nearly popped out of his head, “What the Sam hell...”he breathed. 
 
    Steele faced the holographic screen so she could see the sergeant crouched next to him, “Alité, this is an old friend of mine, Bobby Fortuno. Bobby, this is my wife, Alité Galaýa-Steele, Queen of Veloria.” Bobby nodded blankly as she spoke to him in a language he couldn't understand. “Listen, honey... I've got a bit of a situation here, can I call you back in a little while?” 
 
    “Of course. Please be careful, my sweet.” The screen winked out, the hologram dissolving. 
 
    “What. The fuck. Was that? What... What...” 
 
    “You've got a choice!” yelled one of the men concealed behind the SUVs. “You can give him to us, or we're going to take him! You've got 20 seconds.” 
 
    “Sarge, we can't get a signal on our radios...” called one of the officers. “We can't call for backup!” 
 
    “Pull your guys back,” said Jack. 
 
    “Nothing doing...” 
 
    “Bobby, this is going to get bloody, I don't want to see any of your guys get hurt.” 
 
    “I suppose you're going to handle this all by yourself,” he replied sarcastically. “Who are these guys? Why do they want you?” 
 
    “CIA, NSA, maybe contractors. I' don't know...” 
 
    “What?! What the hell are you into?” 
 
    “You have five seconds left!” 
 
    “Bobby, do you believe in UFOs?” 
 
    “I... I... what? I don't know, what does that have to do with...” 
 
    Jack keyed the mic on his earpiece, “Lisa, ARC off, weapons hot. If they shoot...” 
 
    “Got it,” she interrupted, her gloved fingers flipping off the Automatic Reflective Camouflage system. The dark, menacing Reaper, shimmered in the sunlight as it slowly became visible, solid in its stealthy alien glory.  
 
    The question in his mind of who Jack was talking to, vanished, Bobby's mouth hanging open in disbelief, as did almost everyone else. The first ones to recover from their astonishment were the men behind the SUVs seeing the Reaper as the prized golden goose, worth more than Steele himself. “Time's up! Take it boys!” 
 
    Time slowed for Steele as fully automatic fire erupted from the SUVs, cutting into the police cars, the rounds passing through and kicking up divots of dirt and grass on the other side. At a serious firepower disadvantage, the police fired back from behind the hard cover of their cruiser's engines, vehicle wheels and oak trees lining the sidewalk. Their handguns were no match for the suppressive fire from the tactical team, some of who peeled out to the trees along the curb to increase their angular advantage. The air was filled with smoke, noise, splinters of wood and glass flying like hail.  
 
    Lisa Steele's hand on the flight stick, the articulated turret under the nose followed her gaze, steered by her right eye in relation to the pipper on the HUD. She squeezed the gun trigger and the Cryo Gauss Guns pumped out chain-linked super-frozen spikes of specially designed steel alloy, a metallic clatter as the guns cycled the spikes in the loading tray from the cryo tank. The spikes shattered, exploding like grenades as they passed through the armored SUVs.  
 
    Raking the two trucks with a short burst, produced baseball-sized holes, the engine blocks exploding, first one then the other, shredding both trucks, lifting them several feet off the ground, the front wheels and tires blown off, sailing through the air in flames. The gutted wreckage crashed to the ground, a shower of glass and plastic flying out in all directions, a fireball erupting with a roar as one of the gas tanks split open on the pavement. “The Reaper cometh, bitches!” screamed Lisa.  
 
    The men closest to the SUVs lay scattered in pieces, their body parts shredded and strewn across pavement, grass and sidewalk. Steele took the opportunity to advance quickly on the right side of the street, shooting on the move. The first man, slow on recovery as he raised his weapon, took a charged particle projectile from Steele's 1911 in the chest, the round punching through the ballistic trauma plate of his vest, driving pieces of it through his body, tearing out a section of his spine, physically taking him off his feet. A small portion of a second man's face peeked out from the trunk of a hefty oak tree and Jack's artificial eye targeted him, drawing a red outline around his calculated position. Steele squeezed off two rounds, passing through the side of the tree, shearing off a two-by-four sized section of the trunk and taking the man's head off in the process, a sloppy red mush running down the trunk of the oak, a gory pink mist drifting through the air. Bobby's officers rushed the stunned survivors on the other side of the street, taking two of the men in custody. 
 
    Bobby eased up next to Jack who was standing over a man laying in the street past the burning wreckage with no legs below his knees. Still alive. But just barely. “Who do you work for?” asked Steele, emotionless. He crouched down, “C'mon, buddy. You've gotta know you're not going to make it, nobody will know... just tell me.” The man opened his mouth to talk and blood bubbled out, gurgling, running down the side of his face. Steele stood up, “May God have mercy on your soul.” He turned and headed back towards the Reaper, sliding the 1911 back in its shoulder holster. A flaming tire had crashed through the living room window of his parent's old house and by the looks of it, the house was going to suffer in a big way, flames licking out and up under the eaves. He couldn't help but smile to himself. The neighbor on the other side of the street had a seat from one of the SUVs sitting on the peak of his roof like someone had placed it there on purpose. 
 
    “Hold on a minute Jack, where do you think you're going?” 
 
    Steele looked over at Bobby walking at his side, “To look for my parents.” 
 
    “Jack I can't just let you go... you're a material witness and participant in...” he looked over his shoulder at the burning carnage, “a war zone.” 
 
    Stopping at the nose of the Reaper, Jack turned and casually draped his arm on the barrel of one of the Cryo Gauss Guns like he was leaning out the window of a car. Fire engine sirens wailed in the distance. “Bob,” he said calmly, “I know there's a lot to take in here...” 
 
    “Ain't that the truth...” 
 
    “But you've got to trust me, there are dark forces at work here...” Bobby Fortuno eyed him with a critical gaze. “Not like devils and sorcery,” waved Jack, “but bad people doing evil things.” 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock...” 
 
    “What I'm saying is, it's good versus evil. Evil has infiltrated our way of life and it surrounds us. It must be stopped. You can't fix it, you can't change its mind. You have to end it when and where you find it. Sometimes you have to do bad things to do the right thing.” 
 
    Bobby waved his hands “Who do you think you are? Captain America or something?” 
 
    Jack walked around to the ladder, his helmet dropping over the side into his hands. He turned it around and pulled it over his head. “No man, that's the guy with the shield,” he joked, indicating the Reaper with his head as he sealed his helmet to his flight suit. “I got me this. And a few other things...” 
 
    Lisa stood up and climbed over the console to the back half of the cockpit, “Hiya Bobby,” she waved. 
 
    He blinked hard, doing a double take, “Lisa?” He looked at Jack who was halfway up the ladder, “Little Lisa?” he asked, holding his hand at waist height. 
 
    “Yep,” confirmed Jack, climbing into the cockpit. 
 
    “That's me!” She dropped into the rear seat, nearly out of sight.  
 
    Fire engines had arrived, their crews disembarking, covering the wreckage with chemical extinguishers, running and hooking up hoses to tackle the former Steele residence which was nearly engulfed, the occupants standing on the lawn looking on in dismay. 
 
    “Wait a minute Jack, wait... What am I gonna say about all of this?” 
 
    “Blame it on me...” 
 
    “Again, no shit Sherlock. It's going to look pretty bad that I let you go!” 
 
    “I promise, It's all going to make sense soon... I'm going to drag this planet, kicking and screaming if I have to, into the 25th century.” 
 
    “Man, you are really not making sense,” Bobby waved in despair. “You are talking like you're from outer space or something...”  
 
    Steele silently tapped his nose with a gloved finger and pointed at his friend indicating he'd finally gotten it, on the nose. “You and your guys have cell phones... take pictures, take video.” Steele was progressing through his checklist as he chatted, glancing over the side, “Here's what you say, Bob; Forces of unknown origin attacked Admiral Jack Steele, envoy and commander of the United Federation of Worlds, Task Force Lancer, endangering your officers and the general public in the process. With great risk to your own safety, you and your officers ended it. Admiral Steele slipped away in the confusion, unhurt. His wife, Alité Galaýa-Steele, Queen of Veloria, sends her sincere appreciation for your assistance...” 
 
     “Aw c'mon Jack!” shouted Bobby, throwing his hat on the ground, “You're fucking killing me here, I don't even believe that crap! Internal Affairs is gonna ream me on this!” 
 
    Steele pulled on the canopy lever, the long canopy motoring forward. “Keep an eye on the network news Bobby, you'll be OK. I promise.” The Reaper became buoyant, a blue glow under her landing feet. “Pictures!” shouted Steele before the canopy dropped into place, hissing as the seal made contact.  
 
    The black alien craft rose, nearly silently, in full view of firemen, policemen and neighbors who had congregated to see what was going on, their upturned faces watching the event.  It appeared to simply float, the landing feet retracting, disappearing into the hull. The turret under the nose rotated back and forth with the movements of the pilot who paused to salute, along with the co-pilot, to the people on the ground. A news helicopter who had been doing a traffic report over the nearby expressway, deviated to get a look at what they thought was a strange aircraft, circling it, the cameraman recording it and the bizarre scene below it. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele looked over his shoulder, “Where is he?” 
 
    “He's trying to keep up with us.” 
 
    “Dammit, I don't want to light ‘em up and suck him into a vortex...” He nudged the throttle a little higher, releasing the antigravity actuator, reaching forward and flipping it off, the Reaper in standard flight. He lifted the nose a little, the ship accelerating smoothly, gradually. 
 
    “He's falling back...” 
 
    Steele watched the helicopter's signal on his sensors; at a mile and increasing he throttled up smoothly. At five miles he gave the throttle a hard nudge, the rotor craft quickly dropping off the edge of the screen as the Reaper thundered across the sky. 
 
    It was dark by the time they crossed over the Gulf of Mexico, the Reaper dropping down over the water to fly under the radar. “What's the plan, Jack?” 
 
    “I want to check my house, see if mom and dad came down here.” 
 
    “I figured that. I mean are we just parking this thing on the grass or what?” 
 
    “I think we can get it up against the house on the beach side without anyone seeing it...”  
 
    Six hundred miles an hour seemed slow in comparison to the Reaper's real ability, but at fifty feet off the surface of the water it seemed faster than it was. Lisa was watching the same high definition full color sensor screen as Jack, and when the outline that popped up as unidentified registered in her head she couldn't help but shout, “Sailboat! Sailboat! Sail...” 
 
    Jack leaned the Reaper over, jinking hard, kicking the rudder to pass around it, the twin masts of the schooner flashing past them on the left. “He needs to watch where he's going,” Jack commented coolly, “people are flying here...” 
 
    “Sure, because he's got, like, the whole ocean to boat around in...” shot Lisa sarcastically.  
 
    Steele throttled back and toggled on the antigravity, letting the Reaper slow on its own, coasting over the inky black water, waves rolling along just a few feet below them.  
 
    “Hey , um, none of my business, but weren't you supposed to comm someone back?” 
 
    Steele felt a jolt of electricity through his spine, “Oh crap! I forgot.” 
 
    “Smooth move...” 
 
    “TESS, Alité Galaýa Steele.” 
 
    TESS' screen popped up above his wrist and he moved it in front of him, “Acquiring nodes and relays, stand by.” TESS' face retreated to the upper right corner to make room for the comm screen, the Velorian crest hovering above a plain blue-gray background. 
 
    “Hello my husband.” The audio came a moment before the video feed, Alité appearing dressed in a white nightgown. “I was beginning to think you forgot me.”  
 
    “No, no, we were just a little busy...” 
 
    “You forgot,” she teased pointing at him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted sullenly, “sorry.” 
 
     “It's alright. Now you can talk to me while I climb in bed,” she cooed. “All alone in this big bed, what ever shall I do?” she breathed seductively. 
 
    “Oh, yippee,” mumbled Lisa from the back seat, “just shoot me now.” 
 
    “Who is there with you?” asked Alité attempting to see through the comm screen. 
 
    “Hi,” waved Lisa, over her brother's shoulder, the top of her helmet and face mask visible. 
 
    “Sister Lisa,” said Alité sounding relieved. “Are you two flying?” 
 
    “One of us is,” complained Lisa. 
 
    “Yes,” Jack interjected, interrupting the over-the-shoulder conversation. “We're heading to the beach house. Mom and Dad weren't in their home, they've moved and I need to contact a few friends, see if we can locate them.” 
 
    Alité sat Indian style on her bed, pulling her nightgown around her, “Do you think they are in trouble?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “I don't know. But I intend to find out.” 
 
    “Bring them home, Jack, Colton needs a grand-papa and a grand-mama.” 
 
    “I promise. How are things going there?” 
 
    “Going well. Lots of rebuilding. A group of volunteers started working on the palace. I think there's a lot of guilt over what happened... But people are working together again, in all sorts of ways.” 
 
    “That's very positive. Any signs of the troublemakers?” 
 
    “The Peacekeepers have done a wonderful job. With the help of the UFW military I seriously doubt there are any left. The base has been very busy and ships come and go pretty regularly. We have approved UFW military leaves on a limited basis. The beach seems to be very popular, we set up an air shuttle to get them back and forth.” 
 
      They chatted for a bit longer until the Florida shoreline appeared ahead. He assured her he would talk to her again as soon as he could. As the beach approached, Steele pulled the throttle into the negative, firing the breaking thrusters. Suspended on antigravity the Reaper drifting smoothly up over the sand toward the house. Swinging the tail, the ship coasted sideways up to the darkened house, the starboard wing hanging over the deck on the back of the house. A splintering crunch made him jump as he countered their drift with the stick, “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “I think you just took out the deck railing with the tail...” 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    “Yeah. Don't scratch my bird, dufus.” She toggled the landing gear, the system whining, extending. “Gear down, set to auto leveling. Go ahead and set her down.” 
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    EARTH, NORTH AMERICA : STRANGE SIGHTINGS 
 
    “Good morning, I'm John Griff on the anchor desk...”  
 
    “And I'm Amy Halloran.” 
 
    “And this is a Channel 4, Special News Bulletin...” continued the news anchor. “Violence broke out on the north side of Chicago late yesterday afternoon, turning a normally quiet neighborhood into a deadly war zone. Rolling brown-outs were reported across the north side of the city, preceding the altercation between police and a group of well-armed, unknown assailants. It is still not known what prompted the assault or what the goal of the men happened to be. An intense gun battle ensued and several police officers were wounded with non life-threatening injuries. They were treated and released from local area hospitals. Only two of the estimated dozen or so assailants survived the pitched battle and are currently in police custody.”  
 
    “Channel 4's News Chopper One was in the area, John,” interjected Amy Halloran, “and captured some startling footage, not only of the scene but what was leaving the scene... We have Channel 4's, Chopper One pilot, Tom Bridge here in the studio with us; we'll let him narrate his footage. Tom...?”  
 
    A helicopter video feed appeared on the screen. “Thank you Amy. We were doing the traffic report over the I90 – 94 interchange when smoke caught the attention of our cameraman and he spotted this object floating over the scene. As you can see, from this distance it looks very much like a flat disc-like object, such as what most people describe when seeing an unidentified flying object... But as you can see, when we get closer...” 
 
    “Oh my...” 
 
     “Yes Amy, startling isn't it? You can see wings, a cockpit...” 
 
    “The tails appear to be upside down...”  
 
    “Yes John, that's one of the first things we noticed too,” continued the pilot. “Inverted twin tails. As you can see, we were able to get within less than a hundred feet from the craft and made eye contact with the flight crew inside...” 
 
    “Weren't you afraid, Tom?” 
 
    “Indeed we were, Amy, my heart was really pumping. From here our cameraman gets a shot of the scene below, the fire trucks putting water on the blaze, but we really wanted to concentrate on this unusual craft. As you can see it doesn't seem to have any means of staying aloft, no rotors no VTOL jets, just this unusual blue glow underneath...” 
 
    “It looks like it's turning now, Tom.” 
 
    “Yes it is Amy, it rotates around and starts to leave the scene. We keep up with it a bit here...” 
 
    “How fast were you going?” 
 
    “Our Bell 407, will do just about 150mph and that's what we're doing right at this point when it appears the pilot waves at us and it starts to pull away... then it does this...” 
 
    Amy Halloran jumped in her seat, “Oh my! It just disappears! Do you have any idea how fast it was going?”  
 
     “Faster than anything we've got, Amy...” The video feed of the event dropped back to the shot of the news anchors at their desk. 
 
    “Thank you Tom,” the news anchor nodded, “some amazing footage you got for us there... scary stuff indeed.” John Griff switched his view to a different camera. “In an astounding coincidence of similar news, the BBC had this to say about events in London late last night...” the video switched to a view of a BBC news feed. 
 
    “I'm Terrance Watershaum, and this is the … BBC. Londoners experienced brief rolling blackouts last night across large portions of the city. Since we are just entering summer, it begs the question, is this the new normal? Are these the power shortages we were promised coming early? How truly bad is our power grid? These and many other questions remain unanswered. Hopefully the mayor's reward for a plan to produce fresh new technologies will reward us with some answers to this looming problem.” He turned to another camera. “In other news, amateur video footage taken last night shows two unidentified flying vehicles taking off from Vauxhall Park at approximately 2am. Witnesses report hearing little to no sound, but a strange blue glow was visible underneath both of the craft. In a strange coincidence, a blackout seemed to accompany the appearance of the two craft. The BBC is still awaiting confirmation from local police on what type of craft this might be. Could these strange craft and the blackouts be connected? This reporter remains dubious at best...” 
 
    The BBC video feed cut back to the Channel 4 newscast, John Griff paging to a new note appearing on his digital prompter, “This just in, in reference to the events on Chicago's northwest side; an unnamed source in the Chicago Police Department said, off the record; That at great risk to their own safety, the police intervened, stopping a vicious attack against Admiral Jack Steele, envoy and commander of the United Federation of Worlds, Task Force Lancer.” He looked at his co-anchor, his face an unspoken question mark. “What do you think that means, Amy?” 
 
    “John, I think that means we'll be interrupting local programming throughout the day with up to the minute information as we get it...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Fuck me!” Agent Doug Mooreland jumped up off the sofa in astonishment, prompting the other members of his team to come running from all corners of The Barn. 
 
    “What the hell, Doug?” 
 
    Mooreland pointed at the screen, “Our friend Steele is back...! 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “I just saw...” 
 
    “Wait; hold on,” interrupted Mercedes Huang, grabbing up the remote and turning up the sound, “What's he saying now...?” 
 
    Channel 4's anchorman John Griff continued his report, “In other news; our viewers in Nevada and Utah who may be accustomed to seeing green lights in the sky, may not be seeing them for a while, as NASA was handed a stunning setback of their Astral Body Defense System development. Designed to protect the planet against space junk and the possibility of dangerous asteroids hitting our planet, two of their units were damaged during testing. Details have not been released and foul play is not suspected, though this amateur video we've obtained from a viewer in Utah, clearly shows a beam of an intense pink light...”  
 
    “I do believe that is magenta, John.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amy...” 
 
    Agent Huang thumbed the remote's mute button. “Two of Zenith's systems were damaged in testing? That's not possible!” 
 
    “Why is it not possible? 
 
    Because, Lou, Zenith is fully operational,” she replied. “And they operate completely independent from one another. If they've been damaged, it was not an accident. That pink beam cannot be produced by Zenith, only green. Which leaves one alternative, they were shooting at something... and it shot back.” 
 
    “Holy shit...” breathed Doug Mooreland, pacing. “We need to move fast...” 
 
    “Where are we going?”  
 
    “Fort Myers Beach. Steele's. First we need info; Lou, find out who got butchered in Chicago. Huang, find out what Zenith was targeting before they got their asses handed to them. Gene, get me more info on the London sighting, Steele can't have been two places at once.” He clapped his hands, “Let's go people! The rest of you, get the gear ready and the trucks loaded...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Dr. Michelle Fabry's eyes widened as she watched the Channel 4, Special News Bulletin while she readied herself for work, pouring her morning coffee into her travel mug. Nearly jumping out of her skin when the phone rang, she sloshed coffee across the counter. “Dammit...” The paper towel roll spun out of control, dumping twice what she needed and she didn't bother tearing it off, throwing the wad on the spill before reaching for the phone. “Hello?” 
 
    “Are you watching this?” 
 
    “The Channel 4 thing?” 
 
    “Yeah,” replied David. “Now that is a UFO...” 
 
    Conscious of who might be listening she didn't confirm or deny what she saw. “I'm going to be late if I don't finish getting ready, David. I'll see you at work...” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Running to the bathroom in obvious discomfort, the intelligence officer from NIOC left his coffee on the table in the employees' break room of Green Bank Observatory, leaving Michelle Fabry's team alone to chat unfettered. Dr. Fabry looked over at Katie standing at the sink, who had an accomplished little smirk on her face. “Katie... what did you do?” 
 
    She held up a little bottle of eye drops, sliding it back into her pocket, “A couple drops in his coffee. I saw it in a movie... I guess it really works!” 
 
    Michelle cracked a smile, “Something tells me you enjoyed that a little too much.”  
 
    “He had it coming...” 
 
    Minus the mapping data on Harding-Konos 452, overnight Sean had uploaded everything they had on the UFO sighting from the rescued thumb drive to the Deep Web, sending out invitations and links to every observatory in the English-speaking world as well as NASA, SETI, media outlets and web news outlets. Scrubbed of digital notations, no one would know the source, so whether it would be viewed as serious or not was anyone's guess but it was pretty convincing. This morning's news of multiple close-up sightings, whether they were connected or not, lent a lot of credibility to it. What they hoped to accomplish was beyond credit or discovery, it seemed the right thing to do, something that people needed to see and be aware of.  
 
    The intelligence officer from NIOC wobbled back into the break room looking a little pale, all conversation stopping, not that he'd notice at this point. As he reached for the coffee he'd left on the table his stomach roiled and he turned, quickly heading back to the restroom with a groan. 
 
    “I almost feel bad for him,” commented Michelle, catching Katie's eye. “Almost.” Katie giggled, something that sounded innocently cherubic yet sinister somehow, and headed for the front office to prepare for the day's facility tours. 
 
    David checked the corridor to the restrooms, “What do we do if we catch something today, Mitch?” he whispered. 
 
    Dr. Fabry took a bite of her doughnut, “If the babysitter is around, nothing we can do but follow their protocol. If he's still... under the weather, record it on the thumb drives, keep it off the system...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The intelligence officer from NIOC was still asleep on the couch in Michelle Fabry's office when David spotted one of the ships in synchronous orbit over southern North America. “Mitch...” 
 
    “I see it.” From the next console she glanced over her shoulder up at the second level, her office door still closed as were the curtains. “Go off-system.” She eyed the readouts of data, “I only see one...” 
 
    “That's all there is,” whispered Sean.  
 
    “The others have to be somewhere... keep scanning.” 
 
    “It's beautiful, isn't it?” observed Samantha, staring at the screen. 
 
    “Something sinister about it though,” commented Sean. 
 
    “My God,” breathed Michelle, “I'd give anything to see it up close.” 
 
    “I was thinking about that news clip,” began David, “What do you suppose they meant about the whole; United Federation of Worlds part? Do you think that thing in Chicago's linked with this?” 
 
    “I wish I knew for sure, but it seems like too much of a coincidence not to be.” 
 
    “Maybe we should send it a signal.” 
 
    Michelle gave David a sideways look, unsure if he was serious or not. “NIOC?” she reminded him, knowing they would detect any communications. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    For Chase Holt and Dan Murphy, stopping at the rendezvous point and waiting in the blazing Nevada sun all day until Jesse arrived later the next evening to pick them up was not an option. Especially when DOE Security teams were hunting for them. They rode all the way back to the motel, staying off the roads, getting back just before dawn. Exhausted, they slept most of the day away, waking up briefly to eat, review their files and deal with damaged equipment and injuries.  
 
    Most of it was a blur. Dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, Chase limped from the motel cabin to the motor home, his cactus assaulted leg salved and bandaged, the smell of bacon wafting in the dry desert air causing his stomach to rumble. He hoped it was for their breakfast not just from the restaurant, that would be a cruel tease. Allie and DOG were smart enough to stay in the air conditioning, unwilling to traverse the short distance to the RV even for the promise of bacon. 
 
    Chase slid into the dinette next to Dan but the baseball-sized bruise in the middle of his back prevented him from leaning against the seat comfortably. 
 
    “How's your leg?” asked Rain, pouring Chase and Dan coffee. 
 
    “It stopped burning, thanks. What was that stuff you put on it?” 
 
    “Something my grandmama taught me. You probably don't want to know what's in it.” 
 
    Chase blew the steam off his coffee, “That's OK, I'm good not knowing what's in it.” He took a cautious sip, “Where's Jesse?” 
 
    “He went to get fuel for the bikes,” said Kathy, loading two plates with steaming eggs, bacon and hash browns. “How's your back?” 
 
    “Still sore. Like I got hit with a hammer. Did you get everything uploaded last night?”  
 
    “Yep, just like you showed me,” she replied, sliding the plates across the table.  
 
    Chase dribbled some Tabasco sauce on his eggs, “Good girl.” He took an entire strip of bacon and crammed it into his mouth, “I hope Jesse's not getting gas thinking we're going back out there again...” 
 
    Dan peppered his eggs, “I wanted to see if we could view the damage from that explosion...” 
 
    Chase shot him a what the fuck look ,“Oh, hell no!” he objected. “We go out there again we'll either get caught or get dead. Their security is going to double if not triple after what we saw. And you can bet they're going to have a major attitude after missing us the first time. They'll be shooting first, asking questions later.” Dan didn't respond, simply taking it in, eating silently without looking up. Rain watched him closely. “Look Dan,” said Chase, “I know you think you've got a score to settle for Caroline, but use your head, man...” he pointed a strip of bacon at Rain, “you've got this lovely woman here who obviously cares about you, are you ready to abandon her?” 
 
    Surprising everyone, Jesse stuck his head through the RV's door chattering like a chipmunk, “Are you guys listening to the news? Are you listening? You should be listening...” He backed out momentarily, looking up at the RV's roof. “Antenna's up, turn on the TV! Turn on the TV! It was all over the radio, people were even talking about it at the gas station...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    At TESS's insistence, Jack rolled his legs off the couch in his once familiar living room and sat up, his face in his hands rubbing his eyes. After living on ship for over two years the space seemed large, as personal spaces go. The fact that the cargo shuttle had come down in the middle of the night, the crew clearing out most of his personal effects made it seem even larger. The yellow tape and IRS property confiscation notice that was plastered across the front door lay crumpled on the floor where he'd tossed it. The government claiming something that wasn't theirs. Go figure. Where did it end...? Using the laptop from his zombie survival room and a wifi signal from a neighbor's house he watched hours of news video on the internet, hoping to understand the state of current affairs. He was to say the least, more than a little concerned. In some cases, horrified. 
 
    It made him sad and angry that he would likely never come back here again; to a place he built and loved. A place he'd called home. A country, his country, that seemed to be turning its back on its citizens, terrorism running rampant unchecked by a leadership that failed to lead, a world sliding into anarchy and turmoil. How would it end? Did it have to slide into oblivion or could it be turned around? If it could recover before a collapse, what would it take? Pictures of Veloria's capital city in ruins ran through his mind, seeing the same thing for Chicago, New York and Los Angeles... played out worldwide. Would a nudge into the 25th Century make a difference? He might be able to help with that... 
 
    Lisa wandered out of the guest room, “You awake?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm in here,” he called. 
 
    “Did you sleep out here?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Just felt right.”  
 
    “So what's on the agenda this morning?” 
 
    “I need to take a ride over to Chase Holt's house, see if he's heard from mom and dad. I can't believe they just up and disappeared. Unless...” 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    He shook his head, “Nothing...”  
 
    She cut him off as he headed for the garage, “Don't nothing me,” she shook her finger at him, “what are you thinking?” 
 
    Jack reached for the door to the garage,“Maybe they had help...”  
 
    “I feel an or, or a but in there somewhere.” 
 
    “Maybe they had help because they needed it, or, maybe it wasn't their decision.” He swung the door open, stepping into the garage, shafts of light streaming though the line of glass block in the east wall. Grabbing a corner of the cloth tarp that covered the entire car he began dragging it off of the Shelby Cobra roadster he'd built what seemed a lifetime ago. 
 
    “You're going to take that? Way to blend in, Jack. Why don't you take my SUV?” 
 
    “Beeecause, I want something with enough power to get out of its own way?” He tugged hard, the tarp sliding off the glassy blue body into a heap on the floor, the pearl white rally stripes gleaming in the muted light. Connected to the zombie room's solar power system, he lifted the fiberglass hood and plucked the charger clips from the battery and hung them on a wall hook. He eased the hood down and turned the latches, locking it in place. Without power to the whole house, they rolled the aluminum overhead door up manually. “Don't be wandering around, stay in the house...” 
 
    Rumbling with a naturally lumpy idle, the 427 Cobra rolled back down the driveway into the street, the side pipes burbling, Steele checking the five point harness before shifting into gear. Lisa pulled the strap on the garage door, giving her brother a final nod before rolling it down till it bounced on the concrete.  
 
    He let the clutch out a little too fast and the tires hopped with a chatter as the rear end swung around. Feathering the clutch to settle her down, he smiled to himself, she sounded happy to be awake. He was going to have to shake off the rust or she was going to run away from him. The familiar and welcome sensation of the street, feeling it through the roadster, spoke to him.  
 
    Traffic on Estero Boulevard, the main beach drive, was light and he swung the Cobra left from the side street without much of a pause, producing a happy little fishtail, heading toward the San Carlos bridge, garnering a few dirty looks. The hefty V8 cleared its throat, singing its sweet big-block harmony as he shifted gears... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Agent Doug Mooreland turned around in the passenger seat of the lead SUV, as it whistled down the interstate, two others following behind in close convoy. “Talk to me, Huang, what did you find?” 
 
    Sitting behind him, Agent Mercedes Huang flipped open her lapbook, “This is what Zenith was shooting at, in synchronous orbit over the southwest United States...” she turned the lapbook around for him to see the picture of a space ship against a star studded sky, the moon peeking from behind it. “This is the view from Zenith at Area 51. No idea who approved the shoot order, but the report I managed to access said the first shot was a direct hit with no apparent effect. During Zenith's recharge the target returned fire. Zenith at Dugway never reached full charge before it was hit. Both units are completely destroyed.” 
 
    “Jesus...” Doug took it and examined it, some of the color leaving his face, a flashback of the ship on Fort Myers Beach running through his head like a newsreel; the exact place they were heading now. He handed it back without speaking, his chest tightening. 
 
    Mercedes Huang continued, “Lou found the info on Chicago, they weren't our people, they were contractors...” 
 
    Doug looked somewhat relieved, “Thank God. But what the hell were they doing there? Were they rogue?” 
 
    “Looks like the Agency put a price on Steele's head...” 
 
    “What?” Mooreland looked like he was about to go apoplectic. “Who issued that bit of insanity?” 
 
    “Deputy Director. Three million,” she replied coolly. 
 
    Doug was grinding his teeth, “ Fucking two-faced son of a bitch...” 
 
    “And you know the kind of money and resources some of these contractor companies have, Doug. In some cases their equipment is as good as ours. They intercepted a call from Steele's parents' old residence...” 
 
    “What do you mean old residence...?” 
 
    “Records show the family vacated the house several months ago and the house was sold by an independent realtor on their behalf. The realtor had power of attorney to complete the transaction. The family moving in assumed the old phone number, something about it being a condition of the sale...”  
 
    Doug stared at her blankly, further stunned by this revolution. “How long has the Agency been aware of this?” 
 
    Mercedes tilted her head in sympathy, “Looks like the Chicago team knew fairly early on. They weren't exactly sitting on the house but the maneuver was rather quick and took them by surprise. Not surprising, is they make no assumption of the current location of the Steeles.” 
 
    Doug was holding his head like he was trying to keep it from exploding. “This is fucking nuts...” His eyes narrowed, “Did the Deputy Director know?” 
 
    “There's no indication of that.” 
 
    Doug rubbed his brow line to release the sudden tension threatening to blow his eyeballs out of his head, “Who gives a realtor power of attorney? That doesn't make any sense... signing your financial rights away to someone you don't know? Who can you possibly trust like that?” 
 
    Mercedes chewed on her lower lip, “CIA? FBI maybe? Witness protection program? Didn't I read in one of the files, Steele's old man had friends in the FBI?” 
 
     “Black Two to Black One...” 
 
    Doug spun around in his seat and snatched up the mic, “Go ahead Lou.” 
 
    “Doug, we just got a sensor hit on Chase Holt's place.” 
 
    Moorland took a quick glance around, realizing they had just come down off the interstate, heading toward the beach. “Lou, we're going to Holt's. You're with me. Black Three, continue on to Steele's house...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    When Steele saw the yellow crime tape on not only Chase Holt's house, but the house right before it, his heart sank. He could vaguely remember the faces of two girls who lived there but for the life of him couldn't remember their names. He idled the Cobra past Holt's and backed it into a neighbor's driveway, leaving it mostly obscured by an Oleander hedge with vibrant pink flowers. He hoped the homeowners had already left for work. 
 
    The same IRS notice was plastered on Holt's front door as at his own house, raising his ire, but he resisted the urge to tear it down. He left the tape and notice intact, making his way around the back of the house. While planning a device for entry through the back of the house he made note that the two Jet Skis were missing from the dock... and there were bullet holes in the dock posts. He swept the open yards around him and saw a number of strikes on the far seawall and surrounding pilings. His heart quickened. 
 
    Expecting heavy resistance, Steele quickly realized the sliding glass doors were unsecured. Stepping quietly into the kitchen he drew the hybrid 1911 from its shoulder holster, holding it at low ready as he eased cautiously through the house. The place was a shambles of wanton senseless destruction. It hadn't been robbed, it had been assaulted.  
 
    In the bedroom he opened the AC vent and reached inside, punching in the code on the hidden keypad, to check Chase's zombie closet, reviewing the inventory before resealing it. Chase departed in a hurry with two, go bags. But he'd left long guns and ammo behind. Since the entire money stash was missing, Jack assumed his friend expected an extended absence. Dirty old shoes and clothes lay at the foot of the bed indicating a possible quick change.  
 
    In the garage sat a severely disabled pickup truck... which might explain the fight out back if he used the Jet Skis for a quick exit. Skis... plural. He walked out to the living room, his eyes scanning the destruction there, a burn mark on the carpet. Smoke? Flash bang? At least he hadn't found any blood. He walked to the side window and looked across at the other house with the yellow tape, that was the other half of the story over there. Maybe he'd find something... 
 
    The nose of a black SUV appeared, barely visible, parked at the curb about four or five houses past the one he was looking at. Steele pulled back into the shadows as he watched and waited. No sense in panicking if it was just a neighbor with a black... Shit. OK, time to panic... 
 
    “Jack...?” TESS' holo-screen appeared above his wrist at the same time as the inquiry in his ear, making him jump. He watched the men in black gear, fan out.  
 
    “What?!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa's heart almost jumped into her mouth when she saw the man in the black tactical gear with FBI across his back stroll out past the corner of the house into view, looking at the Gulf Of Mexico as she stared out the living room window at the very same thing. If he continued around the house toward the deck he would walk into the nose of the Reaper sitting there with the ARC system active. Another man walked up next to him and they both turned in the opposite direction heading back toward the front door. She bolted down the hall to the zombie room, activating the command module. “All dogs go to heaven...” 
 
    “Hello Lisa Steele, command code accepted.” 
 
    A clank in the back wall started the process of the door opening, at the same time she realized the laptop was sitting on the floor next to the couch in the living room where Jack had left it. And her leather flight jacket was on the kitchen counter. “Shit,” she hissed, sprinting back out into the house.  
 
    She scooped up the laptop like a football and as she passed the entry foyer the doorknob rotated, a flash of heat rushing across her body. She slammed into the counter with a wince as she yanked her leather off its marble surface, hustling back up the corridor, closing the office door behind her. She latched it and jumped though the zombie room door, palming the closing mechanism button on the wall. The room was empty now, cleaned out by the shuttle's moving crew, leaving nothing of value behind. She really wanted a bottle of water. “TESS get me Jack.” 
 
    “Yes, Lisa. Connected.” 
 
    “Jack...?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I've got a little problem here! FBI... they're coming in!” 
 
    “Get in the Reaper and take off, I've got a bit of a problem myself...” 
 
    “I'm trapped in this fucking zombie room again!” 
 
    “Oh for the love of... Do you have the laptop?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hook it up to the camera system, everything should still have solar power. Wait for them to move out then get your ass out of there.”  
 
    “OK, got it.” 
 
    “But take the laptop with you... I gotta go!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    They were coming through the front and going around the back, leaving Steele one exit, the side door of the garage. He jammed a wooden spoon between the sliding glass doors and headed for the garage, quickly understanding why they hadn't covered it; it was deadbolted without a key. “Dammit Chase,” he breathed. He didn't have time to kick or force it, they would converge on it before he could get it open. It had to be an instant open. Stepping back he drew the 1911 and pumped two quick rounds into the door handle and deadbolt, an entire section of the door disappearing in a shower of sparks and splinters, the door swinging open freely. Ears ringing, Steele tucked the 1911 away and sprinted for the Oleander hedge toward the front of the neighbor's house without looking back, diving over the shoulder height hedgerow, a flurry of pink petals drifting through the air. He rolled, scrambled to his feet and jumped over the door into the Cobra, sliding down into the seat behind the wheel and cranking the key, the 427 rumbling to life.  
 
    He managed to get the lap belt on as a pair of arms appeared through the bushes grabbing him by the arm and shoulder, attempting to drag him out of the seat. Startled he popped the clutch and the engine coughed to a stall, half dragging the agent with the FBI patch through the bushes. The arm wrapping around Steele's neck, pinned him back against the rollbar and he strained to reach the key in the dash. He managed to turn it with his fingertips and the engine whined once then twice, the agent doing his best to choke him out. Cmon baby... he pleaded silently. The third try succeeding in starting the big power plant, roaring to life with a wicked snarl. As his vision started to gray, another body in black tactical gear appeared around the hedgerow. Steele popped the clutch again, this time mashing the accelerator, producing a roar and smoke as the meaty rear tires spun on the driveway pavers, the rear end swinging as he steered it into the street, the tires chattering on the change of pavement as he feathered the clutch to let them bite. The Cobra dragged the agent through the hedges, bouncing the other off the front fender before snapping back, flinging the agent off over the trunk like a ragdoll.  
 
    The little blue and white monster screamed down the street, tires smoking, breathing fire from the sidepipes. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Everyone else was in a full out run for the SUVs but the best Lou could do was hobble at a quick pace, having barely survived his stint as a slingshot projectile. 
 
    The SUV slid to a stop next to him, a door flinging open, hands reaching out and dragging him into the back seat. “Go! Go! Go!” The driver stomped on the accelerator, the door slamming shut of its own weight, as he wheeled the heavy SUV around, over the sidewalk and grass, the big tires tearing up the lawn before dropping back down over the curb, back on the street. 
 
    “I almost had him...” groaned Lou. 
 
    “You weren't even close.” Doug picked up the mic, “Black Three, Black Three!” 
 
    “Black Three, go ahead...” 
 
    “This is Black One, We're on Steele! Lock on to our transponder, we're in pursuit...” 
 
    “On our way, Black One.” 
 
    Doug had to brace himself for the turn, the SUV's tires howling. “Get us some air support!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele wasn't sure what was worse, weaving through a dogfight, or weaving through traffic. The neighborhood was tight and full of dead end streets. One bad choice and he was screwed. Street signs and houses whipped past in a blur and he didn't recognize the main thoroughfare, Coronado Parkway, until he was crossing it, slamming on the brakes, smoke pouring off all four tires as he skidded to a stop. Dropping the Cobra in reverse the wheels hopped as he powered backwards into the intersection, the two black SUVs growing rapidly in his rear view mirror. He yanked and released the handbrake swinging the nose around with a snap of the wheel, popping it back into first gear, the car fishtailing up the street toward Cape Coral Parkway where he could take a bridge over the Caloosahatchee River. Having to weave through residential traffic the SUVs caught up swiftly. He was faster but he didn't have the option to jump curbs or obstacles, his car was too low, built for racing not off-roading. One of the SUVs jumped the landscaped median, weaving between palm trees to reach the unused oncoming lanes in an attempt to outpace him and cut him off. Ahead the traffic came to a stop.  
 
    TESS chirped in his ear, “Admiral, I have tapped into the global positioning satellite system; turn right at the next street.” Steele pulled hard, breaking and downshifting, sliding the Cobra around the corner, the tires screaming and smoking, swinging wide to avoid cars pulling in and out of a corner mini mart, drifting up the street sideways before the car snapped straight again, the engine snarling, the sidepipes popping as he shifted. 
 
    In the rearview mirror he watched the first truck jump the curb and run the sidewalk before dropping into the street again. He was too busy weaving past slower cars to see more, the speedometer sweeping up toward 100 mph. Catching air over an intersecting street the Cobra landed squarely, a shower of sparks fanning out behind it as it flashed between crossing cars, threading the needle.  
 
    “Turn left,” chirped TESS, “it will take you to the Parkway to cross the bridge...” Downshifting and standing on the brakes he slid into the next intersection sideways, breaking to the left, popping the clutch to power up the street, the rearview momentarily free of big black SUVs.  
 
    He jumped into traffic on Cape Coral Parkway near the bridge heading over the river and breathed a little easier though he didn't completely let up, maintaining a speed considerably greater than the traffic, making his way through easily but more cautiously, continually checking his mirrors. It appeared he'd succeeded in losing them, whoever they were... Maybe they were FBI, maybe they weren't, he wasn't going to stop and ask for IDs.  
 
    “Jack?” TESS' hologram appeared above his wrist but he didn't so much as glance away from the traffic or the road, constantly moving and jogging around slower traffic. 
 
    “Lisa?” 
 
    “I'm clear, I'm airborne. I don't know what you did but they left here in a hurry You OK?” 
 
    “I'm good. You got the laptop?” 
 
    “Yep. My TESS has your position, where do you want to meet? You probably don't want to come back here...” 
 
    “Right. I'm almost across the river now, let me think about that for a minute...” He checked his mirrors and slowed for traffic ahead. “Ooh, I know, there's a little airfield off Route 41... Where Stephen Miles used to keep his...”  
 
    The Cobra's hood and left fender erupted in dust and debris as shreds and strands of fiberglass blew over the windshield, a string of jagged holes appearing in front of him, the windshield spidering as bullets blew through it on an angle across the passenger side, punching holes through the seat next to him. Time slowed down as the left tire exploded, shredding, chunks of rubber tearing through the fender, flying up over the hood and windshield, yanking on the car and pulling it toward the center divider. Steele fought with the Cobra as it swung hard left, correcting stiffly, careening off the center concrete wall with a spray of disintegrating fiberglass and sparks, the image of two armed men in black and a black SUV parked on the other side of the wall flashing past, watching him go by.  
 
    Steele yanked on the wheel, steering away from the wall and downshifting, stomped on the accelerator, the fender tearing away with an agonizing crackle, the engine working hard to produce power, spewing its life's oil across the pavement, fuel spraying across the engine block and running through the holes in the torn hood, spattering what was left of the windshield.  
 
    There was a flash as it all ignited at once, angry red and orange flames reaching up around the body on the left, licking up through the right fender and through the holes in the shredded hood. She was done. His baby was gone. He let the wheel go and she drifted back to the wall, grinding along the concrete, leaving pieces of herself behind before she came to rest. Feeling the heat through the aluminum racing tub, the floor carpet began to smoke as he unbuckled, flinging the straps clear. Black smoke billowed up from underneath as the tires caught and the oil burned, the sickening sweetness of the flaming fiberglass, painfully gagging. He climbed over the passenger door, nuggets of glass spilling across the pavement like diamonds glittering on the asphalt. He ignored the voices calling for him to stop, and staggered, running across the roadway, a little wobbly at first as he gained his legs back and the adrenalin flooding his body pushed him forward.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa saw it all, reflected in her brothers face on her TESS's screen even though he never looked at his unit, the video and audio feed displaying the chaos, unabated. Amidst the fury he didn't or couldn't respond to her calls.  
 
    The two TESS units synched, she was tracking his movements, accurate to within five feet as she doubled back from the airport, covering the ten mile span in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Thunder exploded in the crystal clear blue sky with a flash of lightning as the Reaper arrived above the scene at little more than treetop level, the ARC system shutdown revealing the angry black Reaper screaming over, overshooting, swinging flatly around in level flight, sliding sideways in an arc, front turret sweeping the chaos below.  
 
    The news helicopter arriving on the scene nearly dropped into the trees from the turbulence created when the black ship appeared, recovering over the golf course, keeping its distance from the alien craft.  
 
    Lisa swept in low over the golf course where Jack was headed, never turning her back on the chaos. The roof of the black SUV on the other side of the bridge popped open, two halves of a circle splitting down the middle, a minigun turret appearing between the protective halves, her threat screen instantly alerting her of it presence. She tapped the right rudder pedal, the maneuvering jets swinging the nose to bring her nose turret to bear, the gun pipper settling over the target. “Don't you do it asshole...”  
 
    The operator with the minigun spun the barrels up and a stream of fire lanced up at her, the shields absorbing the rather small rounds, the sound not unlike rain on the roof of a car. She flipped the safety clear and blipped the trigger, the Cryo Gauss Guns firing three rounds, the turret's chain feed clacking quickly as the concrete wall exploded around the truck, cratering it with holes the size of garbage can lids, the third passing through the truck, blowing it apart, splitting it in half, adding to the flaming wreckage on the bridge. 
 
    Having lost sight of her brother she coasted the Reaper backwards, watching the remaining operators dashing across the road and down the gentle grass slope towards the golf course. Blue and red lights converged on the insanity below from all directions, but it was the chirping of the markers on the threat screen that caught her attention. One low and slow appearing well inside her range, helicopter, and four high and fast... Dammit, fighters. She needed Jack up and out as fast as possible. Two black SUVs were pushing their way through traffic across the bridge from her left and the helicopter was coming in low on her right, over the strip mall south of the golf course. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The landscaped island between the greens, which would unfairly be called the rough, was a welcome sight with its stand of palm trees, Steele's lungs screaming for a rest after their recent scorching. An icy cold drink, a shady cabana, and a beach would be better, but this wasn't a vacation after all...  
 
    He cleared the sculpted hedges and when he landed, his left leg collapsed underneath him, sending him crashing to his hands and knees in a roll. The searing hot poker of pain in his thigh told him something was more than just a little wrong as he rolled on his back, pulling the hybrid 1911 from its shoulder holster. He didn't want to look but hazarded a glance while scrambling awkwardly behind the closest palm tree, a massive Canary Island Date Palm. It wasn't the best cover, palm trees being rather soft and porous, but it was the best he had available. The exit hole in his thigh was about the size of his thumb. He was right, looking made it worse. He shouldn't have looked. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he breathed through clenched teeth. “These assholes are really starting to get on my last nerve...” 
 
    “Jack! Jack... where are you?” 
 
    “Under the trees. I'm hit, I can't run any farther.” 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “Bad enough, I don't have anything to stop the bleeding...” 
 
    “I'll land, there's a med kit in the Reaper...” 
 
    “NO! Stay up there... no sense in both of us getting nabbed. We're not handing them that bird.” 
 
    “Your twelve o'clock, Jack!” 
 
    On one elbow, Steele rolled from concealment, his artificial eye zooming in, his gun coming up and the sights lining up instantly, squeezing off one round, the agent running at him with the submachine gun dropping backwards off his feet, a spray of blood exploding through his back, his tactical armor useless. A glance to his right and he could see the black helicopter past the Reaper, a team fast-roping down at the far end of the golf course. “Chopper on your right!” 
 
    “I see it.” 
 
    Steele saw the glint of sunlight on the gold canopy before he heard them, a pair of F-22 Raptors coming down, head on with Lisa's Reaper. Then he noticed the two higher up. “Lisa! You're being set up! Get out of here!” 
 
    “I see them, I'm not blind...” 
 
    “Lisa they're going to pass you, the two above will drop on you from behind... Get out of here!” 
 
    “On the left!” she shouted. 
 
    Steele saw the nose of the Reaper swing, the turret rotating, the Cryo Gauss Guns thundering a short burst, the rounds passing over him, a vacuum of air imploding, the palm trees swaying. By the time he rolled to look to his left, a flaming black SUV sailed into the air in mangled chunks, vehicle-sized craters disfiguring the once-manicured green. He covered his head, a rain of dirt, sand and grass falling around him, the second SUV nose-dived into a hole, crushing its front end less than a hundred feet away.  
 
    The two low F-22s swept in low, a high-pitched scream turning into rolling thunder as they passed overhead, their gold canopies gleaming in the sunlight. They began an upward sweep. Steele figured they didn't fire because of the neighborhood beyond the golf course. The flights would switch places; the high flight would come down and do the first pass the low flight go high and turn back for their run. In that direction collateral damage would be the bridge or the river. He searched the sky over his shoulder, he couldn't see the other two, but the color of his vision was fading, “You're a sitting duck, Lisa... get moving...” he said drowsily. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa was watching her scope as well as everything surrounding her, the multitude of vehicles, lights, people, her brother... She eyed the threat indicator, the chirping becoming more insistent as the top flight of F-22s descended on her position. She didn't want to have to shoot them down, but she would if they forced her to. Completely out of visual sight, the gun pipper was already locked onto the first jet, another marker locked onto his wingman. She could kill them with her guns at this distance easily. The other two were notations on the screen, still facing away from her. When they turned in her direction the computer would lock them in too. 
 
    She could see the reflection of their cockpits as they dove in, the target marker displaying their speed at 1200 miles per hour. She was going to have to time this just right... Cranking the antigravity actuator on the throttle while pulling the handle into the negative, catapulted the Raptor upward and back, leaving only empty space for the F-22's twenty millimeter cannon shells. It suddenly disappeared from view altogether, dissolving as Lisa activated the ARC system. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Major Less McArthur, 43rd Fighter Squadron, 325th Fighter Wing out of Tyndall Air Force Base, got the order; “Shoot it down.” 
 
    The Major looked out over his wing, his wingman falling back for their gun pass. He keyed his mic. “Yellow Jackets, we're cleared for guns only. Guns only. How do you copy?” Each member of the flight acknowledged. He flexed his gloved fingers around the flight stick, “Lead, is beginning the first run...”  
 
    “Copy Lead, second element in position for cleanup...” 
 
    The Major lined up on the flat black craft, hanging motionless, the targeting pipper pickling the target with an indicator and lock tone, a targeting solution showing him where to shoot. The air around his Raptor compressed, a sonic boom trailing behind him and his wingman as they punched through Mach 1, approaching Mach 2. He released the safety with his thumb and squeezed the trigger, “Guns guns guns...” the 20 millimeter Gatling on the right side of his plane mounted in the wing root spun up, producing a quick bbbrrraaattt sound as the rounds lanced downward. The target shot straight upward prompting him to quickly release the trigger, the short burst drawing a dirty line on the green velvet of the golf course below. His eyes followed the ship upward as it disappeared before his very eyes, dissolving in thin air. “What the fu...” He pulled back on the stick, leveling off, flashing over the bridge and began to climb, heading back to altitude, grunting through the G forces. 
 
    “Mac, where the hell did it go?”  
 
    Major McArthur craned his neck, looking around, “Damned if I know... What the hell was that thing?” He checked his radar, the screen blank, his electronics showing static. “I just lost avionics...” He looked back, relieved to see his wingman still in formation. “Hello? Yellow Jacket Lead; can anyone hear me?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Covered in sand and bits of grass that was still floating down, Steele rolled over at the sound of footfalls running up behind him, the muzzle of his 1911 leading the way, a figure in black rushing towards him. His eye zoomed in, the sights lining up, his vision blurry, forcing him to squint. The woman in black tactical gear dropped a duffel at her feet, her hands going up.  
 
    “Don't shoot! I'm unarmed...” She nodded towards the bag with the red cross on it, “I'm a medic.”  
 
    He nodded sedately, his gun hand and the 1911 dropping slowly to his stomach as he lay on his back, “Fine...” 
 
    She snatched up the bag and moving swiftly, dropped to her knees at his side, unzipping the bag as she eyed the pool of blood soaking into the grass. “Damn, you've lost a lot of blood...”  
 
    He looked up at her face, as she concentrated on stopping the bleeding. “Looks like you lost some too,” he waved, indicating the laceration across her forehead. “How'd you get that?” 
 
    “We'll share war stories later, we need to get you out of here...” she said looking around, people closing in from across the golf course. “Are you Jack Steele?” 
 
    “That would be me...” he replied slowly, “Admiral Jack Steele, United Federation of Worlds, citizen of these United States of Amer... ” 
 
    “Oh good! You found him...” 
 
    Steele turned his head, focusing on the man walking up behind the woman who was doing her best to keep him from bleeding to death. The man's face was covered in blood and some of his gear was missing, his tactical uniform looking burnt and tattered, his bare right arm blistered and blackened. A handgun hung from his left hand. “Geez,” said Jack slowly, “you should probably sit down, you don't look so good...” 
 
    Doug Mooreland waved his gun,”Get out of the way Mercy, I'm just going to finish him off. Fuck it. I'm tired of all this. Pete is dead because of him, most of my team is gone, he's ruined my life...” 
 
    “Sit down, Doug,” she said without looking back, “you're in shock...” 
 
    “Nah, I'm fine. C'mon, move Mercy... Move!” 
 
    Hidden by her position over his body, she slid the 1911 out from under Steele's hand, keeping it hidden against her body, “OK fine, Doug. You want to throw it all away? Go ahead, be a dumbass...” As she turned, the muzzle appeared between her arm and body underneath her armpit, clearing as she twisted, squeezing off two rounds producing a three foot flame, the first round low, exploding through his pelvis, his body crumpling, collapsing backward as the second passed through his ballistic vest under the sternum and came out through his shoulder taking the arm with it. He was dead before he hit the grass. She turned back around and looked down at the gun, “What the hell is this thing?” 
 
    “That is a custom made, .45 caliber, charged particle blaster...” Steele annunciated slowly, taking it out of her hand and with some effort, sliding it into its shoulder holster. His head rolled to the other side following the noise, a team of officers running in their direction. “Uh, oh... they don't look too happy. I think somebody's in trouble...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    FLORIDA, FORT MYERS : MERCY ME 
 
    Sheriff Frank Naywood couldn't believe what he was seeing, a war zone over his municipal golf course, pyres of fire and smoke on the bridge and fairway. He had to believe it had something to do with the whole Steele-Holt-Murphy thing. And that pissed him off to no end that it had boomeranged back into his jurisdiction again. 
 
    Standing on the top of his patrol car in the parking lot near the clubhouse at the far end of the course, he stared at the scene through binoculars, having witnessed the run on the black object by the F-22s from Tyndall Air Force Base. The departure of the black object seemed to have an adverse effect on electricity and electronics over a fairly sizable area, the news chopper having to put down on the putting green near the pro shop, narrowly avoiding a crash. He wondered if that's why two of the F-22s departed, leaving the other two patrolling at altitude.  
 
    Radio contact with the SWAT team was spotty at best but he was fairly certain they were going to reach the man on the island between the fairways. He hoped they'd get there safely before that thing returned. 
 
    FBI Agent Phil Cooper climbed up on the trunk of the Sheriff's car, holding his hand out for the binoculars, “May I?” 
 
    Frank handed them over, “Glad you could make it.” 
 
    “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Not sure I could accurately describe it, Mr. Cooper. You may have to watch the news footage. I know I'm going to have to...” 
 
    “There's two people up there now.” 
 
    Naywood nodded, “There were two, then three, now two again. The newest arrival to the meeting got shot... I'm seeing FBI on their gear, are they your people?” 
 
    “Nope. SWAT team is closing in...” 
 
    Frank Naywood stuck his hand out, “Let me see?” 
 
    Phil Cooper handed back the binoculars, “Why didn't your team drive in?” 
 
    Naywood was watching the SWAT team's advance through the binoculars, “Because that thing; whatever it was, doesn't seem to like vehicles very much...” 
 
    What could only be described as an absolutely massive formation of multicolored ball lightning, appeared over the river on the far side of the bridge, almost fluid tendrils of light reaching out and dancing in all directions, skipping across the water, feeling for the edge of the bridge, gingerly touching the tops of the tall palms lined along the river. 
 
    Phil Cooper's mouth dropped open, “Frank... to the right...” 
 
    The Sheriff turned the binoculars on it, “What in God's name...” 
 
    The clear blue sky split with deafening thunder and a ring of lightning, like the hand of God reaching downward, the Earth shaking, a downward blast of hurricane force wind, palm trees instantly shedding palm fronds, a brief rain falling from the clear sky as a result of the severely compressed air, the phenomenon suddenly producing a dark shape casting a massive shadow across the golf course. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “GOD jump complete in: three, two, one... and we're clear...” 
 
    Commander Brian Carter had his hands full in the command chair of the Revenge, Maria in the first officer's seat. “Tactical, shield status?” 
 
    “Commander; coming up now... all port, topside, bow and stern zones at one-hundred percent. Starboard and belly zones zero for recovery, that side...” 
 
    Brian nodded, “Helm, maintain anti-grav, no legs, descend to ramp contact height.” 
 
    “Aye sir, descending.” 
 
    “All guns manned and armed?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Commander, we have air threats inbound.” 
 
    Brian turned to Maria, “Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Aye, Commander.” She keyed her mic, “Revenge to R1, copy?” 
 
    “Reaper One, go ahead.” 
 
    “Fuel and weapons status?” 
 
    “Eighty percent fuel, plenty of ordnance.” 
 
    Maria smiled a knowing little smile, the response from Lisa positive and full of confidence, “You've got no back seater, can you still chase off a few bogies?” 
 
    “Roger, Revenge. Weapons clear?” 
 
    Brian turned to Maria shaking his head, “No. Only if it's absolutely necessary.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The SWAT team blown to the ground, Mercedes Huang threw herself over Steele's body, trying to maintain the elevation of his IV bag, palm fronds dropping across her back, the air filled with static electricity. When the wind subsided she sat back up, the debris falling away, the sky above them obscured by something long and dark, a heavy shadow cast over them. She stared up at it, her mouth hanging open. 
 
    Steele looked up at the belly of the Revenge off to their left, floating motionless a hundred feet off the fairway. “Oh, I think my ride's here...” 
 
    Mercedes continued to stare up in amazement, “This thing is yours?” 
 
    “Uh, huh. But you should see the big one...” 
 
    “Big one...?” she squeaked. 
 
    The ship seemed to simply sink as it dropped closer to the ground, Mercedes aware of a strange electric tingling crawling across her entire body. With a metallic clang and a rolling sound, a large armor panel popped outward on the side of the hull and it slid upwards, almost flush with the hull, revealing a reinforced door behind it, swinging inward with a hydraulic hiss, creating a sizable black opening. The ship halted its descent a few feet from the ground, a ramp extending from the belly... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■■ 
 
      
 
    “Reaper, copy.” Hovering on antigravity over the golf course at three-hundred feet with her ARC system active, halfway between the Revenge and the clubhouse, Lisa kept everyone below in an electronics blackout. She toggled the system off, activating her shields, startling almost everyone with her sudden appearance. She rotated the antigravity actuator, sailing flatly upwards, her engines thumping  as she throttled up, shooting off. “TESS?” 
 
    “Yes, Lisa?” 
 
    Lisa grabbed the holographic screen and placed it where she could keep an eye in it. “See if you can locate the radio frequency used by the military jets.” 
 
    “I will only be able to locate it if they are actually transmitting...”  
 
    “Then let's give them something to talk about.” Lisa adjusted her sensors, locking a missile to a Raptor about fifty miles away. 
 
    “Searching for signals,” noted TESS. 
 
    “I'm being painted, I'm being painted...! He's got a lock on me...!” 
 
    “Aggressor at fifty miles and closing...” 
 
    “Tyndall Control to Yellow Jackets, you are clear to engage! Take it out!” 
 
    “Good TESS, that's the one. Can we transmit on that?” 
 
    “Yes Lisa.” 
 
    Lisa punched the throttle a little, pulling it back almost in the same motion, her speed exceeding Mach 2, shooting past the two approaching F-22s underneath them, then curling the Reaper into a climb to bleed off the speed, finishing a half loop putting her twenty-thousand feet above them and fifty miles behind them. She canceled her missile lock. “Yellow Jackets, this is the black craft you have engaged, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Unidentified craft, this is Captain Luke Speek, 43rd Fighter Squadron, identify yourself. You are in American airspace, you are ordered to depart our nation's airspace or be shot down.” 
 
    Lisa activated her ARC system and keyed her mic, “Captain, this is Ensign Lisa Steele, United Federation of Worlds, Task Force Lancer. That ship below you is the Revenge and we are here to pick up our man, we will be out of your hair momentarily...” Eight new markers were inbound on Lisa's scope from the panhandle of Florida at Mach 1; she could see them the moment they left the ground. 
 
    “United Federation of... What?” 
 
    ARC system on, nearly invisible, Hecken Noer's special coating confounded radar signals, allowed Lisa to ease in behind the F-22s, flying a close chevron formation, the nose of her Reaper in between their wingtips. “Worlds. United Federation of Worlds. In case you haven't noticed, these ships aren't from around here... And when I say that, I mean planet. This is by your definition, a UFO.” She toggled off the ARC system, the Reaper appearing in between them. “See, can you do this...?” 
 
    “Break! Break! Break!” They rolled outward, splitting, winging over in full afterburner, curling away from the black ship in opposite directions. 
 
    Lisa took the Reaper to Mach 2 to intercept the new threats that were descending on the Revenge, the air thundering behind her. She keyed her mic, “Do not engage us, gentlemen,” she warned sternly, “it will not end well for you...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Armed with Pulsar carbines, the UFW Space Marines waited at the door in full combat armor for the go signal. Sergeant Draza Mac checked their gear as he walked through the group, “This is not an assault, boys, let's not shoot anybody unless we have to...” there was some lighthearted grumbling and gaffes. “We're here to scoop up the Admiral. So let's, stay on mission. Got it?!” 
 
    “AahWoo!” they replied in unison, a five-hundred year old UFW Space Marine battle cry, an ingrained tradition based on the attack call used by the Jalezian Timber Wolf. 
 
    “This is a highly volatile and hostile situation, that's why we're going in with the heavy armor. I know it's slow and heavy, but we're not going very far...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Mercedes Huang liked to think of herself as an enlightened person; worldly, traveled, knowledgeable, intelligent, privy to some of the most important secrets and technology her government had to protect. But as unprepared as she was to absorb what she was seeing, failing to fully comprehend that the ship she was looking at was indeed a real alien UFO, she was equally unprepared for the appearance of Space Marines... vastly different from what she saw on the videos Doug showed her at the Barn... The Barn, they had left it just a couple hours ago, it seemed like a week... 
 
    Emerging from the black opening in the side of the ship, figures emerged, tromping heavily down the ramp, fully armored like bipedal tanks, no human features of any kind visible through the gold visors to indicate what they might be. Were they robots? Androids? “AahWoo!” they chanted, dropping to the grass, eight of them spreading out in a tactical combat formation, strange looking weapons in their hands. The whole thing  looking like something out of a Hollywood movie... fantastical, surreal, dreamlike.  
 
    Her blood ran cold with the realization it was all too real, all too frightening. Although she didn't realize it, she was shaking like a leaf, flooded with adrenalin, wanting to run, filled with dread, speechless, nearly frozen with fear. Two of the mechanical men tromped over to them and she tried to scoot back, her breath halting, her heart hammering. But she found her wrist locked in a vice-like grip. Looking down she realized Steele was looking up at her, clutching her arm, “It's OK,” was all he said. It wasn't so much what he said, but the way he said it... warm, calm, relaxed. 
 
    “Litter! We need a litter!” called one of the two Marines over his shoulder. 
 
    “No time,” said the other, handing his long gun to his partner. He dropped to a knee, “How are you doing Admiral?” His voice was mechanical through the armor's external speaker. 
 
    “Better now, Sergeant Mac.”  
 
    Draza Mac eyed the body laying in the grass behind Mercedes, “Looks like your handiwork...” 
 
    “My gun, her shooting...” 
 
    Mercedes' eyes darted from one to the other, curiously listening to the exchange, only understanding Steele.  
 
    “Let's get you to the infirmary, sir.” Draza Mac slid his armored arms as gently as possible under Steele's body, lifting him almost effortlessly, the suit's power assist doing most of the work. Mercedes Huang rose with them, still clutched by the wrist in Steele's grasp, still holding the IV bag. “What about her?” asked the Sergeant. 
 
    “She comes with...”  
 
    Thunder rolled in the clear blue sky prompting Draza Mac to look up, “Time to go,” he commented, “we have company coming...” The Sergeant caught movement from past the armless corpse laying in the grass, just below the rise in the rolling green, spinning his body to protect the Admiral with his armor, the rattle of a silenced submachine gun cut short by a return volley from several Pulsar carbines, the blue-white beams lancing out, electricity crackling, the security team hitting the target several times.  
 
    “Target is down...” 
 
    Steele lost his grip and Mercedes tumbled to the ground in Draza Mac's violent maneuver. She lay crumpled where she fell, motionless, the IV bag still clutched in her hand. “Lou, you fucking asshole...” she gurgled, spitting blood, her world going black. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    After yesterday's startling news report, both Chase and Dan had been at a loss of what to say or do. Could it have been a hoax of some kind? A government false flag operation? To what end? It was stunning. If Jack were indeed back, what was he doing? It didn't make a whole lot of sense. But they did come to the conclusion that Steele may have had something to do with the events at Area 51 and Dugway. It seemed as likely an explanation as anything else they could come up with. 
 
    For the time being, working on the dirt bikes seemed the only thing to do at this point, having taken quite a beating from their last ride. The wide canopy attached to the side of the motor home gave a shady place to work, the dry desert breeze waffling the fabric above them while they worked.  
 
    “Man I can't even sweat,” complained Dan Murphy, rag in hand. “It dries as soon as I perspire.” 
 
    “Reminds me of the sandbox,” mumbled Chase. 
 
    Reclined in the hammock, Jesse watched Dan try to clean the dust off the various nooks and crannies of his dirt bike, “You're wasting your time, Dan...” 
 
    Dan threw his hands up, “I know I know. I'm bored, I don't know what else to do... we haven't heard a peep from the Commandery...”  
 
    “Chase!” Karen trotted up from their cabin, his laptop under her arm. She dropped to her knees beside him; laying the laptop on the seat of the dirt bike he was working on and opening its screen. “There's a message for you here on the comms board, posted at three in the morning last night... From Starwalker & WonderDog...” 
 
    “Who? Starwalker & Wonderdog...” they said together. They stared at each other for a moment, his eyes widening.  
 
    Chase Holt flicked his attention to Dan then back to Karen, “Noooo, it couldn't be... Could it? No, it has to be a coincidence...” His hands greasy he pointed at the laptop, “Open the message.” 
 
    “I can't, it's passworded...” 
 
    “Nobody does that on our comms board,” he frowned, grabbing up a rag and wiping his hands on the towel to clean them off. He typed in several different attempts, failing all. “Starwalker & Wonderdog...” he said slowly, “I wonder if it's this simple...” typing in; Jack & Fritz. The message popped open on the screen. “Son of a bitch, it is him...” 
 
    “What does it say?” asked Karen, leaning in. 
 
    “Say's he's looking for his mom and dad; he'll stop by in the morning to say hi...” He went from kneeling to sitting in the sand, staring at the screen, “His parents live in Chicago...” 
 
    “Yesterday's news...” breathed Karen. 
 
    “Yeah,”  he mumbled in a trance, imagining his house wrapped in crime tape. Where would Steele go from there? 
 
    Dancing Rain came running out of the cabin waving her arms, “Hurry, you need to see this...!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, I'm John Griff...”  
 
    “And I'm Amy Halloran.” 
 
    “And this is a Channel 4, Breaking News Special...” continued the news anchor. John Griff looked intensely into the camera, “We're interrupting your regularly scheduled program to bring you this very important breaking news. A little over twenty-four hours ago we brought you coverage of the sudden deadly violence that broke out on the north side of Chicago and this very strange unidentified flying craft at the scene...” The screen split, the video coverage playing on one half of the screen. “Well today that same craft is seen here, in the Fort Myers area, along the Gulf of Mexico.” The video on the split screen played nearly live coverage, edited with elements from viewer contributions. 
 
    The camera  switched to Amy Halloran. “It started early this morning with a high speed vehicle chase through the neighborhoods of Cape Coral, originating at this home; owned by a man named Chase Holt.” The split screen showed the house, then the route the chase took. “Authorities pursued the vehicle, later found to belong to this man; Jack Steele, of Fort Myers Beach.” The video showed a picture of the wrecked and burning Cobra on the bridge, a DMV picture of Jack appeared on the screen. 
 
    Anchorman John Griff continued, “Authorities used force to stop the vehicle here as it came down the bridge into Fort Myers, the driver exiting the crashed vehicle and running onto the municipal golf course...” 
 
    “A very dangerous situation, John.” 
 
    “Yes it is Amy. It was there, over the golf course, that the mysterious flying craft appeared again, exchanging fire with authorities...” 
 
    The video and news broadcast continued, the footage from the news chopper continuing to roll, playing back all the events including its own near-disaster. The spectacular appearance of the much larger ship sat everyone in the cabin back, dumfounded. Except for Dan Murphy, he'd seen it before. He'd lived it before. He picked up the television remote and muted the sound. “That's not the same ship... As the one on the beach, I mean.” 
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow, “How can you tell?” 
 
    “It's... different. The shape. And this one's even black in the daylight... the other one was more of a dark gray or dark silver.” 
 
    “What does this all mean?” asked Karen. 
 
    Dan pointed at the laptop, “I think it means you'd better answer Steele's message.” He hit the mute button again returning the sound to the end of the news bulletin. 
 
    The anchorman looked into the camera, “At a news conference in Washington just a few minutes ago, the President was asked by reporters about the significance of the appearance of these strange craft. He was quoted as saying; This is the first I'm hearing about it, you guys know as much as I do.” 
 
    “He doesn't seem to know much, does he, John...” 
 
    “No he doesn't, Amy.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “This would be a whole lot easier if I could shoot them...” breathed Lisa, looking out over the open water of the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
    “Only if you are forced to protect yourself or the Revenge,” TESS reminded her. 
 
    “I know, I know...” She leaned the Reaper over gently, angling in on the two flights of four F-22s approaching from Tyndall, on their flank, the ARC system active. About two thousand feet of altitude separated the two flights and she intended to pass between and ahead of them. Reaching forward, her gloved fingers pipped on her ordnance stores screen, making some selections, “Three should be enough to make an impression...” she mused, flagging the items for atmospheric use. She adjusted throttle, dropping the Reaper to below Mach 1, allowing the ship's skin to cool, reducing the chance of it being visible. Flying with shields didn't allow the skin to heat up, but then again you were fully visible. She never found out why the ARC system and shields couldn't be used together, she wasn't about to experiment on her own, either. 
 
    The flights had all switched channels for security, their previous selection compromised, but TESS had been able to locate the new frequency. Lisa had been listening in and what she heard was disturbing. All flights had been cleared to attack and shoot down either the Reaper or the Revenge by any means necessary. Collateral damage was anticipated and acceptable.   
 
    Four more fighter aircraft appeared on Lisa's sensor sweep as they left the ground from Naval Air Station Key West, an AWACS from MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa and four more from Homestead Air Force Base.  
 
    Lisa switched to her UFW frequency, “Reaper One to Revenge... status?” 
 
    “Recovering the Admiral now, R1. Stand by...” 
 
    “Can you step it up, Revenge? It's starting to look like a convention up here and my dance card is overflowing...”  
 
    She quickly switched back to the USAF frequency, clicking her mic, “Currahee!” she shouted, thumbing the decoy release with her left thumb as she passed in front of the flights of F-22s.  
 
    The free-flight drones she configured and armed, appeared seemingly out of thin air, fired from dispensing racks through launch tubes in the Reaper's belly, momentarily disturbing the reflective camouflage. Rocket-propelled with oscillating fins, they flew erratically, flashing visible and IR strobes with low grade lasers, an assortment of jamming electronics cycling on and off, confusing and disrupting targeting systems.  
 
    Hearing the reactions on their radio chatter she realized the ploy had the desired effect, the markers on her screen separating into pairs and breaking in various directions. She throttled up, climbing straight up, rolling over and button-hooking back toward the Fort Myers area. 
 
    “Revenge to R1, extraction complete. Repeat, extraction complete. Heading to exit route. Proceed to rendezvous, best course.” 
 
    “Copy that.” The exit route, coordinates in the center of the Gulf... Draw a line from Tampa to Tampico, Mexico, and another from New Orleans to Merida in the Yucatan. The intersecting point was the exit coordinate.  
 
    All civilian air traffic either diverted, canceled or forced to land, her sensors were empty of clutter allowing Lisa to concentrate on what mattered; aircraft with the capability to shoot her down. And covering the Revenge, of course. This is where someone in the rear seat would be helpful. Two sets of eyes on the sensors were better than one... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Yellow Jacket Three and Four were the remaining element of Captain Luke Speek's original flight of F-22s, he and his wingman in Yellow Jacket One and Two having had to return to Tyndall without avionics.  
 
    Having experienced the hijack of their military channels twice already, Three and Four had gone dark, and they were hunting. Rotating radio frequencies and brief, cryptic messages, simple microphone clicks and sign language, Captain Alan Scott communicated to his wingman he was getting a radar profile as they flew at supercruise, just below Mach 2. Descending, trading superior altitude for speed, they closed gradually, the computer working on a lock and missile firing solution. Captain Scott had no illusions of getting close enough for guns, the thing was too fast for that. But he fully expected the AIM-120 AMRAAM's Mach 4 speed would be sufficient to catch it if they were close enough. He couldn't think of anything that could outrun it, except maybe an SR-71 Blackbird. The problem was, he needed to close to a distance that would allow the AMRAAM to catch the target before it ran out of fuel, the outside range being just under sixty miles. 
 
    At twenty-four miles a solid growl in Scott's headset matched the diamond appearing over the target box floating on his HUD, the word SHOOT blinking at him. Come to daddy, bitch... “Fox Three, Fox Three...” His gloved thumb squeezed the  firing button on his flight stick, the center bay doors on the belly of the jet opening, the AVEL, AMRAAM Vertical Ejection Launcher, flinging an AIM-120 clear of the fuselage, the doors closing again, the whole process taking less than two seconds, it's solid rocket engine lighting, streaking away, accelerating to Mach 4.  
 
    A matching missile left his wingman's F-22, closely pacing his own and he watched them close in on the target. The chase was on and he throttled to full afterburner, his wingman hanging tightly on his wing. Captain Scott selected another missile from his weapons stores... 
 
    “Scott, I have visual...” 
 
    As they closed, it appeared so suddenly, just a spec at this distance, Alan Scott momentarily dismissed it. “I see it...” As his thumb hovered over the fire button there was a blue flicker then a giant comet tail as the thing appeared to take an instant ninety degree deviation straight upward. “She's going vertical...”  
 
    Scott pulled, grunting through the intense Gs, his wingman falling back but staying with him. “It's fucking accelerating,” he grunted, the nose of his F-22 pointing straight up. “Mach 3... Mach 4... Mach 5... Mach 6... Jesus, it's gone...” He pulled the Raptor on its back at fifty-five-thousand feet, brought it level and rolled it upright looking up through the canopy, his eyes searching for something. Anything. Throttling back he dropped one wing in a gentle sweeping turn heading back toward Florida. 
 
    Having lost their target lock and no new target to engage, the two AIM-20 Slammers ran out of fuel, their solid rocket engines shutting down, the missiles falling into the Gulf of Mexico and sinking in about seven-thousand feet of water. 
 
    “Yellow Jacket Three and Four, returning to base... we lost it.” 
 
    “Tyndall Control, understood. AWACS reports departure of craft velocity as hypersonic at nearly Mach 10. Can you confirm?” 
 
    “It was above Mach 6 when we lost it, Tyndall Control... Going vertical.” He blinked hard and shook his head in disbelief, “Never seen anything like it,” he breathed. “I need a beer...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    UFW REVENGE, EARTH ORBIT: SPIES LIKE US 
 
    The docking arms locked the Reaper in place with a metallic kachunk, the seal between the Reaper and Revenge complete, a series of lights above Lisa Steele winking green one-by-one. The belly access doors split open and she pulled her canopy release, the canopy glass motoring backwards as she wrestled with her helmet. Hands reached in from above, clearing her belts and umbilical cords.  
 
    “Welcome back, Ensign...” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she chattered, tossing her helmet up, “how's my brother?” 
 
    “Brother?” 
 
    “The Admiral, the Admiral, How is he?” she insisted, climbing up and out of the cockpit with a helping hand from the puzzled crewman. 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “Oh? What oh?” she interrupted. 
 
    “Oh, I didn't know he was... your brother?” 
 
    “Are you new around here?” 
 
    “Not really ma'am... I just never met him...” Seeing her agitation he acquiesced to her nervous pressure, “I heard he was fine,” he added, trying to calm her, “he should be in recovery...” 
 
    Lisa sprinted off, heading for the infirmary, tromping to a stop and looking over her shoulder, “What about the woman? The one who came in with him?” 
 
    The crewman shook his head, “I'm not sure ma'am, but I don't think she made it...” 
 
    Lisa didn't wait for the elevator, dashing up the stairs two decks, running into Maria in the corridor. 
 
    “Hold on, Hold on...” Maria physically caught her, hauling her in to a stop. “He's OK...” she insisted, placing herself in front of Lisa, forcing her to focus eye-to-eye. “He's fine... look at me, he's fine.”  
 
    “What about the woman who came in with him? Somebody said she didn't make it... She saved his life...” 
 
    “I know. She's alive,” replied Maria calmly. “They're stabilizing her before they do surgery.” She steered Lisa back the way she came, “Let's get you something to eat, and you can tell me what happened down there while he wakes up...”  
 
    As hungry as she was, Lisa picked at her food, concentrating on relaying the events for Maria who was debriefing her as gently as she could.  
 
    “Uh, Ensign? Lieutenant?” The deck hand that had assisted Lisa gave a clumsy salute, a bundle under his arm. “Sorry to interrupt, but we found this strapped into your rear seat...” he handed her flight jacket to her, bundled around Jack's zombie room laptop. “Thought you might need it...” 
 
    “Thank you...” Lisa accepted it, unwrapping the leather jacket to find the laptop intact. She glanced at him a little sheepishly, “Sorry if I was a little short with...”  
 
    “Forget it,” he interrupted, brushing it off. “I understand.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Jack, completely awake and alert, was sitting up when Lisa and Maria entered, Fritz laying on the bed at his feet. The doctor, CABL M7, Computer Assisted Biological Lifeform, was reviewing the patient vitals on the holo-screen above the bed, making notes simply by pointing at the information quadrant and dictating his orders. His artificial right eye, designed for microsurgery, looked like a camera lens, whirring quietly as it focused. “You can return to duty tomorrow, but only with a TRS brace, Tissue Regeneration Stimulator,” he pointed at the Admiral, “But no flying. Of any kind. For any reason... I mean it.” 
 
    Steele held up his hands in surrender, “OK, Doc, I get it. When do you think I can fly again?” 
 
    “When it's healed...” 
 
    “How long do you think that will be...?” 
 
    “It will heal when it heals.” 
 
    Steele propped himself up on one elbow, “How's our guest?” 
 
    “We have her in a torpedo, in an induced coma...” 
 
    Jack frowned, “A torpedo?” 
 
    CABL M7 did something that resembled an awkward shrug, “A nickname. It's an MPOT, a Magnetic Pressurized Oxygen Tube. It aids in healing and tissue regeneration.” He held his arm up as a demonstration, “It appears she had her arm elevated in this manner. The projectile entered above her protective gear under her arm here,” he pointed at his armpit. “It broke a rib, went through her lung and stopped against her spine.” He put his arm down. “Since the projectile was flatly deformed and appeared to lack substantive power, I surmised it was likely a ricochet off the Sergeant's armor. Had it not, it would have surely killed her. As it is we had to reconstruct her lung and the vertebrae is cracked with surrounding tissue trauma...” 
 
    “Is she paralyzed?” 
 
    “No Admiral, I don't think so. But we have everything aligned and she must remain still for a while. The bone adhesive will become bone in time, but it needs time to harden.” He turned to leave and paused, “Do you know her name? I don't have anything to put on her files...” 
 
    Jack stared blankly for a moment, searching his mind, “I don't remember...” 
 
    Maria had walked past the curtain on the other side of the room, peering down at the woman laying on the gel foam pad inside the clear half-tube, a curved stasis field completing the open top of the tube. The stasis field distorted the view so she squatted to look through the curved glass side. “Mercedes Huang...” she said, standing up. “Mercy to her friends.” 
 
    Lisa moved to the side of the MPOT, staring through the glass, “You know her?” 
 
    Maria stepped back out into Jack's view followed by Lisa. “Yep. We went through Quantico together. Haven't seen or heard from her in seven or eight years...” 
 
    “Her vest said FBI,” offered Jack, “I remember that much.” 
 
    “Mmm,” nodded Maria, “same place to train, but she's CIA. We graduated in the same class. Last I heard, she was working with military intelligence over in the Middle East.” 
 
    “Then what the hell is she doing with the FBI?” 
 
    “Judging by what Lisa's been telling me, that wasn't FBI...” 
 
    “Then who was it?” 
 
    “Don't know. You killed them all.” She reached over Fritz and patted Jack's foot through the hospital linens, “Nice going by the way.” She thumbed over at the MPOT hidden by the curtain, “She'll be the only one who can tell us.” 
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair in exasperation, “Y'know, I know they're kind of necessary and all, but I really hate spies...” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the love...” 
 
    “Sorry, but you people bring it on yourselves.” 
 
    “You people? Are you being racist?” she joked, thickening her Latin accent on purpose. 
 
    “You spies,” he hissed. 
 
    Maria moved to the side of the bed, “Scootch over, scootch scootch...” She climbed up, sitting next to him, Lisa standing on the other side looking on. “TESS?” 
 
    “Yes, Maria?” 
 
    TESS' holo-screen popped up and Maria grabbed it, making it much larger, moving it further away for them all to see. “That brings us to our next problem...” 
 
    Steele cupped his hands over his face, “Do I really want to know?” 
 
    “I think you do,” she replied.   
 
    “OK,” he sighed, his hands dropping to his lap. 
 
    A series of nighttime pictures of a very large building fronting along the water next to a bridge came up on the screen. It was concrete, steel and glass, semi-modern with an institutional flair to it. It looked like an office building but had an abundance of cameras and walls that looked more than decorative, hinted at something else. Something about the cars on the street looked odd but he couldn't put his finger on it... Until he noticed the double-decker bus in the background. Then it hit him, they were all driving on the opposite side of the street. “London?” 
 
    “Good guess... do you know the building?” 
 
    Steele shook his head, butterflies gathering in his stomach, “No, should I?” 
 
    “It's MI6 Headquarters in London. SIS, Secret Intelligence Service... The British version of the CIA.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because our company had a listening post in an office right across the street. I've been there, standing right in the spot this picture was taken from.” 
 
    “So we're talking about Derrik, now...”  
 
    “MmmHmm,” she affirmed. “Dar Sloane and Dale Alaroot were on Derrik's landing detail. Something aroused their suspicions and Dale was able to track Derrik to MI6 and watched him enter the building. In Dale's words; like he owned the place.” 
 
    “Holy crap...” he groaned, giving Maria the evil eye. “You lived with him, I thought you said you would have noticed something.” 
 
    “Yeaah, weelll... I guess he's better than I am.” 
 
    The evil eye transformed into something more mischievous, “Were you like the worst spy ever, or something?” 
 
    Lisa looked away, “Ouch.” 
 
    Maria raised an eyebrow, “No. Fuck you very much.” She had to bite her tongue to keep from laughing. “So... what do you want to do about it?” 
 
    Jack leaned back against his pillows, “Dammit. I didn't really expect it to be someone from our original circle...” 
 
    Maria's face scrunched into a frown, “What the hell? You had no issues throwing me into the brig, but when it's one of the boys...” She folded her arms in defiance, “And then you left me there...” she grumbled. 
 
    Jack raised his hands, “For the gazillionth time, I'm sorry. Are you going to start throwing cups and flatware again?” From reflex of thought he reached up and touched the spot on his forehead where she had caught him with a coffee cup. 
 
     “I've grown out of throwing things,” she replied smugly, “I prefer shooting things now...” She tapped on TESS' holographic screen, “So? What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Mmm, nothing tonight. We'll take a ride over there tomorrow... Have you told anyone else?” 
 
    “No one else knows but Dar Sloane and Dale Alaroot. They didn't even tell the other members of the landing detail.” 
 
    “Good, keep it that way. Then we can...” 
 
    “Aren't you forgetting something?” interrupted Lisa, emphasizing with mock sign language; “You. Can't. Fly. How do you plan on getting over there?” 
 
    “I won't be flying, I'll be riding.” He started laughing, “OK I can't even say it with a straight face...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Unable to sleep, Chase Holt lay in bed half-watching the news replay on the one o'clock news, hoping there would be some new footage or reporting angle. It was all the same rehashed stuff, the newscasters simply massaging it a different way. Chase wondered why this event had been different from the others, the government making no effort to deny, debunk or remove the telecasts like they did with Caroline Murphy's news special. Too many witnesses? It happened in broad daylight and thousands of people saw it. Or perhaps the administration decided it was the perfect diversion from the latest crisis on the Mexican border. His eyelids were heavy but his mind refused to shut down. He almost missed the chime tone from his laptop sitting on the night stand, debating if he should look or leave it till morning. He glanced over at Karen sleeping next to him and reached over cautiously to lift the laptop without shifting on the bed.  
 
    Venturing into the Deep Web he logged into the message board, a marker showing the new message that had pinged his notifier;  
 
    From: Starwalker & Wonderdog. Plans didn't go well today, you may have heard about it. Picked up a little lead condition, but the dark side paid dearly. Returned topside, will recover fully. Ma & Pa invisible? Need to locate. Brotherly assistance requested. 
 
    To avoid trigger-words warranting a closer look by NSA software, it was common to creatively hide words and meanings. Just because it was harder to find you on the Deep Web didn't mean you could use it as an excuse to be stupid or careless. Chase typed back a message confirming his understanding, and that he would inquire about his parents though he had no idea where to start. He added a question about how Jack was able to reach the web. 
 
    From: Starwalker & Wonderdog. Borrow sat lite. 
 
    Chase laughed out loud, “Son of a bitch is hijacking a satellite signal from space...” 
 
    Karen rolled over, “Huh?” 
 
    “Sorry baby, didn't mean to wake you. Go back to sleep, I'll tell you in the morning.” He laid the laptop on the end table, finally feeling like he could nod off. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele was almost dressed by the time Lisa and Maria came to collect him, a nurse having to help him with his boots. Finished tucking and straightening, he strapped the hybrid 1911 around his waist and draped his leather flight jacket over his arm. 
 
    “Take your cane Admiral,” said the nurse intercepting him at the infirmary door. 
 
    He closed his eyes momentarily, “I don't need the cane.” 
 
    She pointed at the armor-like device strapped around his wounded thigh, “I know it feels snug, but the stimulator will not provide enough support... you need to keep your full weight off the leg. The Doctor will not be happy if he has to readdress work he's already done.” She held out the cane, “He can always order a hoverchair if you'd prefer...” Jack made a face of derision and took the cane without a word. “He is allowing you to transport over to the Conquest...” 
 
    “And I appreciate that,” said Jack leaving the room. “Considering it's my Task Force...” 
 
    “What's that, Admiral?” 
 
    Steele cleared his throat, “Nothing...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Having pulled the Conquest and Westwind out of the Moon's shadow and into formation with the Revenge in Earth's synchronous orbit, making them geostationary, put them all in full view of anyone with a telescope in North or South America, day or night. After yesterday's adventure, Steele thought it best to display his hand. It also made the shuttle ride over to the Conquest rather short, making the doctor much more comfortable about letting him travel.  
 
    Climbing in and out of the shuttle was a bit awkward, more than a little uncomfortable sitting in the contoured seats, the tissue regeneration stimulator clamshelled around his thigh hindering a comfortable seated position. He was glad to be out and vertical but the walk from the flight bay to the bridge was longer than he remembered it being. Of course he'd never paid much attention to it before... Thank God for elevators to take them up five decks.  
 
    Steele dropped himself gingerly onto the sofa so he could keep his leg extended on a soft, level surface, leaning back against the armrest. “Holy crap, that feels good,” he sighed. Fritz plopped himself down at his human's free hand, nosing for a pat and getting a scratch behind the ears.  
 
    “You lost a lot of blood yesterday, you have a right to be tired,” Lisa commented, leaning against the holo-chart table. “Did they check your dipstick this morning?” 
 
    “Funny,” he said flatly. 
 
    Maria sat behind his desk, “I've got breakfast coming up; you're probably hungry, I know I am...” She leaned forward, “So what's the plan?” 
 
    I talked to Dale Alaroot before we left, his security detail will wait until Derrik gets here before he posts... I don't want him preparing his head, I want him off-guard.” 
 
    “He's MI6, Jack, I don't think that's necessarily much of an advantage... Think James Bond.” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “Maybe, but I'll take what I can get. I also don't want him jumping a bird and rabbiting to the surface where we could lose him...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Commander Derrik Brighton strode through the bridge doors and waited at-ease to be noticed, saluting to Captain Ryan when he caught his attention. “Commander Brighton, reporting as requested...” 
 
    “I believe that was the Admiral,” directed the Captain, pointing towards the Admiral's office. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Derrik saluted, turned on his heel and headed for the door, which slid open with a hiss. He stepped inside and saluted, “Admiral.” 
 
    Jack returned the salute, “Derrik, good to see you. How was your visit?” 
 
    The Commander stepped forward to shake Steele's hand, “Not as eventful as yours, I hear. Are you alright?” he motioned to the TRS on Steele's thigh. 
 
    Steele surmised the answer was deflection disguised as courtesy. “Oh, I'm fine.” He waved to a chair, “Have a seat, make yourself comfortable. We just ate but there's plenty left. Have you eaten yet?” He glanced at his sister, “Lisa, make a plate for the Commander...” 
 
    “Oh that's not necessary,” interjected the Commander, sitting comfortably in a chair across the desk from Maria. “I've eaten. Thank you though.” He indicated Steele's leg, “So what happened out there?” 
 
    It felt like a clear misdirection, an attempt to steer the conversation and Steele knew Commander Brighton sensed there was something amiss. “A major clusterfuck happened. Trying to find my parents and the government getting in the way. Same as always,” shrugged Jack. “Does Great Britain have those same issues, Derrik? Did you encounter this kind of stuff going to see your parents?” 
 
    His earpiece tweeted, Dale Alaroot's voice in his ear, “Security detail posted, Admiral.” 
 
    “Just my mother, Admiral,” corrected Derrik. “No, our visit had no issues. I don't think the British are quite as paranoid as you Americans...” 
 
    It was impressive to note that the details were so programmed in, he corrected Steele without hesitation or thought. But what Jack found odd, was that while he was being casual and friendly, Derrik maintained military protocol. “Well I'm glad you had a chance to see your mom, was she surprised?” Steele watched for facial tells but saw nothing he could latch onto. His overall impression was the Commander was suspicious but his calm and controlled demeanor made it difficult to read. He was too calm, too controlled. 
 
    His earpiece tweeted, Dale Alaroot's voice in his ear again, “Search team found a Comm unit in Commander Brighton's quarters, Admiral. When we attempted to check the transmission logs it erased itself, destroying all data...” 
 
    Listening to Dale, Steele missed most of what the Commander had said but it didn't really matter. He feigned interest and nodded almost imperceptibly to Maria. 
 
    Maria enlarged her TESS' screen, turning it around to face the room and Derrik. She moved from her seat to the corner of the desk, flicking up the first photo. “Commander, can you tell me what building this is?” 
 
    Derrik raised an eyebrow, making a show of scrutinizing it, “It's terribly dark...” 
 
    Maria flipped to the next photo, and the next, “How about this one? Or this one?” 
 
    “Are they all of the same building? I can't really tell...” the Commander said innocently.  
 
    “We thought they might be your grandmother's building...” offered Jack. 
 
    “Mother. And now that you mention it...” 
 
    “Aww, COME ON!” exploded  Maria. “Are you kidding me with this act?” She flicked the screen and it winked out. “That's MI6 Headquarters and you know it. You were seen entering and coming back out an hour later. So why don't you cut the shit before I beat...” 
 
    Derrik could see the personal hurt on her face. “I'm sorry, darling...” 
 
    “Don't you...!” she shook her finger at him. “Don't you darling me, you lying limey bastard, or I'll kick...” 
 
    “Don't make me have to get up,” Steele warned her. 
 
    The Commander sat quietly for a moment, legs crossed casually at the knee, hands resting in his lap, completely calm, his eyes shifting from Maria to Jack and back. It was the calm of someone who practiced it. Measured. Calculated.  
 
    “We have your comm unit...” volunteered Jack. “Unfortunately, or should I say fortunately for you, it was rigged to destroy all of its data if it was discovered.” There was a brief change in facial expression and if you didn't know what to look for it would have gone unnoticed. Yeah, that got your attention didn't it... Steele tapped on his TESS, the door from the bridge hissing as it opened, Marine Warrant Officer Dale Alaroot stepping into the room accompanied by Corporal Dunnom. “Mr. Brighton,” Steele continued. “You have a limited opportunity here to explain yourself. I have a very short attention span for these types of things, and little love for all things spy...” Jack wondered if this was how the villain felt before 007 jumped up and killed everyone in the room to make his escape. Bond, James Bond. He shook it off, he wasn't the villain here... Shut Up, he told the little voice in his head.  
 
    Derrik Brighton took a deep breath, unhurried, deliberate. “I apologize for the deception Admiral; I assure you it was absolutely necessary and no affront to you personally or professionally.” He reached into his uniform tunic... 
 
    Steele's hand dipped and emerged from under his leg, hybrid 1911 in hand, appearing from its hiding spot. “Slowly Mr. Brighton, don't do anything foolish...” 
 
    The Commander raised his hands, “I wouldn't think of it, sir.” He pointed at his tunic, “May I retrieve my ID?” Steele nodded curtly and the Commander reached into his neckline, pulling the linkless serpentine chain around his neck, his clear, holographic military ID appearing, sliding it over his head and laying it on the desk next to Maria. He readjusted his position and crossed his legs at the knee, his hands resting in his lap as before. “It is true, I am with MI6, I have been for many years...” He paused, eying the Marines at the door, “What I'm about to tell you is all classified, Admiral...” 
 
    “They stay, Mr. Brighton. Get on with it.” 
 
    “Very well,” he acknowledged. “My position with MI6 is legitimate but it is my cover...” He pointed at the ID on the desk, looking at Maria, would you be so kind as to scan my ID please?” 
 
    Maria glanced at Jack and got an approving nod, passing the card near the reader, the computer pulling up his UFW military records and displaying them on the screen at the work station.  
 
    “Now a retinal scan...” added Derrik.  
 
    Maria picked up an e-Pad and held it out as he stared at the unit, the screen projecting a green bar passing slowly across his eyes. She sent the scan to the computer and a new screen popped up, overlaying the first. “Passcode?” 
 
    Derrik took the e-pad and typed in a lengthy series of information, hitting send. “Alright, it might take a while for it to verify and provide everything we need...” 
 
    “In the meantime?” asked Steele. 
 
    “In the meantime, I shall explain what the data will prove out.” He leaned comfortably back in his chair. “My position with MI6, while useful, is not my true assignment; I get more information from them than I give... In fact, Derrik Brighton is not my real identity...” He looked at each person before continuing. “Like Professor Edgars, who really is my Uncle by the way, I was not born on Earth. I am an alien. My real identity is Major Durock Brithauz. I am a special agent with GIS... I came to Earth as a young man with Uncle when he had the position I have now.” 
 
    Steele raised a dubious eyebrow, “GIS?” 
 
    “GIS; Galactic Intelligence Service. GIS works separately but in concert with MIS, Military Intelligence Service. While their scope is generally limited to military secrets, treason and military espionage, GIS has a much broader base covering smuggling, terrorism, espionage, governmental intelligence, infiltration, etc. There are places where our services overlap and we coordinate efforts, but for the most part we operate autonomous of one another.” 
 
    “And Walt was a part of this GIS?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. Colonel Walter Edgars. He is retired, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Steele's face pinched in contemplation, his lips pressed tight. “And when did he retire, Mr. Brighton...?” 
 
    “On... Veloria...” he replied slowly. 
 
    Jack's eyes narrowed, boring holes into Brighton, or Brithauz, or whatever the hell his name was... The muzzle of the 1911 charged particle blaster found its way back toward the man sitting in the chair, “Are my wife and son safe...?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” Brighton replied without hesitation. “In fact, that's primarily why Uncle decided to retire. He felt it necessary to protect your family and the stability of Veloria. That entire region of space relies on the stability of Veloria. Being retired he knew he could not be reassigned, he could remain there. He felt with his expertise and connections he could spot any threats, neutralize them before they came into play. Just because he's retired does not mean he has lost his connections, influence or resources.”  
 
    “We will be able to confirm this?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. The retirement was strategized and planned. It was intentional to secure the region and keep an eye on it. GIS and MIS both approved the decision. There's a lot of information flowing through that system, and with him there, they have eyes and ears they can trust.” 
 
    Steele's mind was rolling history backwards, looking for something, anything, that he might have overlooked. “What about when we met?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “On the princess Hedonist. Was that an accident? Our meeting?” 
 
    “Completely a matter of fate, Admiral. Fortuitous I might add. Although...” 
 
    “Although what?” interrupted Jack. 
 
    “Although once we got to know you a bit, we realized you were someone who required watching. Your whole group in fact.” 
 
    Steele frowned, “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because you had drive... a real homing instinct...” 
 
    “And that's somehow bad?” 
 
    The Commander shifted his weight, uncrossing and recrossing his legs in reverse. “In a spacefaring community you don't see that very much. When you can carry everything you own, family and belongings in a ship, home is where you are, where you go. People don't have the same attachment to places...” 
 
    Steele thought about that for a moment. “Hmm, like an RV. Nomadic travel.” 
 
    “If you think about it, Admiral, that's exactly how humanity spread throughout the stars. It's how we got to where we are today. And your desire, your group's desire was a little out of the norm for us to see. We were ordered to keep an eye on you...” 
 
    “What the hell for?” interrupted Maria. 
 
    “We weren't sure. They were unsure, collectively, what you might be capable of, what you might do to achieve your goal. I think initially, Control was more curious than anything else. But then when you took the Ynosa from Captain Kidd and claimed it for yourselves, renaming it the Freedom, that shocked them. They were very concerned.” 
 
    Steele pinched his lips, “Concerned how...” 
 
    “Concerned how effortlessly your group seemed to transition to violence, how willing others were to follow your leadership...” 
 
    “Might I remind you, Commander, you and your Uncle were right there being violent alongside us?” 
 
    “Derrik smiled, “I never said the operation was a bad idea Admiral... It seemed you had a good chance of success. Uncle and I wanted to do what we could to assure that success and to take down a wanted pirate in the process. Though to be honest, I found the execution of Kidd a little... savage.” 
 
    Steele reached over and patted Fritz's head. “I think we'd have to disagree with you on that...” 
 
    “Very bad man,” grumbled Fritz, articulating slowly.  
 
    “I will say,” added Jack, thinking of Voorlak, “that my conscience and I had a discussion about that... While I am not proud of my actions, and initially felt regret, I don't know if put in the same situation today, I would react any differently. It feels to me like an instinctual defensive reaction when faced with pure evil. I have come to terms with it and I make no apologies, right or wrong...” 
 
    “There is absolutely no doubt,” offered Derrik, “that Kidd was a completely horrendous waste of flesh. And whether he ever had a soul or not, is probably open for extensive debate. And I cannot even make the argument that he deserved better, because I can think of more deserving, hideous and gratuitous ways of killing him...” 
 
    “So what are you saying then?” 
 
    “It was the chilling way it seemed to come to you so easily. And that's what they were the most concerned about.” 
 
    “And whose version of the events were they relying on to make that assessment?” 
 
    “Mine,” admitted Derrik. “Because as you remember, Uncle was wounded and on his way to the infirmary during the event. Uncle did provide an addendum to the report of his observations and opinions, which carried considerable weight because of his experience and rank. Probably why they chose to continue observation and reassign us instead of the possible alternative.” 
 
    Steel raised a questioning eyebrow, “Possible alternative, Commander?” 
 
    “We were originally headed to new assignments. Mine in Phi Lanka, Uncle was heading back to UFW Directorate on Tanzia. They reassigned us both to follow you and your crew... the best way to do that was to be a part of your crew.” He looked down at his hands, wringing them together to release tension, a human moment, which he hadn't shown until this point. “Control wanted to be sure you weren't a Kidd in the making. Uncle was already convinced you weren't, I wasn't so sure... Power and control have a way of affecting people, eh? Even good people.”  
 
    “I suppose... You haven't mentioned what the alternative was.” 
 
    Derrik cleared his throat, looking Steele in the eyes, “It would have been relatively painless. And it would've looked like natural causes...” He sat back in his chair again, shifting his weight, “I'm glad time proved Uncle right.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” retorted Jack. “So what are you still doing here then? Still observing? Still judging?” 
 
    Maria was seeing information from GIS Control filling her screen. “Jack, you probably need to see this... Forwarding this to your TESS.” 
 
    “Incoming information, Admiral,” announced TESS, her screen popping up. Jack grabbed a corner and enlarged it, the information flowing in:  
 
    GIS Control, K-Star Sector Command 
 
    Major Durock Brithauz, AKA: Commander Derrik Brighton  
 
    Serial Number: Redacted 
 
    GIS Control Handler: Vetry B'nock 
 
    Current Attachment: Task Force Lancer, Carrier Conquest  
 
    Force Commander: Vice Admiral Jack Steele 
 
    Immediate Commander: Captain Paul Smiley 
 
    Current Assignment: Operation Magic Pawn 
 
    Accompanying the avalanche of information scrolling down the screen were photos, official agency seals and logos, past assignments, operations and accomplishments, personal information, medical records and contact information.  
 
    “Hmm, Operation Magic Pawn...” The information finally stopped, Steele examining it carefully. “OK,” he waved, casually. “This is all very nice, very thorough. But because of past experience, let's just say I'm a skeptic. How could I confirm this...? I want to know what Magic Pawn is, and I'm assuming you're not going to tell me.” 
 
    “You could call my handler, Vetry B'nock. She'd be able to...” 
 
    Steele shook his head and waved it off, “Na, I don't know her...” He looked at Maria, “Let's see if we can get Admiral Kelarez...” 
 
    “No, no,” objected Derrik, “don't do that...” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Maria suspiciously. 
 
    “Because he won't know,” countered the Commander. “Call Fleet Admiral Higdenberger, he's Chief of Staff of MIS and one of the Joint Chiefs of GIS. He'll be able to clear you and provide the information... I cannot.”  
 
    “Can't or won't?” asked Jack. 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    EARTH: RETRIBUTION and the HOUSE OF CARDS 
 
    The blue and green marble surrounded by black looked like a piece of shiny candy to Steele as he viewed it from the shuttle's slit windows. Funny how un-black it was out here, the Milky Way spread out behind it. He wondered, if it was a piece of candy, what flavor it would be...  
 
    It was a brief diversion to avoid thinking about what was really on his mind. Operation Magic Pawn. It was so disturbing he wanted it to be a bad dream as opposed to reality. He wished it was a bad dream, it was much closer to a nightmare. Of staggering proportions. Despicable, devious, evil, callous, showing a complete disregard for life or liberty, driven by immeasurable greed and an unquenchable thirst for power. Apocalyptic in scope. Nearly extinction level. 
 
    His eyes watered with anguish as he stared at that shining orb, it's seven billion inhabitants, most of which were completely innocent of their fate, clueless livestock living out their days in ignorant bliss. The Shepherd in the seat next to him set his head on Steele's thigh, looking up at his human with one real brown eye and one green eye that glowed softly in the dark interior of the shuttle. “What the hell are we gonna do buddy?” he breathed.  
 
    “Fix it.” 
 
    No longer a simple dog's mind, Fritz was capable of human reasoning and intelligence. He was definitely smarter than many people Steele had met throughout his lifetime. But he wondered if the Shepherd knew how much was involved in those two simple words. If he could understand the width and breadth of the situation. He took a deep breath and stroked the top of the dog's head, “Yeah buddy, we'll fix it.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    After completing the shuttle's shutdown, Lisa hustled across Revenge's bay, catching Fritz and her brother at the elevator, “You're walking better...” She held out his cane, “You forgot this...” 
 
    He took it without a word as the door swished open, stepping in, “Mm, thanks,” he mumbled deep in thought. 
 
    The three of them stood silently as the elevator carried them up to the command deck, the car slowing, the door swishing back open again. “What the hell happened after the Admiral made us leave the room, Jack? What's going on? And Brighton, you just let him go back to duty... I don't get it. I can't believe you trust him...” 
 
    “He's a Brother...” said Jack quietly, heading for the infirmary. 
 
    “He's a Mason?” 
 
    Steele rubbed his face, “He's an Ancient Knight's Templar...” 
 
    “Like you...” she replied. It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    “No. I'm a Knight's Templar. He's an Ancient Knight's Templar...” 
 
    “What's the difference?” she frowned. 
 
    “About five-hundred-thousand years.” His hands were shaking and he was sweating, something he hadn't been aware of until that moment. 
 
    “He's not that old...” 
 
    “No, of course not. But his order goes back that far... It appears all of Masonry does. It's freaking me out a bit.” He wiped the perspiration off his forehead, “He spoke perfect Aramaic...” 
 
    “Is that a language? How did you know what it was...?” 
 
    “Not sure, something with the translator... I just knew. Aramic was the oldest form of language ever recorded on Earth, dating back to 700 B.C., it's what Jesus Christ spoke...” 
 
    “Whoa...” She gently steered her brother through the infirmary doors and to the first bed, easing him down, lifting his feet up. “You look a little pale, I'm going to go get the doctor.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Maria stood with Lisa near the bed, an IV bag dripping into Jack's arm as he slept, a small device near him blowing pure oxygen across his face. “Is he OK?” 
 
    Lisa nodded, “Doctor said he overdid it today. Didn't have enough fluids or food. His blood sugar was way low.” 
 
    “Did he say what went on when we had to leave?” 
 
    Lisa leaned back against the wall, “Nothing about Operation Magic Pawn, which has me really worried. All he could say when he was falling asleep is we need to find mom and dad and get them out before the World burns...” 
 
    Maria's eyes went wide, “Before the World burns? What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “I don't know but I'm scared. Even If I'm not going to live here anymore I don't want that...” 
 
    A scream of panic from another part of the infirmary cut her off, the two women sharing a curious glance. They both darted in the direction of the commotion, leaving Fritz laying on the bed at Jack's feet.  
 
    Still laying in the MPOT, a frightened Mercedes Huang was doing her best to fight off the nurse changing her dressings. The nurse, reaching in through the stasis field, tried to calm her to little effect. 
 
    Arriving together, Maria moved the nurse aside, “She doesn't understand you...” She slapped the button on the MPOT shutting off the translucent blue shimmer of the stasis field, reaching into the torpedo shaped capsule. “Mercedes! Mercedes!” She gripped her firmly by the shoulders, “Agent Huang! You're safe, you are safe...” Mercedes stopped struggling, her mouth open, no sound coming out. “You're alright...” Maria assured her. “Remember me? Maria Arroyo? Quantico...?” Maria could see a bright spot of recognition, “That's right, the Academy. Listen you've been shot. You're going to be alright but you need to let the nurse finish your dressing, OK?” 
 
    Mercedes nodded silently. 
 
    Maria held her hand, “I'll stay right here. We're going to turn the blue screen back on, it won't hurt you, it just holds the air in; like an oxygen tent.” The blue screen wavered back into view, Maria still holding her hand. “See? You can reach through it,” she added, lifting Mercedes trembling hand through the static, letting it ease back down.  
 
    “Am I on that thing?” Mercedes asked weakly. 
 
    “Yes, you're on the black ship. And yes, the nurse is an alien. The doctor is an alien too. You can't understand them yet, you don't have a translator. You'll get one soon.” 
 
    “Steele?” 
 
    “He's here. You did a good job. Thank you for that...” 
 
    “The robot?” 
 
    “Robot?” frowned Maria. “Ahhh, the Marines. Those are armored suits. There was a man inside there, a Space Marine.” 
 
    “Huh. Alien?” 
 
    “Yes, most are aliens. There are people from Earth out here too though.” 
 
    They were looking at each other through the glass side of the tube, Mercedes' eyes wet, “Will I get to go home?” 
 
    Maria took a measured breath, looking into her eyes. “I seriously doubt it. Your mission is over, Mercy. It seems anyone who goes back is instantly a pariah. Look at Steele...” 
 
     “I wasn't with them, you know... Doug, the leader of the team, he was obsessed...” 
 
    “Who were they?” 
 
    “NSA.” 
 
    Maria's head bobbed, “You still with the Company?” 
 
    “Yes. Director Miles thought if...” 
 
    Maria's eyes lit up, “Stephen Miles? Director of South American Operations for the CIA?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Is anybody there...? Hello? Can anybody hear me?” 
 
    Steele sat bolt upright in the muted light of the infirmary, the room quiet, the purified, ionized oxygen blowing past him in a gentle breeze. Checking his arm, he was free of the IV, his treatment complete. He blinked, the odd visions in his brain fading slowly. Disturbing visions of a bleak future... 
 
    “Hello? Please, can anyone hear me...?” 
 
    Originally unsure if he's actually heard the voice as opposed to dreaming it, he slid off the bed, shuffling in his socks, following the crying to the MPOT in another area of the infirmary. “Ssshhhh,” he urged, “I'm here...” He turned off the stasis field so she could see him, reaching in and holding her hand. “You OK?” 
 
    Mercedes looked up at him, “I'm sorry, I know it's stupid but I got scared. I hate this thing, I feel like I'm in a coffin...” Her eyes focused on his face. “You're him.” 
 
    “I'm me,” he smiled. “Jack Steele. What's your name?” 
 
    “Mercy... Mercedes Huang.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Revenge, Mercedes. And thank you for what you did out there, I probably owe you my life.” 
 
    “I think that's a two way street, Mr. Steele. Or should I call you Admiral?” 
 
    “Jack is fine...” 
 
    “Is there any way I can be in a regular bed? This thing gives me the creeps, it's freaking me out.”  
 
    “I'm sure there was a medical reason they put you in the MPOT, but let's check and see if you're stable enough to move...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Jack? Jack!” 
 
    Steele moved away from Mercy's bed to where he could be seen from the infirmary doorway, “Back here!” He moved back to the bed where the nurse was finishing up a dressing change on Mercedes. 
 
    “Is that better for you?” 
 
    Mercedes eyes were wide, realizing she could understand the nurse. “Uh, huh... You don't speak my language...” she said slowly, “I know because I can hear the words. How come I understand you?” 
 
    “We taped a temporary translator disc to you here,” replied the nurse, touching it behind Mercedes' ear. “Don't peel it off or it will stop working.” 
 
    Lisa and Maria rounded the corner followed by Fritz. “Moved her to a full bed,” observed Lisa, “she must be doing better?” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “She was getting a little claustrophobic.” 
 
    “I don't blame her,” commented Maria. She touched Mercy's foot through the linens, “How're you doing?” She got a lazy nod and a thumbs up, the nurse still hovering over her. 
 
    “Jack,” Lisa pulled him away from the bed, “I've been posting notes all night with Chase,” she indicated the laptop under her arm. “He thinks he knows where mom and dad are... but we need to hurry. the NSA has been hunting down the people who helped them. They know you're here and they want to get to them first. The realtor...?”  
 
    “Yeah, the one on the card?” 
 
    “Yeah, dead. The lawyer who did all the paperwork? Dead.” 
 
    “They're obsessed, Jack,” called Mercedes weakly. “They want the comm unit. Or more...” 
 
    Jack wheeled, stepping over to the bed, “The comm unit?” 
 
    Mercedes looked up at him, “Worldwide communications that can reach into deep space in something the size of a laptop? Whoever has them will control all communications on the planet and beyond... If they can get your parents, they figure they can bargain for something bigger...” 
 
    Steele took a controlling breath, “We'll see about that...” 
 
    “Jack,” whispered Lisa. “The people that have been helping mom and dad are Knight's Templars.” 
 
    Jack's eyes narrowed, “That would explain the trust level for the whole real estate and banking deal. The must have the money in a safe account somewhere off the grid.” 
 
    “Just so you know,” added Maria, grabbing his arm, looking over at Mercy, “she had nothing to do with it. She's CIA, she was assigned to infiltrate the teams and investigate their abuses in an effort to stop them.” 
 
    “She saved my life, so I owe her the same consideration, but don't kid yourself,” he growled, heading toward the front of the infirmary. “I'm betting they wanted the comm unit just as bad as the NSA.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Having watched Lisa launch in the Reaper from the control station in the cargo bay, he headed to the elevator past the Marines gearing up for the landing party. “Listen, Dale,” he said, pausing, “I'm going to tell you the same thing I told Lisa and Sergeant Mac; I'm tired of playing nice with these assholes. Don't start trouble, but if they ask for it, don't hold back. Fuck 'em up.” 
 
    “Understood.” In heavy armor with his visor open, a light machine gun cradled in one arm, Dale Alaroot looked at Steele with a curious expression, “How come you're not flying, boss?” 
 
    “Would if I could, Dale. But passing out in flight would probably be a bad thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” agreed Alaroot. He set his armored hand on Steele's shoulder, the padded fingers resting heavily there, “It's OK, Admiral, we'll take care of it for you.” He looked over his shoulder, five more Marines in heavy armor standing behind him, “Right boys?” 
 
    “AahWoo!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The Earth rushed toward the Revenge in its view-screen, filling it completely as it plunged downward. Steele dropped himself into an empty chair next to Maria sitting in the first officer's seat, flipping on the tactical screens, scrolling to the armaments and shields screens. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Sixty seconds to Gulf entry point.” Brian shot him a sideways glance, “You sure you don't want the command chair, Jack?” 
 
    Steele shook his head. “No, I'm good over here. Your ship, your bridge.” He activated TESS and pulled her holo-screen away, placing and sizing it where he could keep an eye on it. “TESS, connect to Lisa.” 
 
    “Connected, Admiral.” 
 
     Maria's fingers pipped across her keyboard, “All turrets manned and armed, shields at one-hundred-percent.” She glanced over at Jack, “How's the leg?” 
 
    “It hurts, but it stopped throbbing like somebody was pounding on it with a hammer... So I'd call it an improvement.” He pushed on the TRS clamshelled around his thigh, hoping to change the tingling sensation to something less irritating. It didn't. 
 
    With a momentary increase in felt-gravity, the view on the big screen swept from the sparkling water of the Gulf of Mexico to a level attitude with an actual horizon. “Twenty-five-thousand-feet,” called the helmsman, adjusting the throttle. “Fifteen minutes to the waypoint.”  
 
    Fifteen minutes from the middle of the Gulf to the lower corner of Nevada would put them at Mach 4 or 5. Hopefully twenty-five-thousand feet would be sufficient to prevent breaking every window below them on the way. Steele activated his mic, “Lisa, you running ARC on or off?” 
 
    “ARC is off, I'm running with shields. With you guys behind me, I figured what's the point?” 
 
    Steele smirked, “Copy that.” He switched to a fleet command channel, “Revenge to Conquest Flight Control, status?” 
 
    Pappy's face appeared in a corner of TESS' screen. “All set, Admiral. Four flights of two, dispersed and standing by. They'll hopscotch around if necessary to stay local to you...” 
 
    “Thank you, .” 
 
    “Interceptors leaving the ground here, and here...” announced the EWO, Electronic Warfare Officer, icons appearing over the inset map on the big screen.  
 
    Steele paged to the map on his left command screen, highlighting the first icon with his finger, a wireframe diagram appearing of the aircraft in the flight, the summary blank and unnamed. He typed in; F-35 Lightning and the computer filled in the summary with knowledge taken from data sources all over the planet. The second flight were F-16's and the computer, already having encountered them before, had a complete summary. As he watched, the data changed; speed, altitude, flight plan, armament and ordnance, flight identification, call tag and current radio frequency. Stunned by the sudden abundance of information he glanced up, “EWO, where is all this flight information coming from?” 
 
    “I've intercepted data communications between a satellite, the ground and something called an AWACS...” she responded. 
 
    “Can you disrupt or disable those communications?” 
 
    “Aye sir. Would you like me to do that now?” 
 
    “Not at this time, I'll let you know. Can you provide me a screen of the AWACS communications?” 
 
    “Stand by, Admiral, creating a separate screen... under the communications tab... naming it... AWACS,” her fingers pipped on her keyboard. “Ready, sir. You'll have text and audio.” 
 
    Steele pulled up the screen, “Excellent. Nice work.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Lisa pulled the throttle back, dropping the Reaper's nose, letting its momentum and gravity take them down from altitude. “Revenge still with us?” 
 
    “Keeping pace, Skipper.” Draza Mac looked out over the desert and rugged ridges. “Some real wide open territory down there...” 
 
    Lisa wrinkled her nose, “It can be pretty... in a rugged sort of way but if I had my druthers, it would be something with trees and water. Too many rattlesnakes and scorpions down there for my taste.”  
 
    “You like it colder?” 
 
    “Lisa adjusted the throttle, slowing their approach to the waypoint, “Only for short visits. I grew up in the snow, it kinda wore out its welcome. I prefer something a little more tropical, nowadays.” 
 
    Draza Mac tapped his sensor screen, “I have four new bogies coming off the ground to the west of us.” 
 
    “Crap that's Area 51. Where are the others?” 
 
    “Seven-hundred miles behind us, I think we'll be long gone before they reach us. But these four are pretty close... Uh, oh. OK, I have four more. Different location a little south from the ones out of Area 51. This area's going to get hot pretty quick.” 
 
    “There are military bases all around out here... Landing zone coming up...” announced Lisa, “Switching to ARC.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Having reached the coordinates, Brian leaned forward, concentrating on the big screen, “On the mark... Helm take us down.” A series of live-feed video squares appeared along the bottom of the big screen, showing different angles on the ground and horizon around the ship. “Landing party ready for deployment?” 
 
    “Aye sir, and the Admiral is with them...” 
 
    Brian leaned back, and shot a glance past Maria, “Geez, I didn't even see him leave.” 
 
    “Reaper off the port bow, ARC system active,” called Maria. “We've got four, low and slow, coming from the Area 51 in the west. I'm reading two Blackhawks and two Apache gunships. Four F-16s coming in from the south. All gunners stay alert.”  
 
    “Looks like we've got one vehicle on the ground... five people,” noted Brian. “Ready gear for severely uneven terrain...” 
 
    “Aye, gear deploying, set for auto leveling. We won't set full weight, Commander; I'm adjusting antigravity for seventy-five percent.” 
 
    Jack's voice cut in on the comm, “EWO, jam the signals on that AWACS...” 
 
    “Aye, Admiral,” she replied, initiating the touch screen she had readied, “jamming active.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Standing there, stunned into inaction, Chase Holt was not aware his mouth was hanging open until the cloud of dust and grit that blew past them like hot wasteland entered his mouth, making him gag and turn away, the ground rumbling beneath their feet as the black ship settled to the desert floor less than a hundred feet away. The only person who seemed to be more excited than awed, was Dan Murphy, clapping his hands in approval, Dancing Rain hidden behind him.   
 
    Karen hid from the sandstorm behind the back door of the pickup truck and Jesse ducked behind the driver's door while Chase spit sand and grit out of his mouth, his back to the ship and drifting microdust.  
 
    Karen's wail hit Chase like an air raid siren and a quick glance told him she was truly terrified, peeking above the rear door glass, her eyes wide with terror. He spun on his heel, a squad of heavily armed mechanical men thundering down a short ramp into the sand, breaking left and right, their feet making a hollow metallic clom, clom clom as they ran, watching the desert in a semi-circle, scanning the horizon through their weapon sights. He was mesmerized by the fluidity of their motion and almost human gestures. He stepped around from in front of the driver's door to snatch her from where she stood, petrified like a statue, into his arms, holding her close, “It's alright...” although he wasn't so sure himself, his heart pounding in his ears with a deafening thrum. There was a lot of yelling and waving but he understood none of it, sounding metallic and distorted. Allie and DOG, Rain's Coyote/Wolf hybrid were out of the cab circling, barking at everything and nothing. There was a man standing at the top of the ramp yelling in what sounded like English, waving them in, but it was all such a blur when one of the machines jumped to its feet and tromped toward them, waving, pointing toward the ship. 
 
    There was no sound when the mechanical unit crouched behind the one approaching lost his weapon, the mangled thing flipping out of his hand in slow motion, something heavy hitting the truck to Chase's right. He caught the deformation of the driver's door out of his peripheral vision as an explosive splash of red and metallic whang cut through the pickup truck, exiting out the other side. He didn't have to look to know Jesse was dead, cut in half by the round.  
 
    A .50 caliber Barrett does that... Sound, smell, taste, heat, electricity, all came rushing in at once, military conditioning flooding forth, “SNIIIPERRR!” Snatching Karen around her waist he yanked her off her feet, sprinting for the ramp, looking over his shoulder at Dan and Rain. “Move! Move! Move! Allieeee...!” 
 
    The ship's main guns pummeled the ridgeline nearly a mile away as an Apache passed over the ship into view, the chaingun on the chin tracking the commotion on the ground. The armored unit that had run towards Chase and Karen spun on it's heel, planted it's feet and unleashed a long burst of fire on it, the gun sounding like a cross between a Gatling and a laser, the rounds punching holes through the armored helicopter which immediately began to smoke heavily, turning away and heading for open desert, a swirling ribbon of black marking its retreat. 
 
    Forming a shifting line of protective armor, the machines provided a wall to the ramp allowing Dan and Rain to run across the open toward the ship, each outside-end machine peeling off one-by-one as they moved back themselves. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The waist door closed and sealed, the Revenge lifted off the floor of the desert, a low-grade hum filling the bay, the deck rumbling underfoot. Ignoring the chatter, the crying women and the circling pack of dogs running about, Steele grabbed his stunned friend by the elbow, “Chase... Chase! Where are they? Where are we going?” 
 
    Chase blinked mechanically, pulling a paper map from his back pocket, pointing to his notes, “Just outside of Kingman, Arizona...”  
 
    Jack stepped away from the low din and cupped his hand over his ear, reading the coordinates to Brian on the bridge.  
 
    “Copy that, Jack. We'll be there in about ten minutes...” 
 
    Rain was on her knees wailing, Dan trying to console her, “What about Jesse?” she cried, “We need to go back for Jesse.” 
 
    Still in his armor, Dale Alaroot dropped to one knee with a muffled clank, machine gun cradled across his body in one arm, his visor up, “I'm sorry for your friend ma'am, there's nothing we can do for him...” 
 
    She recoiled in fear, able to see the face peering out of the metal man, unable to understand him. Seeing this, Steele stepped back to the four humans huddled together, “He said he's sorry, but there's nothing we could do for him.” 
 
    “What are they?” Rain whispered, her eyes shifting nervously from one Marine to the next. 
 
    “People in armored suits. They're Space Marines.” He looked over at Dale, “You guys OK to do this one more time?” 
 
    Corporal Dunnom held up his mangled carbine, “I need another pea shooter...” 
 
    Dale Alaroot smiled, “Sure. That went too quick, we were just getting warmed up...” His face shifted to serious, “Sorry about the kid though, I don't think he was the target...” 
 
    After a few words with the Marines, Steele returned to the traumatized group. “Let's get you guys up to the infirmary and then...” 
 
    “Jack,” urged Chase, “We need to go back, we left our packs and bags...” 
 
    “And our laptops,” reminded Dan. 
 
    “Yeah...” continued Chase. “We have nearly twenty grand in cash in our gear bags. It's all we have to survive...” 
 
    Jack shook his head with an interrupting wave of his hand. “Guys, we're not going back. You're not going back...” 
 
    “We have work to do... a mission...” interrupted Dan. 
 
    “Getting killed isn't a great career choice, my Brother.” He shifted his eyes around the group, “I know this is a lot to absorb. I know it's all foreign and weird...” He pointed at Fritz, Allie and DOG sitting in a row, watching their humans converse, “Take their example; remain calm. Try to take it in stride.” He pulled TESS' holo-screen up to check the progress to the coordinates and closed it again, seeing the startled looks. “This will all make sense soon enough. I have to stay down here for the next jump off, but you need to go to the infirmary and get translator discs, it'll help you understand what's going on around here...” 
 
    “How do we find it? Are we just going to wander around?” 
 
    “Fritz will take you up there, just follow him...” 
 
    Chase frowned, “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Fritz, please take them up to the infirmary for translator discs,” waved Jack. 
 
    The Shepard rose and strolled up to the group, rubbing Jack's leg and touching his hand with his nose as he passed. “Sure. OK, everybody follow me.” He walked past, heading to the elevator, slowing to look over his shoulder, “C'mon, follow me. Stay together.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    The heat was staggering, a wind blowing across the desolate terrain like an unrelenting blast furnace. A range of purple mountains shrouded in heat waves stretched across the backdrop and flat-topped buttes jutted out of the desert floor. Kyle Steele stood next to a barrel cactus in jeans and a loose white t-shirt looking bronzed, nearly sunburned. His t-shirt flapping in the breeze, he scoured the horizon with binoculars, “Lynette... Lynette!” 
 
    The big helicopters were back again, but this time they weren't searching the desert in long sweeping patterns, they were headed straight for the house. For at least a week they had been searching the desert, the canyons, the ranches. He hustled back to the house, his aching knees preventing him from a real run. Past the large angular boulders bordering the rock garden, past the pool, over the deck, almost colliding with his wife as she strolled out through the french doors, dishtowel in hand. 
 
    “What on Earth are you shouting about?” 
 
    “Military helicopters.” Kyle steered her back through the doors, into the modern adobe ranch house built partially into the side of a foothill, the only structure for at least five miles. “They're headed here...” He pulled the cheap cell phone Phil Cooper had given him for emergencies out of his pocket and flipped it open, texting 911 to the only number programmed into the phone. He had taken to carrying with him wherever he went the day the helicopters first appeared.  Jamming it back in his pocket as soon as the message sent successfully, he continued to steer her. “Pete? C'mon Pete! Where is...” 
 
    The Black Lab trotted out of the kitchen, his tail swaying, looking up at Kyle, water bowl drool running down his chin. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Storm shelter...” he replied, guiding her through the house across the Mexican tile floors, Pete following closely behind. 
 
    “You know how I hate that thing. Have you cleaned out all the scorpions yet?” 
 
    “Yes, yes...” he said tediously, passing a native Indian totem pole carved into one of the house's main support posts. Once in the dual purpose, man cave - office, he pulled on the wall-sized media center and it swung smoothly away from the wall, mounted to a door, suspended mere millimeters from the surface of the floor. Ushering her in, Kyle pulled the heavy vault door closed behind them and turned the manual locking wheel, sending the pistons into the surrounding steel and concrete frame. 
 
    “I always feel like I'm going to suffocate in here,” complained Lynette looking around the darkened concrete room lined with shelves of food and water, bunk beds lining another wall. Pete walked around sniffing the floor, inspecting each and every corner. 
 
    Kyle didn't offer a reply, flipping on a switch, lighting the windowless but sizable room. At twenty-five feet by thirty feet, it was comfortable, holding enough food and water for several months. At the back of the house, tucked completely into the hill and sitting on bedrock, the room remained a constant seventy degrees, the previous owners having used it as a wine cellar. Air vents hidden above them at the top of the hill in the low trees, scrub and rocks, provided filtered, fresh air. Kyle had added a coax cable and a camouflaged Ham Radio antenna rigged to the trunk of one of the trees, its top hidden in the leaves. He moved to the small desk and flipped on the Ham Radio... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Marine Warrant Office Dale Alaroot locked the heavy armored torso to the frame tabs sticking out of the waist, the legs and torso now powered as the system connections linked up. “Boss are you sure you want to do this? I told you we'd handle it for you...” 
 
    “I know...” 
 
    “What changed your mind?” 
 
    Steele shrugged inside the suit, the armored shoulders moving up and down, “I don't know Dale, it just feels like something I should do.” 
 
    Dale held up Steele's TRS brace, “You sure you're not going to need this thing?” 
 
    “I'd wear it but it doesn't fit in here...” 
 
    Dale hung it on an empty armor rack, “The suits are pretty snug. I'm glad we had one that fit you... But don't make me regret taking you along, I don't want to catch flack from Doc...” 
 
    “Let me worry about Doc. He said I couldn't fly, he didn't say I couldn't walk.” 
 
    “Or shoot?” 
 
    “Right, or shoot.” 
 
    Dale locked Steele's helmet in place, “Systems and HUD up?” 
 
    Jack scanned the information on the heads-up display that positioned itself in front of his eyes no matter which way his head moved, visor up or down. “It's a lot like our flight helmets. Yep, everything seems to be good.” He accepted the carbine, attaching the sling to his shoulder mount. He noticed when he looked at the other Marines, a No Shoot and X appeared over their target outline. Nice. 
 
    “Bridge to Admiral Steele, sixty seconds to ground. We have targets on the ground and in the air. Sending images to your TESS.” 
 
    TESS' holographic screen appeared above his armored wrist, live video of three desert camouflaged helicopters, one on the ground, two in the air, men moving about and two desert camouflaged armored vehicles on the dirt road, a Humvee and an MRAP. 
 
    “If they engage us, shoot them down,” he ordered. 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    A red light near the ship's door frame winked to yellow, “Popping seal!” yelled a deck hand.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    With the ARC system on, Lisa eased up within a hundred feet of one of the helicopters hovering a football field's distance from the house on overwatch, swinging her nose to bear on the cockpit from an angle, the pilot in the crosshairs of her gun pipper. “Mac, where did those F-16s go?” 
 
    “One of the security flights from the Conquest is running them ragged. There are two other flights in the area, F-35s and they're busy too. We have one flight in reserve about ten miles from here.” 
 
    The Revenge came screaming in from her left, behind the helicopters, skimming the undulating dessert terrain, a massive cloud of dust behind her. Her nose reared up as she came to a hover, settling level and descending to the sand, an armor plate on her waist popping open and sliding up the side of the hull, revealing the reinforced door within. Lisa saw the moment the pilot she was watching noticed the intrusion and she switched the ARC system off, the Reaper slowly appearing like glitter in the sun, toggling her shields on, the hum of her shield generator whining up. 
 
    “Door gunner just woke up...” 
 
    “I see him.” The pilot's head whipped around on the gunner's call and the surprise on his face quickly turned to determination. She shook her head in an exaggerated no, “Don't do it buddy...” 
 
    The door gunner let loose, the heavy machine gun rounds splashing on the shields as the pilot swung the nose.” 
 
    “He has rocket pods...” 
 
    Lisa squeezed the trigger, the turret's Cryo Gauss Guns rattling a burst of frozen exploding metal spikes through the armored skin, heavy Lexan cockpit perspex and pilot, who completely disappeared in an obscene splash of red slop. It blew the gunner out of the helicopter door and he hung unconscious in his harness as the mangled bird dropped out of the sky and crushed itself into the desert below, creating a miniature sandstorm.  
 
    She watched a little too long, seeing the Marines drop down the Revenge's ramp to the sand, passing into the dust storm, fire and smoke. The clattering of hammer blows on the Reaper's hull illicited a simultaneous slew of profanities as she cranked the antigravity actuator, vaulting her ship straight up out of the line of fire, nudging the throttle. 
 
    “Break! Break!” The Reaper leaned over and the artificial gravity generator struggled to keep up with the demand when Lisa punched the throttle, pilot and EWO grunting under the pressure. “Firing decoys,” gasped Draza Mac. The missile detonated harmlessly near the second decoy, Lisa pulling the throttle back into the negative, sliding the Reaper flatly around over twenty miles away from their starting point. She bought the nose around and the moment the gun pipper passed over the computer's outline of the chopper she squeezed the trigger, the ammo chain feed rattling as the guns chattered, rewarded by an instant fireball. “Prick...” she hissed, easing the throttle back up. “Damage?” 
 
    “Shield loss was momentary, all systems running normally.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    In response to being fired upon, the Revenge's defensive miniguns were clattering away as the hull door opened, cutting the helicopter that was sitting on the ground in half. It fell apart like someone had sawed it into pieces. Stepping out onto the ramp was a dicey proposition as a rain of helicopter parts fell from the sky, a smoking fuselage slamming into the ground a hundred feet away with a crushing thud. Debris and sand splashed against Steele as he tromped down to the rocky sand, his visor down, the helmet's visual pickups allowing him to see through the blowing smoke and debris. 
 
    What looked like soldiers in full desert gear poured out of the house and had already positioned themselves outside their vehicles along the gravel road to the house. Small arms fire erupted from multiple angles, forcing the armored UFW Marines to engage with brutal superior force.  
 
    Jack dropped to a knee, prompting his thigh to scream at him, reminding him how much of a bad idea it was. His armor deflected hits like hail on steel but some felt heavier than others, producing substantially more noise and feel. He wondered how much the armor could take. Sighting in, he hit one, two, three, with short controlled bursts, keeping his eyes and muzzle moving. The Marines swept right, out toward the large boulders of the rock garden. He moved to his feet, concentrating his fire on the men along the road.  
 
    The whack in the center of his chest was almost deafening inside the armor, pitching him over backwards and taking his breath away.  
 
    “Man down... Man...” 
 
    “I'm OK! I'm OK...” he called. With a groan he rolled to his side to right himself, seeing a streak of fire pass to his right, taking a marine off his feet and carrying him through the air, his armor exploding out the back, the rocket powered projectile designed for antitank use, dooming him instantly.  
 
    Jesus! That was either an RPG or a LAW rocket...  “Reaper where are you? LISA!” 
 
    A Marine medic in full armor trucked across the sand and slid on his knees to his fallen squad mate, hooking a tether to his armor, jumping back to his feet, and like a tow truck on a race track, bolted for the ramp, dragging him out of the fight.  
 
    “Lining up... heads down...” called Lisa. 
 
    Another streak of fire passed from the vehicles on the road, smacking into a boulder with a jarring explosion, the boulder splitting down the middle, a sphere of shrapnel and granite spraying in all directions, pelting Jack's suit with a hailstorm of metal and stone, Marines tumbling left and right to get clear. 
 
    “LISAAA!” 
 
    Steele saw the streak of black as it screamed over the house, the nose turret growling angrily, blue-white flames cutting a wide trench in the road, right through both vehicles. The up-armored Humvee blew apart like a cheap soda can, flaming tires flying outwards, airborne, bouncing, rolling across the desert, its wreckage sitting where it dropped, twisted beyond recognition. The MRAP fared better but not by much, the body bloating as the explosion inside was contained by the mangled armor, smoke billowing out of the window openings, the fractured bulletproof glass laying in the sand along the road, the turret missing, blown clear, laying in the scrub brush somewhere out of sight.  
 
    The Marines pressed around the house and Jack moved across the open, firing on the move. Catching a sparkle of light in the brush on the other side of the road, his artificial eye zoomed-in without prompting or conscious thought, identifying a sniper with a .50 caliber Barrett searching for a target. Jack tromped to a stop, sighted and squeezed the trigger, holding it until he was rewarded with something that resembled an exploding bowl of spaghetti and red sauce painting the sand and rocks.  
 
    Back on the move he hustled to the rear of the house nearly running into a soldier coming out of the patio doors. A 9mm pistol in hand he backed away, plinking Steele's armor. “Pew, pew, pew,” laughed Jack, his voice sounding evil and metallic outside the armor. He lunged forward and swatted the handgun out of the soldier's hand, snagging him by his tactical vest. “Today is your lucky day, I'm not going to kill you,” he sneered, dragging him backwards out the patio doors to the deck. He flung him bodily through the air into the pool, the suit's power assist providing him greatly magnified strength. “Somebody keep an eye on that one.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Jack scanned the area, Marines pressing toward the road beyond the vehicle wreckage, “Dale, where are you?” 
 
    “On your six, boss.” 
 
    Steele reentered the house not sure what he was looking for, when a soldier emerged from another room, a fully automatic 12 gauge shotgun in his hands. Steele brought the muzzle of his carbine to bear and it clicked, the charge-pack empty. Dale danced to one side to get a shot but Steele had already dropped his carbine and charged, hands outstretched, the carbine dropping across his body, hanging from its sling, banging against the armored suit.  
 
    Backpedaling, the soldier fired and held the trigger down, the rounds thumping out past Jack's shoulder as he swept the muzzle wide, blowing pictures off the wall, destroying the flat screen TV, killing plants, crystal figurines and a Navajo wall rug. Driving him bodily backwards with the force of a small, angry locomotive, their momentum stopped in a wood splintering, bone crushing collision with the totem pole, the eagle's beak blasting through the soldier's spine, impaling him there. Steele backed away and the soldier hung there, his eyes vacant, the shotgun dropping to the Mexican tile with a clatter, blood running down the totem forming a pool at the base. 
 
    Steele collected his carbine and purposefully ejected the spent charge-pack from its receiver, letting it bounce across the floor, slapping a full one in place. “Search the house, they have to be here somewhere...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    “Boss! Got something back here...” 
 
    Steele followed Dale's voice to the entertainment room, “Whatcha got?” 
 
    Dale pointed at the far wall with the entertainment center against it, “Use your thermal...” 
 
    “Steele closed his visor and brought up his thermal vision, seeing a section of the wall considerably cooler than the rest. He went over and moved items on the shelves, reaching behind and tapping on the surface, “Its metal...” He checked the rest of the wall, which was concrete. “This has to be a door...” 
 
    “Knock on it.” 
 
    “It's too heavy, I don't think they'd hear it...”  
 
    “Bridge to Admiral Steele.” 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “We're seeing a radio signal transmitting from this area. Low tech but we can still work with it...” 
 
    “Can you send it to my TESS?” 
 
    “Aye, routing the signal.” 
 
    TESS's holo-screen popped up, her face appearing in the corner. “What would you like me to do with this Admiral?” 
 
    “I want to receive and send. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I will have to lower my signal standards...” she said sarcastically.  
 
    Steele exchanged a curious glance with Dale. “Just do it please...” 
 
    “Very well...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    As the mechanism rotated the door's locking pistons scraped metal on metal before clearing the frame. Swinging open slowly, heavily, the entertainment center and big screen TV moved with it. Jack waited patiently, resisting the urge to pull it open, Dale Alaroot standing behind him.  
 
    The muzzle of a shotgun preceded the person holding it, emerging from the dimly lit room, Kyle Steele squinting in the brighter light. Lynette hesitated, a flash of fear crossing her features and Pete stomped stiffly out to Kyle's side, his sizable Black Lab bulk hackled in protection mode, giving a low guttural growl, his teeth showing.  
 
    “Boss, is your visor up or down?” Dale almost whispered. 
 
    Steele shook his head mentally, “Thanks,” he replied, reaching up slowly and touching the release, the gold reflective shield sliding up out of sight, revealing his smiling face, his eyes moist at having found them, safe and sound. “Hi guys...!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Steele wasn't sure what he was more upset about; that the soldiers were a private corporate army or that he'd lost a Marine, a good man, Corporal Dunnom.  
 
    The armored suits were an outstanding design, a composite metal skin grown molecule-by-molecule in a special process, lined with a bioelectrical conductive encapsulated gel. When your muscles moved, the gel read the bioelectric impulses and told the suit what to do. The gel kept the occupant's temperature regulated and provided a distribution of force quotient to minimize the transfer of kinetic energy from exterior impacts to the wearer. The only drawback Steele could see was they were heavy and considerably slower than a man, unencumbered, on foot. You'd lose a footrace in one of these things. But if that footrace was though a firefight, slow and alive was better than fast and dead.  
 
    But the suits were not meant or designed to defeat something like an antitank weapon... Dunnom was dead before he hit the ground. Hell, he was dead before the projectile exited the back of his armor, cut in half then juiced by the explosive pressure created inside the suit. The upside, if there was one, was that he probably never saw it coming and he never felt a thing, the event of his death measured in hundredths of a second. 
 
    Examining the empty armor suit hanging on its rack, he rubbed his hand over the dent the .50 caliber round put in the armor he was wearing, the bullet's copper jacket permanently fused to the armor, a smooth, burnished, golden plasma burn on the surface. He reflexively rubbed the softball sized bruise on his chest. At the time, he hadn't even noticed that the impact had blacked out half of the suit's HUD. It was probably why he had run out of ammunition in his carbine's charge-pack without noticing.  
 
    His thoughts went to the private corporate army. So many of them, and in some cases, so little oversight. And depending on the company and its integrity, so little ethics or control. 
 
    ChekMate Solutions was one of those on the lower side of the quality scale, a private security and communications company run by a couple of former special operators who broke away from another company. They had never been in the real military and hadn't the discipline required of true leaders. A minor Department of Defense contractor, they were someone to do the dirty work for the government, giving them culpable deniability... They went rogue, hoping to get the technology for themselves...  
 
    Yeah sure. More likely they were working on a government-paid bonus plan if they secured the package to complete the mission. A politically correct way of issuing a bounty. There are plenty of legitimate uses for defense contractors; hunting American citizens on their own soil isn't one of them.  
 
    And some people might like to think Steele went too far when he used the information he received from the small handful of survivors to track down and illustrate that point. By destroying everything that company owned, a veritable operational military base and training center in the Arizona desert. Helicopters, trucks, Humvees, MRAPs, warehouse, hangars, office buildings, barracks, runway... all while their personnel stood out in the field in their underwear, watching a live demonstration on the topic of scorched Earth. 
 
    Maria and Derrik contributed their spy skills and hacked ChekMate's bank account, clearing it of all funds. A news story the next morning talked about the generous anonymous donation of ten-million dollars to the Injured Warriors Foundation. There were others less famous, or perhaps less publicized, but the money all went to places that could do better things with it. 
 
    Some talking heads in the news called it retribution, others called it a step too far, too violent, an invasion. It depended on the station and which way they leaned, left or right. As far as Steele was concerned, when someone tries to kill you or your family, you don't hold hands with them and sing kumbaya. You kill them. And you do it in such a way as to convince anyone who might think to follow in their footsteps, that treading that path would be an unwise and unhealthy choice, with permanent life altering or life ending consequences. Fine, let them sing kumbaya like a bunch of sheep, he preferred the Battle Hymn of the Republic. 
 
    Not wanting to ignore the government's participation in this massively aggressive fiasco, Steele struggled with a course of action that wouldn't ultimately boomerang back onto the American people, either in a loss of security or a loss of tax dollars to pay for replacement of... whatever. He considered a little visit to Eagle Mountain, Utah and the NSA's Camp Williams intrusive data collection center. But mired in all the deceitful things they do there, were also things that helped prevent terrorism. Though he had to admit that margin might be pretty slim.  
 
    The thought had come to mind about erasing the UN presence from American soil, which would probably bring joy to millions of Americans, but he expected the government would just spend more tax money to replace the building.  
 
    With great power comes great responsibility... for the government, its agencies, its leaders, and him. Just because he could doesn't mean he should. Even though he really really wanted to.  
 
    Steele wished the government and its agencies had as much restraint, but there was a cancer at its core, eating at it from the inside. The designed checks and balances had been eroded, lines of conduct blurred, power corrupted. He remembered discussing that very thing with Boney in his kitchen; power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. And in the case where that power is corrupted with evil from the very beginning, enemy operatives embedded in key positions, the results would be catastrophic if left unchecked. He saw the resulting magnitude of chaos on Veloria first-hand. Government and infrastructure wiped out, millions dead... he shook the images of the tattered, starved, forlorn citizens, emaciated slave-miners and advanced cities turned to rubble, out of his mind. 
 
    With a far larger population, the loss of life would be catastrophic on Earth, the survivors subjected to the free market slavery trade. The entirety of Earth's culture, art, music, religion and history would most certainly be wiped from existence. 
 
    The conversation with Chase Holt, Dan Murphy and a member of the Commandery about the Knights Templars and the Commandery's network was both informative and impressive. Jack had been completely unaware they were as capable and intricately prepared as they had proven to be. Their ability to move, hide and protect his parents had shown substantial resource, stunning imagination and major sacrifice. Would they have the manpower and ingenuity to provide stability and guidance to a nation, a world, needing leadership? Time would tell.  
 
    He sure as hell hoped so... 
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 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    TASK FORCE LANCER, UFW CONQUEST : OPERATION MAGIC PAWN 
 
    Reflecting on it, Operation Magic Pawn was going to create one hell of a mess... And it more than irritated him, it infuriated him, when he learned the entire scope of the operation. When he learned HE was the Magic Pawn. When he learned that the operation had been planned long before he was awarded his Admiralty. That Derrik Brighton had known from the very beginning of the plan's inception. The entire thing blindsided him, and that pissed him off even more. 
 
    Was it a necessary operation? Looking back at Veloria and seeing how bad Earth was at this moment, he'd have to agree. But this was not going to go smoothly, not by any stretch of the imagination. And he didn't want to have to be the one to execute it. But there he was, the Magic Pawn.  
 
    It had been an exhausting two weeks of intelligence gathering, espionage, secret meetings, and even a few abductions. Some with the assistance of a few choice agencies, some without. Derrik's connection with MI6 and the British had been very helpful, as was Kyle Steele's friend, FBI Agent Phil Cooper. Knowing the FBI was ahead in the game, gave Maria leverage to convince her old boss at the CIA, Director Stephen Miles, to cooperate. With the CIA and MI6 involved, they used their combined connections to reach out to their counterparts in Australia, Israel, Germany, France and Canada to bring them to the proverbial table.  
 
    To bring a planet and its civilization to its knees, requires destroying its key pillars of freedom to initiate the collapse. It may take years, decades, and in some cases, centuries to create a permanent fall. Primarily because the people who enjoy freedom, guard it carefully, jealously, vehemently, courageously. But time and complacency are their greatest enemies. Plainly said, previous evils are forgotten from one generation to another and the enemies of freedom are, if nothing else, patient. Patience, infiltration and slow incremental changes from within, are the key tools, because an outright attack like that of the Nazis in WWII is too obvious and meets determined resistance. 
 
    Dressed in the guise of safety and security, people remain blind and deaf to craftily designed, silent, incremental losses even when they're occurring all around.  
 
    Judging by all of the indicators set forth by the Galactic Intelligence and Military Intelligence Services, Earth's collapse was close at hand, far closer than many realized. With unrest, conflict and fires burning all over the world, Steele found it impossible to ignore and was baffled by the self-imposed blindness.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■  
 
      
 
    Looking less like a grunt and more like an officer in his dress uniform, Marine Warrant Officer Dale Alaroot stuck his head into the armory, “Admiral, they're ready... We've got all the satellites locked in, waiting for our transmission.” 
 
    “Are the new members of our task force in formation?” 
 
    “Yes Admiral. The Archer and Westwind are on our flanks, the missile destroyer, Dark Star is running escort off our stern with the troop transport and the supply ships, the Revenge is on point.” 
 
    Steele took a deep breath and smoothed his uniform, “Alright, Dale, let's do this...” 
 
    “You nervous, boss?” 
 
    “I'd be lying if I said no... I've never talked to an entire planet before...” They headed out of the armory, down the corridor toward the flight deck. “Has Lisa given them the timeline of events?” 
 
    “History from the day your group disappeared, yes sir. Miss Lisa did a fine job too.” 
 
    The flight deck was uncommonly well lit, rows of chairs overflowing with people, a wide unobstructed aisle down the center from front to back, standing room only, nearly three-hundred people in attendance including the commanding officer of each ship in the task force. Armed Space Marines in dress uniforms dotted the sides of the group, standing unobtrusively off in the shadows to prevent anyone from wandering away and getting into something restricted. Fighter craft sat in the launch racks and pilots milled about beyond the area set up for the conclave.  
 
    Making his way to the podium set up near the bay's forward bulkhead, the logos of the Conquest and squadrons painted there, faded away as the temporary holo-screen wavered to life, obscuring the art. Oohs and ahhs washed across the crowd as the live image of Earth came to clarity, giving the perception that the wall had disappeared and you could walk right out into space. Fleet and command officers sat in rows on either side of the podium. 
 
    “Attention! Vice Admiral on deck!” The UFW officers stood and saluted smartly, Steele returning a sharp snap. The officers returned to their seats. 
 
    Acknowledging friends and family with a nod, Steele looked out at the throng of news crews, dignitaries and staff from different countries, ambassadors, a few congressmen and senators braving the visit, not to mention the intelligence operatives and military representatives. As much as he didn't like the idea, if this was to succeed, he was going to need the intelligence communities' cooperation and participation. The silhouette of a man in a long, hooded cloak stood in the shadows near a launch rack, looking over the shoulder of a Marine Sentry. Voorlak. In hindsight Jack thought he'd felt his presence. It made him smile inwardly, not having seen the old man in quite a while. He wondered if this is what he had meant about being special, chosen. There you are old man, I thought you'd forgotten me... 
 
    “My prodigy? No. I've been around here and there. The queen of Veloria sends her love...” 
 
    Steele looked out over the audience and the television cameras, “Good evening ladies and gentlemen, I am Vice Admiral, Jack Steele, welcome aboard the UFW carrier, Conquest. I thank you all for being here with us... even if a few of you needed a little more, encouragement, than others.” There was some light, polite laughter. “I'm sure you won't regret being here tonight...” He looked into the cameras, “Oh, and a quick thanks to my friend, Sargent Bobby Fortuno on the Chicago PD, he was very helpful during my recent visit there.” He looked over his shoulder at the image of the blue and green marble, the moon peeking out from behind it. “Quite beautiful, isn't she?” He looked back at the group, the cameras broadcasting live on nearly every television channel on the planet below, as well as every comm on the ships in the task force. “It could just as easily look like this...” The image morphed into a lifeless desert planet, swirling winds blowing angry red and gray clouds of dust into the thin atmosphere over its endless badlands. “Or this one...” The picture morphed again, to what the Task Force encountered in the Gedhepp System, the fifth planet merely dust and pieces floating in space. The gasps in the audience were what he'd hoped for. 
 
    An impeccably dressed attractive blond woman with piercing blue eyes raised her hand from the third row, “Admiral, is that real or are we looking at computer generated images?” 
 
    “And you are...?” 
 
    “Dr. Michelle Fabry, Director of Green Bank National Radio Observatory.” 
 
    “These are real images, Doctor, of real planets that this task force has visited en-route to Earth.” It switched back to the image of Earth. “They used to look like this...” He glanced down at the notes on his e-Pad. “Abraham Lincoln said; 'America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we lose our freedoms it will be because we destroyed ourselves.'” He looked back up “I think the same thing can be said for Earth itself. The deaths of these planets aren't a result of natural progression or natural disaster... There have been no apocalyptic volcanic occurrences, no rogue asteroids... These planets were killed. Murdered. Intentional extinction level events caused by man.”  
 
    Steele stepped out from behind the small podium, needing to walk, his leg stiff. “Let me tell you a little story about a planet called Veloria, I'll keep this short and sweet. It's a smaller planet than we have here, beautiful, clean, a much smaller population, but advanced, spacefaring people. Immigrants from another planet. Their government was a Royal Oligarchy, but very benevolent. The government did what it could to help its people. As in any society, there were malcontents, outcasts, intentionally jobless, homeless. It is a problem that is not unique to Earth. Instead of letting things work themselves out naturally, they constantly tried to placate those who didn't contribute and produce by taking from those who did. As you can imagine, as a spacefaring society, this information goes a lot further than physical borders. And more malcontents arrived for free support. This was quite a burden on the government and the citizenry who produced.” He held his hand up in the air, “Anybody recognize this scenario yet...?” He saw many hands and satisfied with the response, dropped his. 
 
    “But the far more insidious reason some of these people were there for; to intentionally destabilize the government and the economy. More than one person of like mind worked their way into the government and provided flawed ideas and guidance, corrupting the system. The end result was a collapse of society, the government and its infrastructure. The reason? Power and resources.” He ticked them off on his fingers; “If you control the resources, you can control the people. If you control the people, you can control the planet...” 
 
    “So they want our resources?” asked a voice. 
 
    Steele nodded. “Yes, Earth holds enormous wealth; water, metals, diamonds, oil, gas, food, slaves...” 
 
    “I'm sorry Admiral,” interrupted a man with a distinctly British accent, “I just don't see that happening on Earth...” 
 
    Steele laughed out loud, a laugh of derision. “Then you're sleeping. Wake up, it's already happening! The plan is almost seventy percent complete! And believe me when I say the last thirty percent will go very quickly.” He pointed at the man, “You have neighborhoods in London your citizens can't walk in because of the invasive immigrant population that runs the neighborhoods with Sharia law. And you let them! So don't tell me this can't happen, it IS happening. And you looking away and saying it isn't so, won't make it go away.” Steele regained his composure. “It's happening all over the World and your governments are letting it. Have you thought to ask why? Because a compliant citizenry is a live, working population. It's still useful.”  
 
    He got closer to the British man, his voice low, foreboding, still heard by everyone in the group. “The really scary part? They're not the truly dangerous ones...” 
 
    “Who should we be looking at then, Admiral?” asked a female reporter for a major network in the second row. 
 
    “The ones who look like they belong, but sound like the enemies of free people...” replied Steele. 
 
    “I'm not sure I understand, Admiral.” 
 
    “In general; stark hypocrites in positions of power and money. People who propose something grandly beneficent, while in the same breath trying to convince you that giving up your freedoms is worth the reward; tangible or intangible, like safety and security.” 
 
    “That's a lot of people...” said someone from the crowd. 
 
    “Yes it is...” agreed Steele. “Commander Brighton...” called Jack.  
 
    Derrik Brighton stood from his seat to the right of the podium, “Yes Admiral.” 
 
    “Folks, this is Commander Derrik Brighton. He moved to London with his uncle at the age of eighteen. He served and flew with the RAF before joining MI6... He looks like you and me, anyone else you'd meet on the street, wouldn't you agree?” 
 
    A wave of nods passed over the crowd, Steele remaining stoic, “His real name is Colonel Durock Brithauz and he is with the GIS, Galactic Intelligence Service. Some of you may remember his uncle, Professor Walter Edgars. He famously taught history and anthropology at Cambridge University. Walter Edgars also worked for the GIS. The Galactic Intelligence Service is our equivalent of the CIA, MI6, etcetera.” 
 
    “So... you're an alien, eh?” asked a man with a Canadian accent in the front row. 
 
    “Correct,” replied Derrik. “I was not born on Earth. Though my physiology is the same as yours.” He sat back down. 
 
    “How can your physiology be the same?” asked the Canadian. 
 
    “Because, all of humanity across the Universe,” explained Steele, “has come from the same place, moved and transplanted over and over again, across the stars for thousands of years. You will see some differences here and there, adaptations for new environments... Like our Lieutenant Myomerr over there...” he indicated Myomerr sitting elegantly with her legs crossed at the knee, who smiled and waved, her feline fangs showing. 
 
    “So... that's... not a costume or something...” a cameraman stuttered. 
 
    Steele smiled crookedly, glad the broadcast was live and direct so no editing or tampering could be made. “No. And herein lies the danger. Anyone that looks like they belong here on Earth, good or bad, can blend in quickly once they learn the language. They're smarter than you, have more experience than you, and are more advanced than you. And please believe me when I say, they walk among you, and have been for a long time, in nearly all walks of life, good and bad.”  
 
    “Can you name someone we might know?” 
 
    Steele ticked a few on his fingers, “Einstein, Nicola Tesla, Houdini, Amelia Earhart...” 
 
    There was a wave of muttering before it quieted down again. “Was she really lost? Amelia Earhart, I mean...” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “No. She was rescued.” 
 
    There was another wave of muttering before it quieted down again. “Anyone bad?” 
 
    “Hitler, Heinrich Himmler, Joseph Stalin, Pol Pot... there are hundreds, but we're not here to talk about the dead ones...”  
 
    He walked back to the podium. “We're here to talk about the live ones. The evil ones. While investigating the overthrow on Veloria we came across a list of people that were part of the movement involved in the criminal activities of Planetary Subversion, an extremely serious crime in the eyes of the Galactic Courts. It exceeds almost all other crimes because of its ability to cause widespread destruction up to and including planetary extinction level events. Over the last several months, the GIS has continued the investigation after our Task Force mission there was complete. The results produced a much wider list of subversives and criminal ties on a number of planets. One of those planets is Earth.” 
 
    A wave of nervous chatter swept the audience. 
 
    “The investigation is ongoing and continues as we speak. The names of known subversives on Earth are in the e-RIPs you've been issued.” He waved his hand, “You may activate them now, just press the red button on the side.” The little electronic-Report In Progress devices were no bigger than the average watch, producing a scrollable, re-sizable holographic screen. “The e-RIPs will provide you up-to-date information on the capture or elimination of the alien criminals on the list, as well as additions if more discoveries are made. And I don't want you to forget; these people are alien criminal offenders with ties to a vast intergalactic empire of illegal sins. They are here to commit high crimes, treason and despicable acts of piracy. Should anyone have delusions about aiding or abetting someone on that list, they become guilty of collusion and will be tried in the same Galactic Court as those on the list.” 
 
    “This list has hundreds of names on it...” said a reporter in the front row. “Are these all aliens?” 
 
    Commander Derrik Brighton rose from his seat, “I might be able to answer that more completely...” He got a nod from Steele and continued, “At last count there were four-hundred-twenty-seven names on the list. The GIS and MIS estimate that approximately seventy percent of those names are alien operatives, the balance being known collaborators. This additional information was provided by MI6 and the CIA.” 
 
    The reporter held up his e-RIP, “Is this all the aliens on the planet?” 
 
    “No sir. We are not concerned with aliens involved in a society as working, contributing members.” 
 
    “Good Lord! How many of them are there?” 
 
    “I'm sorry, we are not at liberty to discuss that...” replied Derrik. 
 
    “How do we know this is the truth?” asked someone from the center somewhere. 
 
    “Yeah, how do we know this isn't all a ruse to get us to give up all these people?” asked a reporter near the front, waving his e-RIP. 
 
    Steele pursed his lips in thought. “Hmm, well I suppose if I was a member of the media who has been asleep at his job for the last decade or so while the world burned, I might also be skeptical of real news and events that contradicts nearly everything I've been telling people for years. And maybe instead of taking a real look at what's going on around the world, and admitting I hadn't done my job, I'd just dismiss the fact that there's a space armada circling my planet that can turn it into this... Nearly overnight,” he added, switching the holo-screen to the lifeless desert planet, producing a gasp from the audience. He left it there for a moment. “Fortunately, my job is to save it, not destroy it.” He flicked the holo-screen to the fifth planet in the Gedhepp System, “We determined the demise of this planet was a direct result of strip mining...” 
 
    “What happened to its inhabitants?” asked Dr. Michelle Fabry. 
 
    “That is another concern, Doctor,” admitted Jack. “Human trafficking and slaving is common with these criminals. They have little respect for life. It is a simple commodity to be used, bought and sold.” He returned the holo-screen to the blue marble. “Perhaps a better question might be what's in it for me?” 
 
    “What would your answer be, Admiral?” 
 
    Jack leaned forward, his elbows on the podium, “That no matter where I go, no matter what I do, this is where I was born. This is my home. I am an American by birth and I will not stand by while terrorists I have the power to stop, destroy my home. We were too late for Veloria and they have a long recovery in front of them. I don't want to see the same thing happen here. The mission of the GIS, our mission, is to find and arrest these people... We can do it without you, by force, or with you. We would prefer your participation. Helping us, means helping yourselves.” He straightened his posture. “And working with us has its benefits...” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Steele let a knowing smirk escape, “Like a space station that doesn't look like it was cobbled together with remnants from an Erector set and a handful of Tinker Toys, large enough to have its own gravity, sophisticated enough to accept and deliver trade goods to and from the surface and elsewhere about the stars. A station with a mall, nightclubs, recreation, spa and resort. Then of course there's medical technology that takes Earth out of the Stone Age. Communications that don't require tin cups and a wire. Advanced alternate forms of energy... Oh, and of course there's the whole traveling in space thing,” he added with a casual wave of his hand. He found the collective, wide-eyed, silent, deer in the headlights look, satisfying. “Ultimately, Earth could take a leap into the twenty-fifth century in extremely short order. The United Federation of Worlds is extending membership in the Federation, to Earth, with all the benefits that holds, upon completion of this operation.”  
 
    Steele let that sink in and it was quiet for a while, the audience reading through the list of names and photos, low waves of chatter rolling through the audience. 
 
    “Muammar Gaddafi's on the list, he's dead now...” 
 
    Steele looked over his shoulder at Maria who had an e-Pad in her lap. She nodded as she silently updated the file, a wave of chirps washing over the audience as the e-RIPs updated themselves. “If there are more names on that list that are out of date, please let us know so we can make it as accurate as possible,” commented Jack. 
 
    “The president,” someone whispered, “the president's on the list...” 
 
    Another whisperer answered the first, “So is Vladimir Pu...”  
 
    “She's on the list...!” interrupted a man on the far left, standing up, excitedly pointing at a woman in a suit sitting a few seats away. 
 
    Steele shielded his eyes from the lights for a moment, his artificial eye zooming in, recognizing the senator from California. “Ahh, Madame Senator...” he smiled, “It appears we have our first arrest!” He waved a Marine in her direction. 
 
    “This is absurd!” she shouted, “I am a United States Senator! Unhand me!” she shouted as he drew her out of her seat by the arm. “I have diplomatic immunity!” The Marine scanned the back of her neck with something the size of a cell phone, the device chirping as it passed near the translator disk imbedded under her skin. The area filled with chirps as the sea of e-RIPs automatically updated, people clapping. 
 
    “No lady. You don't,” countered Steele. 
 
    “You will address me as Senator!” she screamed, staring at Steele. “I have worked long and hard for that position!” 
 
    “And you've come full circle,” replied Steele. “You have achieved the arguably unenviable position as prisoner of the United Federation of Worlds, Galactic Intelligence Service, for the crime of planetary subversion. You will be further addressed as prisoner 5.1.18.20.8-001,” he replied calmly. “You will want to commit that number to memory.” The Marine took her into custody and guided her through the crowded rows of occupied chairs. Steele pointed toward the brig, “Take our guest to the Polarized Molecular CryoFreeze Suspended Animation Lab...”  
 
    The Senator's face morphed from indignant arrogance to mortified terror. “You can't do this to me!” she screamed. “You don't have jurisdiction here! This isn't a UFW territory...!” 
 
    “You're going to freeze her?” asked a stunned reporter in the front row. 
 
    “Steele laughed, “No, sorry, a little space humor there. Sounded pretty convincing though, right?” Polite laughter spread across the audience. “Did you see what you immediately focused on though?” he continued. “You were more concerned about what would happen to her than what she is guilty of. She so much as admitted her guilt when she stated the UFW has no territory here. How would she know anything about the UFW?” 
 
    “Does it? Have jurisdiction here?” 
 
    “Yes it does...” 
 
    “What will happen to her if she is convicted?” came a voice from several rows back. 
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair, “Most likely death by Molecular Evaporation...” A confused chatter and laughter circulated through the crowd. Jack rubbed his forehead, “Um, no. Sorry, that time I was serious. She's one of the top conspirators, death is the most likely sentence. “I am told it is painless and instantaneous,” he shrugged. “But for someone who has conspired to literally destroy a planet and all of its inhabitants, can you really say she deserves anything less? Remember we're talking about seven billion people, here...” 
 
    “I have a question,” asked a man in uniform standing on the other side, holding up his e-RIP. “Why have you included the press and media in this process?” 
 
    “General,” acknowledged Steele with a nod. “You mean why not just let the military and intelligence community handle it? Because I think you'll find some of their names included on that list. And because every man, woman and child needs to know what evil these criminals have planned for them. They have a right to know. They need to wake up and see what's happening around them. Give them the opportunity to be part of the solution... Give them a chance and a reason to fight for their survival. Maybe some of them have aspirations to be more, travel, explore, join us in space, ensure the freedom of other worlds like ours...” He stepped around the podium and closer to the audience and cameras, “I'm not going to lie to you, we don't expect this to be easy, but we will help you every step of the way.”    
 
    The impeccably dressed blond with the blue eyes rose from her seat, “Dr. Michelle Fabry, Director of Green Bank National Radio Observatory...” 
 
    “I remember, Doctor. What's your question?” 
 
    She looked nervous, uncertain but determined, “I can't speak for the rest of my team because they're not here, but um, I'd like a chance to conduct research from out here. If that's possible?” 
 
    Steele smiled warmly, “I think we can make that happen for you...” 
 
    Flashing red lights and the overhead lighting of the flight deck dimming to pre-launch parameters preceded the blaring alarm klaxon. “Red Alert! All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!” 
 
    TESS units throughout the command staff lit up, their holographic screens popping up over their wearers as they jumped to their feet. Steele's TESS displayed a video inset from the bridge of each of combat ships in the Task Force. He tapped the Revenge, “Mr. Ragnaar, report.” 
 
    “Surface launch, Admiral. Sensors identify it as a Taepodong 2.” 
 
    Captain Paul Smiley appeared at Jack's elbow, “That's a North Korean ICBM.” 
 
    Steele glanced sideways at his CAG officer, “That crazy little bastard's on the list,” he indicated the e-RIP in the palm of his hand. He looked back at TESS' screen trying to ignore the commotion of the clearly frightened audience. “What's the target, Mr. Ragnaar?” 
 
    “Trajectory calculations put the impact in Washington D.C., Admiral. Stand by...” The Lieutenant turned away briefly before turning back, “We've detected another launch...” 
 
    “That little prick has lost his mind...” interrupted Jack. 
 
    “No sir, about six thousand miles from there. A desert country. Iran...?” 
 
    “Another crazy bastard on the list,” interjected Paul. 
 
    “What's the target, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Calculations put the impact near the Mediterranean Sea, Admiral. Tel Aviv...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Evil hides best in the shadows, preferring to work in the darkness.  
 
    It withers and dies when exposed to the bright light of truth for all to see.”  
 
    ~ Vice Admiral Jack Steele 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON D.C. : OVAL OFFICE 
 
    Arms folded across his chest sitting with his feet up on the Resolute Desk, his mood rapidly darkening, the President of the United States watched the live television broadcast with the rest of the world. Which to his dismay, seemed to be on every damned channel. Wind whipped the rain against the windows of the Oval Office behind him, gentle flashes of light rolling through the clouds in the darkened sky, illuminating the silhouette of the Washington Monument in the distance.  
 
    Broken in frustration, the TV's remote control lay scattered in pieces across the surface of the desk. This was not just any desk... Created from timbers of the British Arctic Exploration ship, H.M.S. Resolute, the desk had been given as a gift from Queen Victoria to President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1880. The desk was an illustrative paradigm of British and American history dating back to its roots in 1850. Part of the expedition searching for the missing British explorer, Sir John Franklin in 1852, the ship Resolute was abandoned in 1854 when it became trapped in the shifting and growing Arctic ice. Recovered in 1855 by Captain James Buddington of the American whaling ship George Henry, the Resolute was returned to Queen Victoria in 1856. 
 
    Unfortunately, the man with his feet resting on the ornate hand-carved desk was unconcerned with its beauty, colorful history or significance. It wasn't that he was the first president to ever prop his feet up on the desk, no, it had been used by almost every president since Rutherford, save for Johnson, Nixon and Ford. But he was the first president who was so disconnected from American history, tradition, or culture, that in his eyes it was nothing more than an old piece of furniture. But then again, that's what one might expect from an illegal alien guilty of planetary subversion. And not just any alien, an interstellar criminal. A narcissist so self-centered, so callous, nothing mattered except his own agenda... his mission... something he never shared with anyone - except his Senior Adviser. Even his wife and children didn't know who, or what, he really was. 
 
    The President's Senior Adviser and Executive Press Secretary watched the broadcast with him from one of the pale-yellow sofas near the center of the room. His Senior Adviser sipped her coffee and set the mug back down on the coffee table with a scrutinizing eye studying his reactions to the content of the news conference, “There's got to be something we can do. To stop the broadcast, I mean...”  
 
    The President's eyes never left the screen, “Short of shutting down the entire power grid, no.”  
 
    It wasn't a sarcastic or angry response, it was surprisingly matter-of-fact. It was obvious to her he was concentrating on the broadcast, listening for the unspoken, analyzing everything, thinking ahead. “That's not impossible, we could arrange that...” she observed. 
 
    He glanced over at her, the first time his eyes had left the screen since the broadcast began, a blank, expressionless, uncaring look on his face, “I never said I couldn't...” There seemed to be more he wanted to say but his concentration went back to the news conference. “It wouldn't change anything...” he grumbled. 
 
    “What's our exit strategy?” she probed. 
 
    The President glanced over at his Senior Adviser before shifting his gaze to his Executive Press Secretary. “Give us some privacy...” he said flatly. 
 
    The Press Secretary rose and nodded silently, gathering his notes and suit jacket draped across the arm of the couch before heading toward the door. He wasn't exactly sure what was going on in there and he was pretty certain he didn't want to know.  Closing the door behind him, he nodded to the two Secret Service agents standing in the corridor outside the Oval Office. He hadn't been the Press Secretary for more than six months but he knew enough to know there was something highly secretive going on. And not knowing what it was, meant not having to worry about spilling the beans when he was feeding the press their nearly daily portion of official bullshit.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The President dropped his feet off the desk and stood up stretching his lanky frame, turning his back on the flat screen TV and his Senior Adviser, “I don't have an exit strategy...” 
 
    “You mean, we, don't you?” she snapped. 
 
    “Whatever,” he grumbled, waving his hand dismissively. He moved to the window and watched the rain fall on the south lawn, his hands stuffed into his pockets. 
 
    She stood up and smoothed her tailored navy blue skirt, “Maybe you should have spent less time vacationing and more time concentrating on the job!” she replied sharply. 
 
    He spun around angrily, “Get off my back you shrew,” he pointed at her. “Who knew these people would be so damned hard to motivate...”  
 
    “You underestimated them...” 
 
    “I didn't underestimate anything dammit, I followed the plan. If it's anyone's fault, it's theirs,” he waved at the ceiling. “They're the ones who created the plan. And who expected the UFW to show up?” He thumbed at the broadcast on the flat screen, “This asshole Steele has screwed everything... The Council couldn't have warned us?”  
 
    “Oh stop whining,” she waved, “and let's try to figure out how to get out of this mess.” 
 
    The President leaned with both hands on the Resolute Desk and glared at her, “Have you forgotten you're talking to the President of the United States?” 
 
    She stood defiantly with her hands on her hips, “You've gotten far too attached to this role... And have you forgotten you're talking to a superior...” 
 
    “SIR!” The door of the Oval Office burst open from the corridor, a flood of Secret Service agents pouring into the room. “We have to go, Mr. President...” 
 
    The President straightened up, “What? Why? What's going on?” 
 
    “NORAD, sir.  There's been a nuclear launch...” Two men rounded the desk another sealed the room from the corridor. A hidden door opened in a wall to reveal a narrow, dimly lit corridor, an agent holding it open motioning everyone inside. 
 
    “Renegade secure,” announced one of the agents, talking into his sleeve. “Bonus, Dear Abby secure. Exit route; Underground Railroad.” 
 
    “Let's go Mr. President,” said one of the agents guiding him towards the secret exit. “We don't have much time. You too, ma'am,” he waved. 
 
    The President grabbed his suit jacket off of the back of his chair before he was escorted through the doorway and into the narrow corridor. “Who... what...” 
 
    “North Korea, sir. D.C. is the target.” 
 
    “What about my girls? They're shopping...” 
 
    “The second detail has your family, sir. They will be taking a different exit and will meet up with us later.” 
 
    “The football, who has the football?” asked the Senior Adviser. 
 
    An agent pointed the way as the corridor slanted downward and took a turn, “Meeting us at the train, ma'am.” 
 
    “The V.P.?” 
 
    “Iowa, ma'am. He's secure.” 
 
    “Can't we just shoot it down?” asked the President. 
 
    “NORAD said all our satellites are hobbled, 20th Space Control is basically blind.” 
 
    “Dammit. How much time do we have?” 
 
    The agent checked his watch, “Twenty-five minutes. Strategic Air Command has launched assets...” 
 
    “I don't understand, wouldn't the Situation Room be safe?” The President allowed himself to be steered past an elevator, into another downward sloping corridor.  
 
    “Separation of assets, Mr. President. The COG System has been activated, we can't keep all our eggs in one basket.” 
 
    “I'm going to pretend you didn't just refer to me as an egg...” frowned the President. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Taking an ancient elevator in a crisis, no matter how well maintained, is begging for trouble. The Secret Service opted for the ten flights of stairs to the lower level. That delivered them to the train platform over a hundred feet below the White House; the air  damp and heavy, musty, smelling of earth and rock, some of the walls slick with moisture. A two-car train sat on one of two sets of tracks; silver, bullet-shaped at both ends so the engineer could drive in either direction, a tunnel heading in both directions disappearing into the darkness. 
 
    Two men in suits stood on the platform, one carrying a bulky leather satchel, the other the engineer who disappeared inside as soon as he saw the group approaching from the opening in the natural rock wall at the far end of the platform. The agent carrying the nuclear football glanced at his watch and waved them inside, “Hurry, hurry, we've only got about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    The inside of the train was well appointed with comfortable loungers, and well equipped, like the rail version of Air Force One. As soon as the doors closed, the train began to move, the electric engines humming as it eased away from the platform. “Hello everyone, this is the engineer, please find a seat so I can bring her up to speed...” 
 
    The President chose a forward-facing chair and leaned back, “We're cutting this a little close, aren't we?” 
 
    The agent sitting in the chair beside his waved at the train around them, “She does nearly ninety at speed and we'll descend another hundred feet or so. We'll be about twenty miles out and under about two-hundred feet of concrete, rock, and earth, Mr. President. We'll be perfectly safe.” 
 
    “How long...?” 
 
    “We'll be at the Greenbrier Hotel in about two hours. We may experience periods of communications blackout as we make the run, but the Greenbrier is fully equipped with a Situation Room, bunker and complete accommodations for over a thousand people...” 
 
    The President's Adviser cocked her head to one side, “I thought the Greenbrier was no longer in service...” 
 
    The lead Agent grimaced, “Some clown from the Washington Post wrote an article and blew the cover of the bunker in 1992. President H. W. Bush ordered it decommissioned shortly after that. In 2001, President G. W. Bush invested twenty million dollars and ordered it silently reactivated shortly after 9-11... It was ready for use by the end of 2002.” 
 
    “But I thought they held tours through the bunker...” commented the Senior Adviser. 
 
    “They do,” he replied, “but only a small portion of the bunker has ever been open to the public, it's immense. The rest of it has been updated. It's secure, stocked and ready for use; hidden in plain sight. G. W. took a gamble and it paid off.” 
 
    Holding on to his communications console against the train's acceleration, the agent manning that station turned in his seat, “There's been another launch...” 
 
    “Who?” asked the President. 
 
    “Iran. They're targeting Israel.” 
 
    “Hmm,” grunted the President, looking neither surprised or disturbed, “Bibi's going to have to deal with it himself; we've got our own issues...” 
 
    The President's Senior Adviser indicated the leather satchel containing the nuclear football, “Is it time to consider North Korea's punishment?” Her lips and eyes held a hint of a smile to anyone who could read her face. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    AGERON PASS SYSTEM: DEEP BLACK, SCAVENGER TWO : ONCE UPON A TIME 
 
    Cheriska Skye's Kondor wasn't a pretty ship with all its rust, wear, age and dents but it was purposeful. A salvage reclaimer was never built to be stylish, fast or particularly comfortable, it was built to do recovery and salvage work, sometimes in unfriendly territory. Extendable gantry arms, claws, heavy armor, it was an ungainly, clumsy looking beast of a craft... but it got the job done. Scavenger Two had served its previous owner reliably for many years before Cheriska won it in a high-stakes Ruge game... and now it served her; unlike her smaller, Scavenger One, which seemed to spend more time in the hanger eating up her spare parts resources than out in space making her money. She never did tell her clone sister, Cheriska Too, whether she had won the card game fair and square or not.  
 
    It wasn't that she was trying to keep it secret, it's just that Too had a somewhat different view on certain things, whereas Cheriska was, let's just say, morally flexible when it came to business and acquisitions. She never cheated an honest man, but a man trying to take advantage of her... or cheating at cards, well, he was open game. Especially if he tried to cheat at her game, on her home turf. That was just stupid. 
 
    Sitting in the Kondor's command chair, Cheriska reached to her left and backed the ship's throttle down, angling toward the marker on her navscreen of the abandoned party yacht. The Kondor's small bridge sat three crew members; captain, first officer and navigator, but for the run from Rikovik's Reef to Ageron Pass and back, it was hardly necessary. She reached over to the empty first officer's chair and turned one of the monitors toward her so she could watch the recovery cameras. There were no fancy holo-screens, either on the command chairs or a big view screen. Just cockpit glass and flat-screen monitors. It was simple but everything worked and that's what counted. 
 
    She keyed her comm, “Coming up on target, Mouse. You about ready?” 
 
    Mouse's seven-foot frame barely fit in the chair for the gantry crane command station. “Got it, Boss. Gantry on line, arm live...” came the voice over her headset. 
 
    “Hold on Mouse...” Cheriska zoomed in on her left screen, inspecting the damage on the yacht. “Eeew,” she breathed. 
 
    “What's that?” came his voice in her headset again. 
 
    Cheriska's mind ran through a slew of possibilities and results. “Nothing, Mouse. Listen, stow the claw, we'll only crush this thing...” 
 
    “That'll make it easier to fit into the hold...” he joked. 
 
    “I don't want scrap, Mouse, I want parts.” 
 
    “I'm looking at this thing, boss, I don't see parts, I see scrap. Let's just stuff it and go.”  
 
    “Use the capture net, Mouse.” 
 
    “Aww, I hate that damn thing...” 
 
    “Net it, Mouse.”  
 
    His mic was open when he groaned in exasperation. “Alright, fine. Stowing the arm.” 
 
    Cheriska knew how much he loved the claw; a giant robotic arm that could cut, chew, crush, dismember, hold and manipulate. A perfect man-toy, what's not to love? The net on the other hand, would gently capture the wreck and pull it against the hull of the Kondor like a cocoon, where it would stay until they got back to the hangar at Deep Black.  
 
    It took her over two months to get approval from the Syndicate to salvage the yacht; they were more than happy to leave it where it drifted. But truthfully it was a navigation nuisance. And since it had passed the time-frame for abandonment, she could have legally scooped it up at her leisure. But she had to live with the Syndicate on Rikovik's Reef, it was wisest not to step on anyone's toes... especially since the Syndicate weren't folks overly concerned whether something was legal or not. 
 
    “A little closer, Boss, I'm still out of range.” 
 
    Cheriska acknowledged Mouse and crabbed the Kondor slowly parallel with the crippled yacht, watching the recovery screen over on the first officers seat. When the capture markers lit green she nudged the handle of the maneuvering jets to bring the ship to a stop, “Looks good, Mouse.” 
 
    “Got it, Boss, firing net...”   
 
    From her place on the bridge, Cheriska could barely hear the air-propelled rockets as they launched from the Kondor's hull, towing the net as it unraveled from its spool. She watched on the monitor as Mouse steered the rockets around the wreck, wrapping the net around it. 
 
    “Got it snagged.” 
 
    “Good, reel it in...” she replied over the comm. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    With the yacht snugged in against the Kondor's hull, Cheriska gently spun the ship around and headed back toward the Genesis Gate for Rikovik's Reef, leaving the camera monitor on so she could keep an eye on her external cargo. Her headset chirped, “Say Boss, you've been up there for quite a while, you tired? You want me to fly for a spell?” 
 
    She thumbed the comm button on her flight stick, “No I'm fine, Mouse. Get some rest, I'll call you if I need a break.”  Her keypad pipped as she set the coordinates for Rikovik's Reef while the Kondor approached the gate, the swirling colors of the jump event reaching out toward her, lacy tendrils of energy dancing across her ship. Properly aligned to the gate, she released the controls and let the ship fly itself, stretching her arms and legs from her seat. She relaxed and let her head nestle back against the headrest. Her fingers tapped across her console, pulling up communications, selecting a broadcast frequency. “Scavenger Two - Scavenger Two...” she waited for an acknowledgment and tried again. “This is Scavenger Two...” 
 
    “Scavenger Two, this is Deep Black, go ahead.” 
 
    “We're on our way back.” 
 
    “Did you make the pickup?” 
 
    “Yep. All in one piece, we netted it...” 
 
    “I bet Mouse loved that...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The seemingly endless, satiny, translucent silver lining of the jump tunnel made Cheriska's eyelids heavy, the only feel of motion a gentle ripple here and there or a muted and blurred star, passing outside the tunnel. With the ship's navigation computer doing its thing, linked to the auto-cruise system, there seemed no harm in closing her eyes for a minute. The engines droned on, a persistent rattle somewhere fading into grayness... 
 
    The warm touch on her bare hand raised her consciousness level, producing an image in her mind's eye of Mouse at her side on the bridge. “Watcha need, Mouse...” she mumbled nearly incoherently, her eyes still closed, on the edge of REM sleep. 
 
    “You should probably wake now, young lady... We need to talk.”  
 
    The unfamiliar voice was deep and mellow, producing a jolt of panic, shocking her awake as the realization came that someone was holding her hand. Plagued by the fog of sleep, her mind fought to get her bearings and make sense of her surroundings. The man sitting next to her in the dark gray cloak, a hood obscuring much of his face, held her hand. Realizing she was no longer dreaming, her fight-or-flight response attempted to launch her out of her command chair for fighting room as her hands simultaneously searched her body for her pulse pistol. The jarring result was her painfully bouncing against the loose straps of her flight harness, producing a labored grunt as she bounced back into her seat.  
 
    Panic took over and she clawed at the harness release, stringing together an impressive array of choice epithets so foul, it would make most salvage men blush. Successfully releasing herself from the straps, she launched herself free from her seat only to realize his hand still firmly gripped her wrist, her free hand searching frantically for the absent pulse pistol that was usually strapped to her waist.  
 
    “Easy child, you have nothing to fear...” His free hand reached forward, covering her hand as he gradually released his grip on her wrist, letting her arm slide free so they were hand in hand; where he kept her firmly but without force. “Calm... no fear... deep breath.” She blinked mechanically, drawing in deeply, an energy of calm washing over her. “Now,” he glanced at her console, “I fear you may have upset something, you may want to check it.” 
 
    Cheriska shot a glance over her shoulder out through the Kondor's windshield, the errant ship approaching the shimmering silver lining of the jump tunnel. “Shit!” she exclaimed, pulling her hand free and diving into her command seat. Grabbing the flight controls, she wrestling the ship back on course. Satisfied, she reset the navigation and auto-cruise systems. “By the Gods, that was close...” she sighed. Snapping back to the present, she turned angrily toward her visitor, “Who are you and just how the hellion did you get on my ship? What are you doing on my bridge? What do you want? Why are you here...?” 
 
    “Voorlak...” he replied calmly, ignoring the avalanche of questions. 
 
    “What?” she blurted incredulously.  
 
    “Who I am... Voorlak.” 
 
    She blinked hard and waved her arms expressively, “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” 
 
    The bridge door slid open with a squeak, disappearing into the bulkhead and Mouse strolled in carrying a large mug of coffee, “Though you might like this... Who were you talking to?” 
 
    Cheriska rotated her seat to accept the coffee, doing a quick check over her shoulder at the empty second officer's seat. “Uhh... You must be hearing things, big man.” 
 
    Mouse glanced in the direction she had looked and only saw the camera monitor showing the yacht nestled in the net. He shrugged and shook his head, “Ok... let me know if you need a break.” He turned and walked out the way he came, the door sliding closed again, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Perhaps she had imagined the entire thing... 
 
    “As I was saying...” continued Voorlak, reappearing in the seat. 
 
    Cheriska jumped in her command chair, nearly spilling the hot coffee, “Dammit,” she hissed angrily, “what the hellion are you?” 
 
    “Let me tell you a little story,” he began, a snifter of Diterian Brandy in his hand. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Cheriska Skye waved her hand, “Wait a minute, wait a minute, are we talking fairy tales or real life?” 
 
    Voorlak broke into a subtle smile, his brandy snifter paused in mid-air, “Excuse the embellishment my dear, but I find it puts a certain whimsy into a tale. Yes, this is a true story...” He sipped the warm, crimson liquid before continuing. “Many years ago there were two brothers...” 
 
    “How many years ago?” 
 
    “A lifetime ago...” 
 
    Cheriska eyed the old man, his features hidden in the shadows of his cloak. “Your lifetime or mine?” 
 
    Voorlak sighed, “Older than yours, considerably younger than mine. May I proceed?” 
 
    “Please,” she nodded. 
 
    “The brothers; Leõn and Alfano, were born of the same parents, raised in the same household but could not have grown up more different from one another. Leõn was a strong natural leader; his vision was to help people in all walks of life. His brother, Alfano, was an industrious, self-centered young man, more interested in fame and fortune than the welfare of others. And to the dismay of his parents, a depraved womanizer.” 
 
    “What about Leõn?” asked Cheriska. 
 
    “A refined gentleman capable of great charity. To the absolute delight of his parents and grandparents, he became the antithesis of his brother, marrying a delightful young woman and having three wonderful children.” 
 
    “How nice,” commented Cheriska rather offhandedly. She sipped her coffee and glanced at her instruments, “But I don't see what it has to do with me.”  
 
    “Presumptuous of you to think this story was about you...” 
 
    She looked at him sideways, annoyed. “Well I assumed since you're sitting on my bridge, appearing from who-knows-where, to tell me a story, that it just might have something to do with me! Otherwise what's the point?”  
 
    “You're quite right, of course,” he smiled. “But I need to tell the story in its entirety for you to understand the significance...”  
 
    Cheriska rolled her eyes, “I suppose.” How long was this story? How much of this am I going to have to endure? Couldn't he just get to the point? 
 
    “Patience my dear. It will all be clear by the end of the story...” 
 
    Using her best Ruge face, she tried not to react. Did he just read my thoughts? 
 
    Voorlak took a sip of the dark red liquid from his snifter. “I am quite sure we'll be finished before your hair turns gray...”  
 
    Cheriska's eyes widened, “Hey, stop that!” she pointed at him, “Get out of my mind.” 
 
    “Evolutionary hazard, I'm afraid,” he apologized. “May I continue?” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment and scratched her head, “Yes... just stay out of my head.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” he nodded. “Let's see, where was I...? Ah yes... When King Toberus passed the crown to Leõn, the oldest of his two sons, Prince Alfano was, to say the least, disquieted with the King's decision. Alfano felt he was better suited for the position and he set out to prove it. Unfortunately, he lacked the personal integrity... to be perfectly honest, he had the morals of a jackal. A jackal that had the reproductive urges of a rabbit.” 
 
    “Sounds like he had tremendous potential.” Cheriska raised an eyebrow and glanced at the Ancient sideways, “Sarcasm...” 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” he replied. “In between Alfano's entrepreneurial efforts and his quest to make the new King Leõn look bad in their father's eyes, his rampant debauchery produced a daughter with one unfortunate woman and later, two sons with another. Being part of the royal family gave him undeserved legitimacy, allowing him to garner investors for his endeavors he would never have gotten otherwise. Terribly self-important and forever busy with his affairs of business and the flesh, he had no time or desire to devote to unwanted children, especially a female. Not that it was much better for his sons but at least he didn't kill their mother...” 
 
    Cheriska shot him a glance, “He killed the mother of his daughter?” 
 
    “Quite. As an unwed mother she had the audacity to ask for some support for her daughter and in a rage he killed her. Unfortunately, it was never proven and he went on with his life.  
 
    “Oh my... What happened to the daughter?” 
 
    “I'll get to that,” he waved. “King Toberus who was still alive at the time, was rather relieved that the Peacekeepers couldn't produce enough evidence as it would have reflected badly on the royal family. But Toberus knew the truth, he wasn't a stupid man. As a result, he wrote an edict that prevented Alfano from ever holding a royal or governmental position.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    Voorlak sipped his brandy. “Yes. But of course, well deserved...” 
 
    “No argument there,” agreed Cheriska, finding herself drawn into the story. “What happened to the sons?” 
 
    “The royal family, aware of their situation, took it upon themselves to make sure the boys had a good life and a good education. Both of them became pilots as adults. But I'm getting ahead of myself...” 
 
    “The daughter?” 
 
    Voorlak patted her hand, “Soon, soon... As the boys grew up with the children of the royal family, Alfano was busy building an industrial and mining empire. But he never forgot what King Toberus did and he forever held it against King Leõn after Toberus passed, because Leõn refused to rescind the edict. Alfano began funneling his substantial finances out of the economy and transferring them off-world to avoid taxation and did whatever he could to stunt the economic growth of the monarchy.” 
 
    “Like what?” inquired Cheriska. 
 
    “Inciting unrest. Using his substantial financial standings, he influenced public opinion, competed with local businesses in a way to damage their profitability, and sapped the economy by importing illegal off-world foreigners to overtax the government. Using his influence, he managed to bribe a few select government officials and even one of King Leõn's core advisers. Once he accomplished that, he was able to influence the King's decisions.” 
 
    “But why? For what purpose?” Cheriska up-ended her coffee mug and drained what was left. 
 
    “Revenge. Alfano wanted to destroy the royal family and take over...” 
 
    “By the Gods...” whispered Cheriska. “That's truly evil...” 
 
    “Not as evil as what he did to the weaker of his two sons. One was strong-willed, the other was a follower, more impressionable. It is unconfirmed, but it is believed he convinced this young man to murder two of the King's children to prevent an heir from being present. Remember these were children who all grew up together...” 
 
    “Despicable,” breathed Cheriska, pulling on her lower lip. “Wait, I thought you said Leõn had three children.” 
 
    Voorlak tilted his head, stroking his gray beard, “He did. But the oldest daughter had gone missing and was presumed dead. Pirates. Which was convenient and a perfect cover for the murder of the other two. I cannot fathom what torture it must have been for that young man to murder his childhood friends; a truly flawed individual with a fractured mind. Alfano had done some serious psychological damage to that young man.” 
 
    Cheriska's mind was doing its best to put all the pieces together. 
 
    “No,” joked Voorlak, “you are not the King's missing daughter.” 
 
    It was only wishful thinking but it was on the tip of her mind. “You said you weren't going to do that...” she pointed. 
 
    “I didn't have to my dear, it was all over your face.” Cheriska harrumphed and the old man continued, “Assaulted from many sides, the economy finally collapsed, the government was overrun, and the King and Queen were assassinated, never knowing the fate of their children, leaving the entire planet in chaos.”  
 
    “Not much to take over, then,” commented Cheriska. 
 
    “No there wasn't,” admitted the Ancient. “But then again, Alfano never realized his dream. He never witnessed the culmination of his grand plan, having disappeared several years beforehand. Of course, once all the machinations were set in motion, much of it carried on by its own momentum...” 
 
    Cheriska's eyes went wide, “So it was all for nothing?” 
 
    “More or less. Although in the wisdom of the Universe, for every action there is a reaction and nothing is ever truly lost, but merely recycled. We are left to reflect on the past and remain vigilant to avoid repeating the ills and mistakes of those before us.” 
 
    She shrugged, staring intently at him with one sparkling blue eye and one green eye. “OK, you lost me.” 
 
    The old man's brandy snifter was suddenly full again, “You can take from something negative and make it positive. You want to avoid taking something positive and creating something negative...” 
 
    “Yeah, OK, that didn't help...” 
 
    “When Alfano disappeared, his money sat in limbo for some time before the financial institution had to account for the ownership or pay some rather massive penalties on it. The FreeRanger banks operate differently than those of the UFW...” 
 
    “Oh, I'm well aware of that,” commented Cheriska with a look of distaste. 
 
    “So,” continued Voorlak, “unable to locate Alfano, and confirm his existence, they began to seek out his next of kin...”  
 
    She watched him intently, hanging on every word. “His sons...” 
 
    “No, they were born later,” corrected the old man. “You were the first born. And since your mother was dead, the money was to go to...” 
 
    Cheriska blinked, motionless, her mind trying to absorb and process that information. “That's not possible,” she blurted, shaking her head. “My mother is still alive!” 
 
    “Rafaella is not your mother, child. She is your aunt; the sister of your mother. She rescued you from an orphanage on Darius a couple years after your mother's death. It took that long for her to find out and get to you.” 
 
    “I was never in an orphanage...”  
 
    Voorlak bowed his head momentarily, “I'm afraid your memory of anything in your life before living with your aunt and uncle was cleared and rewritten with more pleasant events.” He stroked his beard, “Rafaella felt the trauma of your mother's murder and abandonment at the orphanage was best buried.” 
 
    “But, but, money... I've made my own money. I busted my ass for it,” she replied defiantly. 
 
    “And there is no doubt you've done well for yourself...” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    Voorlak pulled at his beard, he knew he had to disclose everything. “But... you didn't do it alone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she said angrily, her brow knitting. 
 
    “Cheriska Too has been a great partner...” he commented. 
 
    Cheriska nodded, her expression softening, “Well yes, of course. My sister has been wonderful. Mother had her cloned from me because my parents couldn't have any more children. We were rather well off and mother wanted me to have a sibling...”  
 
    “Cheriska Too handles your inventory, transactions, investments, banking and finances for all your businesses,” offered the old man. “And you handle the personnel, product acquisitions and hands-on operations...” 
 
     “Yes...” she replied, curious as to where this was going. 
 
    “And you've never seen the statements, reports or accounts.” 
 
    “I've never had to...” she frowned. 
 
    “What do you estimate as your holdings?” 
 
    Cheriska's eyes dropped to her instrument panel, not really seeing it, her mind trying to construct an educated evaluation. “Businesses, inventory and accounts...” She looked back up, “About fifty-million credits... When we started, mother and father gave us a couple million credits to start us out...” 
 
    Voorlak took a measured sip of his Diterian Brandy, the warm liquid slipping down his throat. He shook his head slowly, “No dear, your aunt and uncle are ordinary people; not poor, but certainly not rich enough to provide you with that kind of capitol for your ventures. The money is yours and always has been. You started with nearly fifty-million. Your mother released the remaining contents of the funds abandoned by Alfano, to start you out. It had been assembled into a trust for you by the bank. Your current financial standing exceeds three-hundred-million.” 
 
    Cheriska looked at him blankly, seeing his mouth move, hearing the sound but not totally comprehending his words, “What?” she said flatly. 
 
    “More than three-hundred-million credits. Cheriska Too's creation was a condition required by the bank releasing the funds to your aunt and uncle, as a guardian ad litem loyal only to you, to protect you. Cheriska Too provided them with an agreed-upon stipend to assist them financially through your childhood with a lump sum payoff to sustain them when you left on your own as an adult...” 
 
    “Wait,” waved Cheriska, “Too was created when I was about seven years old. How at that age, could she be my guardian?”  
 
    “Cheriska Too is a biodroid,” he replied matter-of-factly. “Part you, part android programmed to protect your legal and financial interests. She acted like you, as a child, but she had the intellect and maturity of an adult. She needed to in order to be able to properly handle your affairs and representation. Biologically, she grew as you grew...” 
 
    Cheriska pulled up communications on her console, selecting a broadcast frequency. “Scavenger Two - Scavenger Two...” she called, activating a screen for a videolink. 
 
    Cheriska Too appeared on the screen, “Scavenger Two, this is Deep Black, go ahead.” 
 
    “Too, what is our net worth?” 
 
    Cheriska Too didn't blink or react. “You've never asked that before, is everything alright?” 
 
    “Everything is fine.” 
 
    Too nodded. “Of all our combined ventures?”  
 
    “Yes, Too. For everything. An exact amount if you know.” 
 
    “Three-hundred-seventeen-million, six-hundred-eighty-three-thousand. That of course reflects property and inventory values based on today's market rates,” answered Cheriska Too without hesitation.  
 
    Cheriska found herself short of breath, having to inhale deeply as she sat back against her command chair, vaguely aware of Voorlak in her peripheral vision. “You didn't even have to look that up... how do you know that?” 
 
    “I recalculate our financial standing twice a day at open and close of the market because it varies. That figure was at opening of today's market.” 
 
    Cheriska was feeling tunnel vision, “You are a biodroid?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Cheriska had already known, but the confirmation was like a slap in the face. “Why... Why... Why didn't you ever tell me?” 
 
    Cheriska Too shrugged, “You never asked, I assumed you knew. It was not my place to tell you, I thought mother had explained it. I'm sorry if it distresses you... I am still your clone-sister...” 
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 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    TERRAN SYSTEM : UFW CARRIER CONQUEST 
 
    Chase Holt was barely aware of Karen's hand in his as they sat through the news conference on the Conquest's flight deck. The news conference, something else he was barely aware of. The rivet pattern on the steel floor in front of his feet blurred as his mind raced backwards, a week, two weeks, a month, two months; replaying history. He wondered if there was anything he could have changed, decisions that he could have made differently that would have impacted this outcome. 
 
    A couple months ago he was a man with a comfortable life, a career, a home. Penny; he hadn't thought about her for some time, was she alive or dead? He hoped that if she indeed survived, she would have a quiet, happy life ahead of her. Pam, Karen's roommate and best friend caught a bullet from the MIBs, her life senselessly snuffed out. Would it have been him if it wasn't her? Jesse... who was in many ways still just a kid; cut in half by a .50 cal sniper round. He deserved better than that. Chase was convinced that round was meant for him and some errant desert air currents played with the sniper's first attempt. Fate? Destiny? In retrospect, the poor bastard had no idea the shitstorm of hurt he'd released upon himself and his assault team...  
 
    Chase knew what he was dealing with; survivors remorse. Guilt. It was the same when he came back from the sandbox. In fact, it's why he went back. Twice. It was easier to deal with when surrounded by your own. Your brothers. After the third tour, he was just numb. But it got to a point where nothing mattered anymore; life, death, living day-to-day as a drone. He was burned out, he couldn't go back anymore. 
 
    Ultimately, he knew what it was and how to deal with it but that didn't make it any easier. Trying to make sense out of the organized chaos that was combat, whether you were an active participant or not, was pure folly. Trying to decipher the reasons for death or survival in the aftermath were just as futile... but that didn't stop him from trying. It was only natural, he knew that too. The only relief would come with distance, time, letting go. It never went away completely, no, those were the things that stayed with you for life, faded but indelible. He wasn't to a point yet where it didn't rest uneasily in his mind; he could push it off only if he was busy or occupied. But up here in space... space... that was not an easy concept... his mind had too much time to replay history, to feed on itself. 
 
    The only good that came out of this God-awful mess was Karen. His nearly imperceptible involuntary squeeze on her hand earned him a warm, loving glance that he was too lost in his thoughts to notice. She would know he was off in his own world and let him be. Karen turned out to be a lot tougher than he would have ever expected; resilient, accepting, flexible, adaptable. Her ability to cope with circumstances and go with the flow was remarkable. He wondered why he was having such a difficult time. Dan Murphy and Dancing Rain seemed to have accepted this all in stride as well. Hell, Dan was in his glory.  
 
    Chase mentally shook his head. Over a beer he told Dan Murphy he really wanted to see a UFO like the one Dan had seen on the beach near Steele's house and Dan had warned him to be careful what he wished for. Holt wanted to see one, not be in one, he reflected. Maybe it all came back to what he'd lost - everything - but that didn't seem to bother the others so much. His German Shepherd, Allie, nudged his free hand and he scratched her ears without breaking free of his internal conversation. 
 
    Steele seemed to be truly at home in his new surroundings, displaying a love for both, his natural born home and space with equal vigor...  
 
    His mind rewound an earlier conversation sitting in the Officers' Club; Chase had cut into his steak, “So why did you come back here, Jack?” 
 
    Steele looked up from his plate, “To check on my folks.” He waved an empty fork, “we were in the neighborhood,” he joked. 
 
    It was all so casual, all so normal for Jack. For all the times they'd discussed UFOs, NASA, aliens, conspiracies and space flight back in what he'd have to consider the good old days, Chase never really considered that some of what they were discussing was actually real. Now to find out that space was teeming with alien societies... that Earth was just a speck on a very big map to be visited or conquered... It was a lot to wrap one's head around. The whole aliens living on Earth thing was another one of those holy shit realizations. He admired the ease at which Steele had adapted to it all. And become an Admiral? What the hell was that? How the hell does that even happen...? 
 
    Steele accepted the drink from the waitress with a polite nod, turning back to Chase and Dan sitting across the table as she handed them their drinks. He waited until she left. “Being in the right place at the right time,” Jack said casually. “Timing is everything.” 
 
    “Does being a smartass have anything to do with it?” prodded Dan Murphy, stirring his drink with a wry smile. 
 
    Steele shrugged with a grin, “It doesn't hurt.” 
 
    Chase frowned, skeptical. “Seriously dude?” he countered. 
 
    “Look,” said Steele leaning in, “maybe it was different for me, I kinda always knew this was out here. I felt it, dreamed about it all my life. It turns out I was right. You can call it luck, you can call it premonition, predestined fate...” 
 
    “What's your point?” motioned Chase. 
 
    “My point,” replied Steele pointing his drink's swizzle stick in Chase's direction, “I had a head start. I won't lie, it was still a shock, sure, but I was more accepting of it. I didn't feel out of place. For me it was an exciting new adventure. Put the shock behind you, Chase. Get past it. Man, I can see you're fascinated - let that take over. Join the adventure.” He leaned back, “Aren't you guys famous for saying, improvise, adapt, overcome?” 
 
    “That's the Marines,” replied Chase with a smirk. “I was a Ranger, we say, Rangers lead the way!” 
 
    “Then fucking lead,” encouraged Jack in a low tone.  
 
    “And do what, exactly?” gestured Chase, his open palms up. “Help me out here...” 
 
    “It's a big universe, buddy. Opportunities will present themselves in ways you cannot begin to fathom yet. You've got the stones and the brains, be alert enough to recognize them for what they are...” 
 
    “I'd rather go back home and have my old life back.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I'd like to be twenty-one again and know what I know now,” rebuffed Jack without missing a beat. He sipped his drink, “Ain't gonna happen my friend.” 
 
    Steele had a genuine, honest way about him, with a command presence that imparted trust and seemed to cut through the bullshit without apology or malice. There was something about the ease in which he conducted himself, the way he treated people that prompted Dan to comment; “Steele could piss on your head and you'd automatically think it was because your hair was on fire...” 
 
    Then there was the other side; the guy you didn't want to cross. The one who would stroll through the gates of hell just to set your face on fire for having the lack of common sense or bad luck of fucking with him. 
 
    Chase wanted to adapt. He wanted to find a way to fit in and feel comfortable... he just couldn't picture what that was going to look like. At least not yet. He was used to being that guy. The guy with the answers and the plan, the backup plan and a handful of contingency plans. This didn't remotely fit anything he prepared for. Maybe it was denial of where Steele was really at all this time, or what Dan had seen and experienced, but suddenly finding one's self out in space wasn't on his chart of things to prepare for. In any event, he felt that whatever happened, he could count on Karen to be there with him.  
 
    He felt a squeeze on his hand that bought things rushing back in at him, the past fading into the background of voices and noise. A cacophony of sounds brought him mechanically to his feet even as his thoughts dropped away, surrounded by Dan, Rain, Kathy and officers of the Conquest...  
 
    One word stood out above the rest, “Did somebody say nukes?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Vice Admiral Jack Steele stepped away from the podium and urgently waved Lisa to his side, turning his back on the audience and news cameras. 
 
    “Talk to me,” she said, getting close. 
 
    Steele glanced around, “I need you to keep these people occupied. I don't care how you do it; maybe tell them about flying in a fighter, show them some flight videos of the systems we've been through. Or you could even take them to the galley and feed them. But don't release the satellites. We want to maintain control of the signals...” 
 
    “Won't we lose viewers?”  
 
    Steele pinched his lower lip for a moment, “Not if we have communications play an InterGal News broadcast until we get this handled and get back on the air...” 
 
    The holo-screen on Jack's eGo-H popped into existence floating above the unit that encircled his wrist. The Tactical Engine Synthetic Service animated character, TESS, appeared on screen. “Admiral,” she began in a very human female voice, “the bridge is forwarding a communication from Red Flight Leader...” TESS's image shrunk and moved to one side, Commander Dar Sloan's face appearing from the cockpit of his Lancia fighter. 
 
    “Admiral, we've got incoming; two birds. I don't recognize them and there's no computer ident of any kind...” 
 
    “Where are they coming from, Commander?” asked Steele. 
 
    “The surface, sir. I was pretty sure I remember you saying your planet didn't have any spacecraft to speak of.” 
 
    “NASA shuttles...” countered Jack, “but I thought the program was canceled.” 
 
    Eavesdropping, Chase Holt trotted over from where he'd been standing. “The shuttle program is dead, Jack. They might be X-37B Spaceplanes, we saw two of them leave Area 51.” He pointed at the holographic screen, “What do they look like?” 
 
    Steele grabbed the corner of the free-floating hologram and turned the screen toward Chase, as Commander Dar Sloane shared the target's profile provided by his fighter's computer. Chase nodded, “Yeah, that's an X-37B alright. They're unmanned but they're not unarmed. I don't think they could offer any real threat to your fighters though...” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, “What kind of weapons do they have?” 
 
    “As far as we know, it's a smaller version of the lasers you guys destroyed on the ground. Templar Commandery's intel says it was developed to take out enemy satellites.” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “I wonder if they're thinking of using them against those nukes...” 
 
    Chase shook his head, “No idea if they're capable of that or not...” 
 
    Jack went back to TESS's screen, “Commander, give them a wide berth but keep an eye on them. Keep us apprised.” 
 
    “Aye, Admiral. Red Leader out.” His face vanished and the screen closed on its own, disappearing. 
 
    Steele slapped his friend on the shoulder, “Chase, you're with me...” Heading to the elevators, Jack waved at Commander Derrik Brighton, the GIS, Galactic Intelligence Service agent whose real name was Colonel Durock Brithauz. He called him by the name he knew him best; “Mr. Brighton...!”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Side by side, Fritz and Allie trotted effortlessly to keep up with their human's long hurried strides, heading up the corridor toward the bridge of the Conquest. Vice Admiral Steele was absorbed in thought, torn between the press conference and the fact that the surface of Earth had taken that moment to erupt in random acts of highly destructive violence. He had to remind himself that the actions were likely diversions of the criminals they sought. Chaos meant time, time to disappear. “Mr. Brighton, these latest developments are seriously disturbing. Did you have any idea nuclear responses were likely?” 
 
    “Our intelligence... Well, these situations are rarely predictable Admiral...” 
 
    “I don't hear a no in there Mr. Brighton...” 
 
    “I'm sorry sir, these things are difficult to foresee...” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow in aggravation, “So this has never happened before?” He glanced at the Commander who was slow to answer. “Uh, huh,” snorted Jack. “Again, not hearing a no in there. Y'know, a little warning might have been nice. A little heads-up on someone possibly pulling a nuclear trigger so we could have been prepared for it...” 
 
    Walking on opposite sides of the Admiral, Derrik shot Chase Holt a glance, hoping for some kind of diversion or break. Chase gave no indication of that, instead just listening to the conversation. Or verbal beating, if you will.  
 
    “Look, Admiral, these people have been in play for a long time, some for decades. Their plans have suddenly come to an abrupt end and they don't know what to do about it. They're desperate, they may be looking to misdirect our action so they can make an exit...” 
 
    Steele stopped abruptly in the corridor, the two German Shepherds trailing behind them nearly crashing into his legs, Chase Holt and Derrik Brighton stopping a few steps beyond him. “That's not what you said before we started this thing,” Jack scowled. “I remember it very clearly, you said many of these people would go underground and hide... you never said anything about nuclear launches.” He started walking again, “Dammit, this isn't some geeky socioeconomic science experiment,” he waved angrily, “it's my fucking home. There's over seven billion people down there. Don't you think nuclear chaos and mass incineration of millions of people should have been something you should have mentioned...?” 
 
    “Honestly, Admiral, our intelligence indicated...” 
 
    “Fuck your intelligence, it was wrong. I expected better from you, mister. As a member of this task force and a member of my crew, I expected you to look out for my best interests. That includes information that you are privy to, that you think may or may not be applicable to our situation. I want your insight, your instincts, your experience, historical relevance and any other damn tidbit of information you can possibly think of.  Do I make myself clear...?” He resumed his stride toward the bridge. 
 
    “It's my home too, Admiral,” objected Commander Brighton, turning to keep up with the Admiral as he passed. 
 
    “No it's not, you don't have anything invested in that planet,” commented Steele. He clenched his teeth, “We would have been better off sending down extraction teams...” 
 
    “Are we past that?” asked Chase, keeping pace. 
 
    “We are well past that, my Brother.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele knew he was demanding a lot of Commander Brighton, Colonel Brithauz, for information that the GIS was probably withholding, closely guarded. But at this point, Jack was not interested in playing their stupid need to know games, and he didn't give a shit if it put the Commander in a tight spot. Conflict of interest be damned, he wanted to know everything he needed to put an end to this insanity they had dubbed Operation Magic Pawn before his planet imploded. The Admiral snapped a return salute to the Marine at the entry to the bridge as he passed through the doors. 
 
    The bridge was a flurry of activity, all the stations full, the lights muted, extra personnel doubling up to coordinate information between the ships of the task force and the Conquest. Captain Anthony Ryan hazarded a quick salute, “Admiral.” 
 
    After years of military service some habits die hard and Chase Holt saluted out of sheer reflex, shrugging it off with a sheepish look. 
 
    “Captain,” replied Steele saluting back, ignoring his friend's faux pas. “Give me a sitrep.” 
 
    “The missile fired by Iran had a very low trajectory, Admiral. It gave us no chance to mitigate its destruction with altitude. The warhead went live as soon as it entered Iranian airspace. We shot it down and the nuke detonated over open desert in Iraq, about fifty miles from the Jordanian border. Sensors indicate there were no population centers affected...” 
 
    “There may be fallout...” countered Steele. “What's closest to the detonation?” 
 
    “Ramadi in Iraq and Aman in Jordan, and they're well over a hundred miles away.” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Continue.” 
 
    Captain Ryan waved them over to the holographic chart table, the Earth suspended in detail, Green icons floating around it. “I have taken the liberty to spread the Task Force around the planet, assigning zones for best coverage. The ships are sharing real time sensor data...” 
 
    “North Korean warhead reaching its apex, Captain,” called the tactical officer. “Its payload is active...” 
 
    “Is it clear of the atmosphere?” asked Steele. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Captain Ryan pointed at the bridge's floor to ceiling holo-screen that wrapped around the room, a green diamond with notations to one side, a glittering speck in the center. “The Revenge is in position, she's locked on...” A quick streak of magenta triggered a brief but intense yellow-white flash that made Steele and everyone else on the bridge squint.  
 
    “Target eliminated,” announced the tactical officer. 
 
    Steele let out a sigh of relief. Maybe cooler heads... 
 
    “Uh... Captain?” 
 
    “Go ahead Ensign,” said Captain Ryan stepping back toward his command chair. 
 
    “Sir, we have a huge spark in activity...” 
 
    “What kind of activity?” interrupted Steele. 
 
    The tactical officer looked over his shoulder at the Captain and Admiral, “It looks like  
 
    launcher activity... lots of them...” 
 
    “Launch!” called an Electronics Warfare Officer at a sensor station. “Active launches! I have one, two, no three... make that five... Iran and North Korea again.” 
 
    “Shoot them down,” ordered Steele, “now...!” A proliferation of little red dots appeared on the holo-screen spreading across the globe, hundreds if not thousands. The United States, Russia, Europe, Great Britain, China, Israel. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Active launch systems sir,” came the reply.  
 
    “What the hell could they hit without the GPS satellites?”  
 
    Chase leaned close, “It's called math, Jack. They have lists of targets with coordinates, fuel loads, travel times and flight paths all pre-calculated. GPS gives them pinpoint accuracy, within feet. These are nukes, they could be several miles off target and it wouldn't matter...” 
 
    “Good point...” acknowledged Jack, smoothing his mustache. 
 
    “Revenge and Westwind are firing... ” indicated Captain Ryan, pointing at the big screen. Magenta streaks reached out from the ships, just icons on the screen, toward the planet below. 
 
    The communications officer turned in his seat, “Captain we have a heavily encrypted message coming from the surface...” 
 
    “Decrypt and report,” ordered Captain Ryan. 
 
    “It may take a while sir, this isn't our code. I've never seen it before...” 
 
    Anthony Ryan spun his seat to face Jack, “Think there's someone else out here Admiral?” 
 
    “Mr. Smiley!” shouted Steele, “Get some extra birds out and scrub this system!” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir!” Flight operations, mere feet away down a short flight of stairs at the rear of the bridge, made electronic communication slower than simply shouting. Commander of the Flight Group, Captain Paul Smiley, tapped the launch alarm putting the pilots and their fighters in motion, “White and Yellow Flights, prepare to launch!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    On the deck below, the launch horn sounded briefly as the pilots lingering near their fighters scrambled up the ladders to their cockpits, stunned news crews and visitors watching in awe from the forward area of the bay. The interlocking steel doors in front of the fighters sitting in their launch racks, were suddenly obscured by a translucent blue stasis fields winking to life. As soon as the stasis fields were stable the doors parted across the middle, hydraulic pumps thrumming, a toothy maw opening up to the darkness of space, the flicker of stars visible beyond the wavering blue veils. 
 
    The visitors stood open-mouthed, fascinated by the machinations. Just seconds before the lights above the doors winked green, Lisa Steele got to the podium mic, “Ladies and gentlemen, you might want to cover your ears...”  
 
    The launch-ready lights above the doors flashed green and the catapults fired, their sleds slamming to their stops, flinging White and Yellow Flights into the void. Almost immediately, the elevators in the center of the bay dropped out of sight, creating two huge holes in the floor, only to return moments later carrying fighters from the hangar deck to load the empty launch racks.  
 
    The launch doors closed, the stasis fields winked out and the visitors continued to stare in disbelief, watching the sudden activity all around the bay. Lisa tapped on the mic “Ladies and Gentlemen... you can uncover your ears now...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Targets destroyed, Capt... Waaait...” cautioned the tactical officer, interrupting himself. 
 
    “What?” asked Steele suspiciously, stepping toward the center of the bridge to survey the big screen. The kachunk and accompanying vibration of the launch racks as they slingshot the fighters into space, first from one side of the ship, then the other, preceded arcs of light that raced away from the Conquest like comets. 
 
    The Tactical Officer began marking icons on the big screen from his control panel, “Pre-launch indications across the globe...” 
 
    “How can you tell?” queried Steele. 
 
    “Thermal sensors and electronic surge sensors.” 
 
    Steele pointed at the big screen, “All ships target and destroy any ICBM with engines on... get them in the silos before they're...” 
 
    “We have launches, Admiral...” 
 
    “...in the air,” finished Steele. “Dammit. Shoot them down. Get them while they're low and slow...” 
 
    “Units firing...”  
 
    Even the guns of the Conquest were engaged, the ships main rail guns blasting away with a rumble and vibration Steele had never felt before; long, flaming steel alloy projectiles racing across the darkness down toward the planet below. The other ships in the fleet were newer ships with newer weapons and systems that were more graceful and reliable than the old noisy rail guns on the Conquest. What the rail guns lacked in targeting range and service life, due to their wearable components, they made up for in close quarters combat, dishing out brutal, hull-crushing, hammer-of-God penetrating power.  
 
    “We have launches all across the globe... United States, Russia, China, Great Britain, Israel... now Pakistan and India...” 
 
    Steele's mouth was suddenly dry, his stomach in knots. He was watching the end. “Shoot them all,” he croaked. “Once we have the air clear, start killing the ones in the silos...” 
 
    “Even if they're not pre-launch?” 
 
    “Even if they're not pre-launch,” he confirmed. “These morons can't be trusted with a match and a can of gasoline,” he growled. 
 
    Chase Holt leaned in, “Jack, don't forget about subs and planes with nuke payloads...” 
 
    Steele rubbed his face, “Christ, I forgot all about them...” He swiped at TESS on his left wrist, “TESS; Lisa Steele...” 
 
    TESS's holo-screen popped into existence above his wrist, “Contacting Lisa Steele.” 
 
    Lisa's face appeared in the holograph, “Go ahead Admiral.” 
 
    “Lisa, there are few people from that group that might be helpful up here on the bridge...” 
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 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    TERRAN SYSTEM : FREERANGER DESTROYER DD217 
 
    Having pulled back, concealed in the massive shadow of Saturn, FreeRanger destroyers DD217 and DD62 were closely monitoring the events on Earth with a remote sensor hidden in the asteroid belt beyond Mars near the dwarf planet, Ceres. Avoiding discovery by the roaming UFW fighter patrols scouring the system was critical if they were going to be of any use at all to the FreeRanger operatives on the blue and green planet. It wasn't the first time a man-made near extinction event was used as an exit strategy, though it was generally a last resort. 
 
    Commander T. B. Yafusco had never been fond of the highly controversial tactic that was neither approved nor condemned by the FreeRanger Council. Taking the neutral position of don't ask-don't tell, the Council maintained a level of innocence and plausible deniability of events where their freelance operatives were engaged. But by the same token, they realized a heavy liability existed if those operatives were captured by the UFW even if the agents didn't know their employers were actually the FreeRanger Economic Consortium. Shell corporations working under the guise of free enterprise isolated the Consortium to some extent, but discovery meant jeopardizing many of their legitimate contracts involving the UFW, which would certainly dissolve, creating heavy economic hardship for the FreeRanger network. Even legitimate companies used operatives like the ones currently on Earth, working hand-in hand with the Economic Consortium subsidiaries. It was business after all and profit was king. 
 
    But everyone knew what the UFW's super-secret GIS, Galactic Intelligence Service, was capable of... most operatives would crumble under their investigation and interrogation. Which meant getting them the hellion off the planet was imperative. Unfortunately, Commander Tibby Yafusco was fresh out of spare assault fleets to take on what the UFW had in place around the planet. 
 
    Tibby stopped pacing around his ready room and stared at the holo-chart, his hands on his hips, Commander Kindre Thurmer gazed at him from the screen of the monitor on his desk. His bridge officer and fiancee, Ensign Grinah stood with her arms folded across her chest, leaning against the bulkhead, quietly monitoring the conversation, his first officer, Lieutenant Dash Zarnev sat casually on the sofa, his legs crossed at the knee. 
 
    Tibby leaned on the edge of the chart table with both hands, letting his head drop, stretching his neck muscles, “I am not sacrificing our ships for these people... because that's what it would be, suicide.” 
 
    “Agreed, Tibby,” nodded Kindre Thurmer. “It would be a waste... and nothing would change, the agents would still end up in the hands of the UFW.”  
 
    “We wouldn't make it half way,” added Dash, “much less make it out.” 
 
    “What about after the event?” asked Grinah. “Think the fleet would go down for aid and recovery?” 
 
    Tibby shook his head without looking up, “No, not the heavies, they'd stay in orbit... And the fighters... we'd never get past them.” 
 
    Dash Zarnev was reviewing the distress calls from the surface of the planet on an e-Pad sitting on his lap. “It's too bad, we'd only have to make a handful of stops...” 
 
    Tibby raised his head, “What? There's over two hundred operatives down there.” 
 
    “Must be expendable,” replied Dash. “The Council's list only sanctions rescue for about fifty of those names. Some may be paid conspirators.” 
 
    “Some people will sell out their mothers for money,” nodded Tibby. 
 
    “And then of course,” added Kindre, “there are the ones who don't want to leave...” 
 
    “Like this guy here,” continued Dash, tapping on the screen of his e-Pad, “Kim Jung-un... His Father was the original operative who died a few years ago. Says here; all contact was lost shortly after the father's death when the handler disappeared...” 
 
    Tibby straightened up, “Was his handler on the planet?” 
 
    “Yeah. Jang Sung-Taek. Data shows he was the uncle.” 
 
    Tibby Yafusco shrugged and shook his head at the same time, “Sometimes these people get caught up in the lives they've built for themselves during these operations. If my memory serves me right, this operation has been running a long time. I'm sure it's been much longer than anticipated.” 
 
    “Over a hundred years,” confirmed Lieutenant Zarnev. 
 
    “Damn... That's a long time to be pouring resources into a project,” commented Tibby.  
 
     “And we get to watch it conclude...” offered Grinah. 
 
    “Or turn to dust,” countered Tibby. 
 
    “We're not done yet,” announced Kindre Thurmer from the monitor, “I still have a call out to a few friends I haven't heard back from yet...”  
 
    The door to the bridge slid open with a hiss, disappearing into the bulkhead, an Ensign stepping into the doorway, “Someone pulled the trigger, Skipper. It's begun.” 
 
    Tibby closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “Thank you Mister, keep us apprised.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” the door closed behind him as he stepped from the doorway. 
 
    “I don't look forward to this,” said Commander Thurmer. She glanced over her shoulder at the big screen in her ready room on the DD62. 
 
    “Yeah,” lamented Tibby, “I don't want to watch this, such a waste of a planet.” 
 
    “And all those people...” whispered Grinah. 
 
    Feeding live data from the remote sensor to the holo-chart, they were able to watch the UFW ships maneuver around the planet, firing down at the missiles. Tibby reached into the hologram and pulled it closer, effectively zooming in the image for better detail.  
 
    “Think they'll be able to get them all?” asked Grinah. 
 
    Tibby shook his head, “I honestly don't know. Part of me hopes they can...” 
 
    “And the other part...?” asked his first officer. 
 
    “Well, we do need to get our people out...” He rubbed the back of his neck, “Though I really don't see how it'll help either way.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The alarm klaxon sounded a split second before plunging the ship into eerie red flashing light. “Red Alert. All hands to battle stations, all hands to battle stations. Captain to the bridge...!” 
 
    Launching himself off the sofa, Dash Zarnev nearly collided with his commander as Tibby raced past, heading for the bridge, Grinah close behind. 
 
    “Report!” shouted Yafusco sliding to a stop and dropping into his command chair.  
 
    “GOD event off the starboard bow, Commander.” 
 
    A growing colorful electric mass of light and energy, swirled and undulated before exploding outward in a splash of neon, a ship spilling out into their space, cruising to a stop. “She's pinging FreeRanger, sir.” 
 
    “DD62 is hailing sir...” 
 
    “On screen,” waved Tibby. Hanging motionless just beyond Saturn's outer rings, the field of rocks and debris swept past on the left side of the screen as Kindre Thurmer's face appeared in a video square.  
 
    “The other ship is hailing as well...” 
 
    Tibby nodded silently and waved at the screen, a second video square appearing. 
 
    “Commander Yafusco,” began Kindre Thurmer, “this is an old friend of mine...” 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin,” saluted the woman. “This is the cutter, Red Moon, we are at your service.” 
 
    “Ms. Portwin was in the academy the same time we were, Tibby. She was a year behind us.” 
 
    T. B. Yafusco glanced down at his tactical screen then back up, “Ms. Portwin, it appears the Council assigned you a ship without any weapons systems on it... Why is that?” 
 
    “The Red Moon is a fast delivery and recovery ship, Commander. Speed and our GOD drive are our weapons.” 
 
    Tibby glanced over at Grinah, recalling a fateful day not so long ago in Haruna Tier when the UFW caught their Captain's cruiser in an energy depleted state and literally blew the ship out from underneath their feet. It was a miracle they survived that encounter... many of their shipmates didn't; including their Captain. 
 
    Commander Yafusco rubbed his forehead with his fingertips in consternation, “Ms. Portwin...” 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Portwin,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, of course... Lieutenant Commander. Look,” he waved dismissively, “I don't know what kind of assignments or missions you've taken, but...” 
 
    Aleese Portwin raised her hand, “Let me stop you right there, Commander Yafusco, this is not our first extraction and it won't be our last. While I appreciate your concern, your condescending attitude is rather offensive.” 
 
     “In case you haven't noticed,” growled Tibby pointing in the direction of Earth, “there's a UFW Task Force out there...” 
 
    “I'm fully aware of the situation, Commander Yafusco...” Aleese said defiantly, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “What you may not be aware of,” he interrupted, “is this may be the same Task Force that laid waste to our assault fleet in Velora Prime. I've been tracking them for months.” 
 
    “During the hunt for the Freedom? Is the Freedom in this Task Force?”  
 
    Tibby shook his head, “I don't know. There is a ship that fits the Freedom's profile, but there's no way to be sure. It was never confirmed whether she survived or not...” 
 
    “We need to find out,” urged Aleese Portwin, “the Council will want to know...” 
 
    “The Council no longer cares,” countered Tibby. “They learned a very costly lesson in Velora Prime. The bounty has been rescinded.” He waved off being sidetracked, “The point is, getting past this group blockading the planet has an extremely low probability of success. Getting annihilated has an extremely high probability...” 
 
    “Unless you have a GOD drive,” countered Aleese Portwin. 
 
    “Yeah,” waved Tibby dismissively, “we saw how well that worked out when they blew a battle cruiser out from under our feet. And for that jump-freighter we met up with in Zender's Trek.” He glanced at Grinah, “Remember that one?”  
 
    She nodded in agreement, “Shot full of holes.”   
 
    Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin waved both hands, “Enough. The Red Moon can GOD jump from here to the atmosphere above any set of coordinates and sit down, shields-up. Without armaments we have a much larger power cache, heavier shields, faster engines. If the assets are in place and ready for pickup, we will spend minimum time on the ground. My crew and I are aware of the risks... and the reward. The Council has offered quite a handsome bonus per body...” 
 
    “Alive I hope,” offered Kindre Thurmer. 
 
    “Of course...” 
 
    “Sir!” Tibby's tactical officer turned in his seat, “Our remote sensor has been discovered by a UFW fighter patrol... Aaand it's gone. Sensor destroyed.” 
 
    T. B. Yafusco winced, “Dammit.” He looked up at the screen, “Forward the last known coordinates of all the UFW ships and flights to the Red Moon.” 
 
    Aleese Portwin nodded, “Thank you, Commander... Helm, prepare for GOD jump.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The dark, relatively featureless shape of the Red Moon swung away from the DD217 and the DD62, the two destroyers hung motionless in Saturn's shadow, its outer rings sweeping past behind them.  
 
    Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin settled into her command chair, “Helm, take us to a safe distance to initiate GOD...” 
 
    “Aye, moving off...” 
 
    “Navigation?” 
 
    “Plotting course to our first stop Commander.” 
 
    “Good.” Aleese Portwin keyed her mic to the recovery deck, “Team ready?” 
 
    “JRT, Jump Recovery Team, ready Skipper,” came the voice in her earpiece. 
 
    “Remember team, if they're not on the list, they don't board. No exceptions.” Aleese released her mic button. “We don't get paid for excess baggage...” she breathed. 
 
    “Initiating GOD drive, Commander. Atmospheric control canards extended, bubble forming...” 
 
    “Shields?” 
 
    “Charged and standing by, Commander.” 
 
    Aleese Portwin knew she didn't need to emphasize how crucial the shields were once they cleared the jump corona. This wasn't their first dance. “Initiate jump.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The air exploded over West Virginia's Jefferson National Forest, halfway between Eagle Rock and White Sulphur Springs, flattening trees in a mile circumference, creating instant thunderstorms which sprawled out in all directions, spawning violent tornadoes. The town of Covington, just a couple of miles north, was laid to waste, flattened by the onslaught of chaotic weather. 
 
    The Red Moon appeared from the storm, its dark shape racing away from the epicenter, arcing to the northwest. It descended as it crossed interstate I-64 and dropped out of the sudden torrents like a ghost, scattering people below in the parking lot, running from the alien object and spikes of lightning. Straddling the Greenbrier Hotel's front lawn, reaching across the parking lot and into the golf course, the Red Moon settled to the surface, crushing parked cars, splintering trees and destroying the golf course's pro shop. 
 
    Seated at his desk in the lobby, the man with the neatly-cropped salt and pepper hair on the phone with his wife, was the Concierge for the hotel. He stared out of the lobby windows in disbelief as people poured in through the entrance, “Honey, I think I'm going to have to call you back...” he hung up the phone without taking his eyes off the windows. Once a Marine, always a Marine... As he dug into his daily carry pack stashed under his desk, two security agents hustled past headed for the door, guns drawn. Pushing past his home-made lunch and locating what he was searching for, the Concierge withdrew a Glock 21 and two spare mags which he slipped into his pocket. Doing a quick press-check as he rose, he strode purposefully toward the commotion, dropping his gun hand, hiding it low and behind him. “What in the Sam Hell do we have here?” he wondered aloud. “These folks must be lost,” he commented casually. “Sally, call the Sheriff...” he calmly instructed the desk clerk. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The President's Senior Adviser brushed her dark hair off her face with the back of her hand, her decidedly Arabic features spattered with blood, her dark eyes admiring her handiwork. “That's the last one...” 
 
    The President stepped gingerly over the body of the dead Secret Service agent at his feet on the floor of the train car, “Did we have to kill them all?” 
 
    “We?” she snorted derisively, “I don't remember you having a hand in any of this.” She glanced around at the bloody carnage, the bodies of the agents scattered around. Their body armor offered no real resistance to her pulse-laser and she'd completely surprised them, shooting several in the back. Pointing at the nuclear football she fired the last pulse left in her pistol, effectively destroying the unit and preventing anyone tampering with their command orders. She tossed the pistol aside and searched the nearest corpse, recovering a Sig Sauer handgun. “Let's go,” she hissed, shooting him a look of distaste. As far as she was concerned, his assignment was over; he was merely baggage at this point... She didn't like it, but maybe he still had some use – if nothing else it would save her from having to create a lengthy detailed report about why she didn't bring him back. 
 
    “What about my family?” 
 
    “They're not part of the mission,” she replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “But...” 
 
    She stopped mid-stride and turned, pointing the muzzle of the gun at his chest, “I'm only going to say this once, so listen carefully; they were window dressing, bought and paid for. They have no value. That greedy mooch caused more problems for us than she was worth, dragging those kids all over the planet. Stupid bitch didn't know the meaning of subtle or low profile... good riddance.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Concierge watched the Greenbrier 's security agents engage the alien assault team, fire crisscrossing the front lawn and portions of the parking lot as the agents swung left along the parked cars for cover. Many of the rounds fired by the security agents did little or nothing, the alien armor deflecting much of it, producing an occasional stagger. 
 
    Two more of the Greenbrier 's security agents exited the building taking up positions behind the concrete pillars at the hotel's entrance, firing from concealment. 
 
    Hmm, more cannon fodder... The retired Marine stepped from behind one of the concrete pillars and moved right, stopping to line up his sights, one-handed, old-school, Camp Perry style. The Glock 21 jumped slightly, the .45 slug punching a hole through the visor of his first target fifty yards away, the alien assault trooper crumpling to the ground. Every target has a weakness... He sidestepped shots in his direction and began to walk forward, carefully taking shots, always at the visor. When his slide clacked open he thumbed the release, the empty magazine dropping to the grass, his free hand feeding in another with a positive slap. It was at that moment he realized he was hit, his hand slick with blood. He was unconcerned and unrattled; this was not his first rodeo. 
 
    Thumbing the slide release, he took aim and continued to fire, moving forward with purpose. He felt the hit in his gut and grit his teeth with a grunt, taking a painful step sideways, shooting the trooper in the face straight through his visor. He felt a hit in his back and it spun him... 
 
    “Allahu akbar!” screamed the President's Senior Adviser as she ran up behind the man in the Concierge's uniform.  
 
    She was so close the Marine swung his fist and connected solidly with her face, laying her out on her back, her nose broken, her face bloodied. When he saw the muzzle of her gun move there was no hesitation, just reflex. The Glock 21 vibrated in his hand and her head exploded across the grass. “Aloha snackbar, bitch,” he growled, turning back to the action. When the President ran past him toward the alien ship he barely took notice, only vaguely aware of his narrowing vision. Executing another magazine change, the Marine set his jaw against the pain and pushed forward, unwavering, determined to take advantage of the target rich environment. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The President placed his hand on the glass plate, the e-Pad scanning his hand, the Red Moon's officer passing a device over the back of the man's neck. The RFID implanted there gave up its information and serial number. “Identity confirmed,” reported the officer into the comm. “Welcome aboard, agent Oroterra,” he nodded. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin keyed her mic, “What about the other operative?” 
 
    “Dead, Commander.” 
 
    “Dammit,” she hissed. “Did we lose any team members?” 
 
    “Yes Ma'am. Five killed and four wounded.” 
 
    Aleese Portwin felt the flush of anger race across her face. “What the hellion were they using?” 
 
    “Projectile weapons...” 
 
    “By the Gods,” she groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose, “damn antiques... Helm, next stop.” 
 
    “Aye, Commander, twenty-one minutes.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    His left uniform pant leg and dress shoes red with blood, the Concierge turned over the closest body over with his foot, grunting from the pain. “Hmm, one of them aliens I suppose...” he commented, admiring his marksmanship, the visor splintered, the face of the man in the helmet unrecognizable.  
 
    One of the security agents appeared at his side, “Gunny, you're hit pretty good, why don't you sit down...” 
 
    The Glock 21 dangled in the Marine's right hand, his trigger finger resting on the frame, at the ready. He glanced up at the empty sky where the ship had disappeared, the rain having lightened considerably, the worst of the weather having moved on. “Damnedest thing I ever did see...” He took a deep breath and swayed where he stood, “Actually feels good...” he said blinking away the wetness. “Nah, I'll be OK,” he waved, unaware that the security agent was supporting him around the waist. 
 
    A string of blue and red lights flickered along the main road and up the lengthy drive to the hotel, sirens wailing, “Sheriff's here, Gunny. Stand down.” 
 
    “On time, just as always,” remarked the Marine in the Concierge's uniform. “I'm being fucking sarcastic of course...” 
 
    “I get it, Gunny.” 
 
    The Marine wobbled, “Y'know, I think I will have that seat, I'm feeling a little light-headed...” 
 
     “Semper Fi, Gunny.” 
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 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    UFW CARRIER, CONQUEST : THE SKY IS FALLING 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, please return to your seats...!”  With the television cameras rolling again, Ensign Lisa Steele stood at the podium and watched a pair of Space Marines escort a small group of key people her brother had requested, to the bridge of the Conquest.  
 
    “Ensign,” called a newswoman from the front row, standing and adjusting her red blazer, “what is all that noise? What's going...?” The rail guns fired, cutting her off, their roar reverberating through the hull of the ship like a drum, the deck vibrating.  
 
    “What you're hearing is our rail guns. It appears the criminals on the e-RIPs you've been given,” Lisa held up her electronic Report In Progress device, “have taken this opportunity to initiate a nuclear response to being captured...” 
 
    A wave of disruptive cross-talk swept across the audience...  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    The sound of the rail guns momentarily silenced the group and Lisa jumped in before she could be talked over. “We are attempting to neutralize the threats in the most expedient way possible, while minimizing the risk to Earth's population. The military and intelligence people you saw leave your group may be able to assist us with that task...” She paused as the rail guns fired again and she looked into the cameras, “We ask that anyone who can still see or hear our broadcast seek shelter. Try to stay with us. We will do our best to keep you up to date...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Standing in the center of the command deck, Captain Anthony Ryan had never had so many people on his bridge; with nearly three times its normal crew compliment it was utter chaos. Many stations were double-staffed to keep up with the activity along with the visitors from the planet's surface pitching in at tactical, communications and cyber-warfare. He understood why the Admiral requested the presence of these extra bodies but he was more concerned with them getting in the way than actually having any useful participation. 
 
    “Captain, port-side guns are nearing overheat levels...” 
 
    Captain Ryan pursed his lips, “Mmm. Weapons; shut them down and let them cool. Alert the starboard turrets we're performing a combat roll.” Ryan set his hand on the shoulder of the helmsman, “Combat roll, bring our starboard turrets to bear.” 
 
    “Combat roll, aye.” 
 
    “Admiral, comm coming in from White Flight...” 
 
    “On screen,” acknowledged Steele. 
 
    A video square appeared, the colors muted and dull from the darkness of space, Lieutenant JG Nera Margareth's face showed, illuminated by her instruments, her eyes glowing eerily in the night vision image. “White Leader, sir; we've located and destroyed a passive remote sensor probe hidden in the asteroid belt beyond the fourth planet.” 
 
    “Good job, Lieutenant.” Steele glanced over at Captain Ryan, “Our hunch was right, we're not alone in the system...” He turned back to the screen, “Stay alert White Leader, resume your patrol.” The Ketarian pilot saluted and the square winked out as the image on the main screen rolled, the blue and green planet trading sides on the panoramic screen before them. 
 
    With a minor pause in the firing order, the rail guns resumed their targeting and fired as the starboard turrets came into play.  
 
    “Captain, the Westwind just took a rail gun hit from the surface...” 
 
    Steele stepped forward, “Damage?” 
 
    “No Admiral, her shields held. It doesn't look intentional, probably a miss on a warhead.” 
 
    “Who the hell has rail guns?” asked Jack, glancing in Chase's direction.  
 
    “The Navy,” replied Chase. “But I didn't know they had any operational. Kind of like the lasers, they were in development and trial.” 
 
    Steele stared at the big screen, mesmerized at the comet-like fireballs and multi-colored streaks of light crisscrossing the planet below, hot flashes of light punctuating the insanity. “Well they're in operation now...” he mumbled. He felt numb, disconnected, helpless, angry... He wanted to do something to make it stop. Anything. But it was a runaway train of chaos with no conductor. Oh, to be Superman and fly around the world against its rotation and reverse time, or to have Rod Serling's magical time controlling stopwatch... A sharp jab in the ribs brought the chaos rushing back in at him, “Huh?” he blinked. Chase simply motioned with his eyes toward the tactical station, the tactical officer staring back at them.  
 
    “Admiral... the satellites have started shooting at each other...” 
 
    Steele's eyes widened, “Say what now?” 
 
    “Operation Blind Side,” confirmed the US Air Force General standing at the tactical station. “It was a lead program to Project Zenith and Project Ascension.” He motioned toward the big screen, “Which of course, you've already encountered. This mess must have initiated US Space Command's first-strike protocol.”  
 
    “Can you stop it?” 
 
    The General shook his head, “No Admiral, we cannot. It was designed as a total space superiority protocol. Once initiated there is no pause, no turn-back. With the X-37B Ascension birds, our web of first-strike satellites will attempt to wipe out all opposing space borne hardware. Starting with opposing aggressor hardware.”  
 
    “They have killer satellites too?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. But our technology is hardened, faster and more accurate. Our X-37Bs have surveyed every single piece of hardware up here. What they are, who owns them, their vulnerabilities, their flight paths, and their location at any given moment. Our equipment knows what to kill, how to kill it and when to kill it. Space Command will come out on top.” 
 
    Steele ran his fingers though his hair in exasperation, “Strangely enough, General, I don't find that comforting.” 
 
    An Electronic Warfare Officer turned briefly away from his communications station, “Admiral, data coming in from the Revenge; nuclear detonation in their sector, altitude two-hundred-twenty-five miles, several satellites destroyed...”  The EWO quickly scanned the details and extrapolated additional results. “We have a growing debris field, moving in all directions; twenty-five percent falling to the surface, the rest staying in orbit. Collateral damage to additional units can be expected...” 
 
    “Christ,” breathed the General, “we're going to have a chain-reaction cascade... Our first-strike system kills them - punches a hole through them and switches them off, not destroy them...” Looking stricken he rubbed his forehead, “This could be catastrophic.” 
 
    “Best laid plans of mice and men, General,” commented Steele sarcastically. “Looks like someone else didn't agree with your plan.” 
 
    “Admiral, the Dark Star is reporting a distress call in their sector...” 
 
    “From where? Plot it on screen,” commanded Steele. The declination plot and live image appeared as a large inset on the main screen. “Jesus, it's the International Space Station... Zoom in.”  
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Jack instantly recognized the damage; the right PVA, Photo Voltaic Array, was broken and battered, most of the shining blue panels missing, the framework twisted, dangling, trailing debris behind it. It was still too far away to see if there was any damage to the modules but it was hard to believe they were undamaged considering what was visible. “Find their communications frequency...” 
 
    Admiral, their flight path is going to take them directly through the debris field...” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    The EWO consulted the data on his screen, “Sixty-two minutes.” 
 
    Jack turned over his shoulder, “Pappy!” 
 
    “Rescue shuttle, got it!” came the reply from flight control.  
 
    “We need a pilot who speaks English,” called Steele. 
 
    “Maria?” 
 
    “Close enough...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Her helmet already on, Maria trotted across the Conquest's flight deck, her boots clomping on the metal surface as she pulled her gloves on. She hazarded a glance to her left, “Are you really sure you want to do this? This is not for the faint of heart...” 
 
     Pulling on his own gloves as he clomped alongside her, Dan Murphy nodded inside his helmet, “I'm good. You need someone in the back who they'll understand, right?” 
 
    “OK, it's your stomach. Just remember you're going to be standing at an open doorway to space... You freak out and you're no good to anyone. And for the love of God don't puke inside your helmet,” she warned. 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. I will have a tether, right?” 
 
    “Yes, it's on a retractable reel, you can go beyond the door. Just be forewarned, that first step is a doozy...” 
 
    Dan swallowed hard, “Swell.”  
 
    “The thing to remember is that the shuttle has gravity; step beyond the door and that all changes. Just don't panic. You'll have another crewman to help you with equipment and recovery; Dooby, he's very good. I'd say let him handle the equipment, you handle the communications.” Maria checked TESS's holo-screen hovering above her wrist, the unit itself under the sleeve of her suit. “Forty-seven minutes, we need to hustle. That station is going to sail through a field of debris at about twenty-thousand miles an hour.” 
 
    “Good Lord, there won't be anything left of it...” 
 
    “No there won't. We have one chance to pull this off.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The best reason for using an opposite orbit to catch the oncoming space station was to save time. It was also the worst reason for using an opposite orbit... a closing speed greater than twenty-thousand miles an hour and having to come to a stop and reverse direction to match that twenty-thousand miles an hour. Having to fly through satellite debris to get to the station was another factor Maria wasn't too thrilled with either. So, she elected to chase it down from behind. It made for a much slimmer window for the rescue but it ultimately seemed much less dangerous. Not that it was going to be a cake walk, no, since the hit it took, the International Space Station's orbit was beginning to degrade and her attitude was beginning to wobble off her designed path.  
 
    The Conquest's Dragonfly rescue shuttles were different from the rather stubby craft on the Freedom; a long slender cockpit with a bubble canopy for enhanced visibility, the pilot in front, the electronics officer above and behind, a narrow walkway alongside to access the interior of the ship. Maria glanced up at the rear-view mirror mounted above her on a rib of the canopy, “Lieutenant, I'll need you to keep an eye on that debris. And I need you to watch for anything coming up from the surface.” 
 
    “I got it, Skipper.” 
 
    Dan was standing next to Myomerr's seat looking out through the canopy at the growing form of the space station ahead of them. Even at that distance, the damage was plainly visible. “Wooww...” 
 
     Myomerr glanced to her right and silently thumbed him to the back, the access door sliding closed behind him. From her controls she sealed the door, the cockpit pressurized independently from the rest of the interior which would be opened to space. She scrutinized the space station with a critical eye as they neared, “How many people did you say were up here?” 
 
    “Six astronauts...” replied Maria, angling for the universal docking hub. 
 
    “And they come up here voluntarily?” 
 
    “What are you saying? Are you saying there's something wrong with it...?”  
 
    “Well it's not exactly Blackmount Station,” joked Myomerr. “Or even Resurrection Station for that matter...” 
 
    “Alright, that's enough,” scolded Maria. “Considering we only learned to fly just a little over a hundred years ago, I don't think we're doing too bad...” 
 
    “Except for that mess down there,” indicated Myomerr, waving at the planet below. 
 
    Maria made a face of distaste, “Yeah, well, figuring out more efficient ways of killing each other and winning wars always seems to take precedence over everything else... Besides, in case you've forgotten, we had some help.” 
 
    “There is that, I suppose.” With one eye on her screens Myomerr eyed the station as Maria matched the speed of the structure, sliding the Dragonfly under the shiny blue panels of the remaining PVA.   
 
    Maneuvering alongside the docking hatch, a safe distance away, Maria keyed her comm mic, “Dooby, can you use the arm to grab the truss above us? I think it will help us maintain position...” 
 
    “Copy, Skipper,” came the reply in her helmet. 
 
    “We can't dock,” offered Myomerr, stating the obvious, “how are they getting to us?” 
 
    “Space walk. They have EVAs, Extravehicular Aids, it's a personal maneuvering system.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Dooby activated the holographic control panel for the arm called the Big Grip, and slid his hand and arm into the hologram, taking direct control like an extension of himself, the arm's camera allowing him to see what he was doing on the holo-screen. “I need five feet up, Skipper.” He watched the live image as he reached with the arm, “Easy, easy, hold there... got  it!” He squeezed his hand and the Big Grip closed around the structure of the truss. “Big Grip, lock.” he commanded before sliding his arm out of the hologram. He reached up and sealed his face-mask, making sure Dan Murphy did the same. “Depressurizing cabin, tethers secure, door open and ready to recover in thirty seconds.”   
 
    “What's that groaning sound?” asked Dan. 
 
    Dooby looked at the Big Grips holo-panel, tapping on the flat surface at a digital stress meter in the yellow. “It's not really made for what we're using it for, it's showing some torque on the arm, we must be rotating or something...” 
 
    “We're on live comms with the station, let's get things rolling...” said Maria in their helmets. “Remember Dooby, talk to Dan, these folks won't understand you.” 
 
    “Got it. Depressurization complete, door open, ready to receive.” 
 
    Dan stood in the open doorway holding onto a grab rail and waved at the docking port window over a hundred feet away. “C'mon folks!” 
 
    There was momentary static in his helmet, “Thank you Rescue One. Two of our people exiting in sixty seconds. Over.” 
 
    “Two? I thought you had six people...” 
 
    “That is affirmative, six people. Only two fit in the airlock at a time. Over” 
 
    Dooby palmed his facemask, “By the Gods, this is going to take forever. We don't have that kind of time.” 
 
    “Any way to speed up the process over there?” asked Dan. 
 
    Static faded in and out. “It is a computerized station protocol that we cannot override. Over.” 
 
    Dan Murphy anxiously watched as the hatch swung open and the first body floated out of the opening, gently powered by its EVA. “Understood. Please be as fast as you can.”  
 
    Dooby got Dan's attention and indicated the Big Grip holo-panel, the arm's stress meter fluctuating from yellow to orange and back to yellow, “It's not going to be able to stand that for very long...”  
 
    Dan took a deep breath as he reached outward for the first of the astronauts nearing Rescue One, who was cautiously applying his jets to decelerate a pace that was already snailesque. Dan waved him closer, “For the love of God, don't slow down!”  Hanging from the rail inside, he leaned out and grabbed at the astronaut's hand, connecting, using his leverage on the rail to yank him unceremoniously through the doorway. As soon as the astronaut crossed the threshold he crashed to the floor, his legs failing him, unprepared for the full weight of his suit and equipment. 
 
    “Mon dieu, gravity... how is zis so? You must tell me...” he exclaimed, in a thick French accent. 
 
    “Not the time, my friend,” replied Dan Murphy, waving wildly at the next astronaut still twenty-five feet out. “Dooby, help him remove his EVA and secure him in a seat.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Dan planted himself in the center of the doorway, his arms wide, “Don't slow down keep coming, I got ya... land on your feet.”  
 
    When she collided with him he stepped back and she dropped to the deck, landing considerably easier than the Frenchman. “Thank you,” she said as Dan handed her off to Dooby.  
 
    Dan was trying to ignore the movement of the swaying PVA array, the blue panels glittering as they moved, the support truss twisting. The Big Grip's stress meter flashed red momentarily before falling to orange then back to yellow. “Dooby...” 
 
    “I know, I know. Keep going, don't stop.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Myomerr tapped Maria on the back of her helmet, we need shields... now.” 
 
    Maria looked out of the canopy to her right, watching two figures emerge from the docking hub. “I can't, we're open and recovering...” 
 
    “Then bring up the forward shields, hurry!” 
 
    Maria had the systems in standby, her fingers racing across the controls, the forward shields wavering momentarily as they materialized. “Shields...”  The forward shield flared blue, becoming clear again. “Is that what you were worried about...?” 
 
    “No, it was bigger than...” 
 
    With a streak chasing it across the sky, a hot, mangled piece of an antenna array struck the shields hard enough to be felt as a vibration. “Shields seventy-five percent.”  
 
    Maria checked her TESS. “What the hell was that? We should still have fourteen minutes left.” 
 
    “I don't know,” replied Myomerr, searching her scans and data. “Some of this stuff is too small to see or pick up on scans. It could be the fringes of the debris expanding, or...” 
 
    A dark shape and a flash of blue-green above them as PVA panels exploded, the array twisting, startled them both, the darkness of space momentarily filled with glitter before being swept away. 
 
    “Madre de dios!” exclaimed Maria. “We're out of time, we gotta go!” She keyed her comm as the forward shields flickered blue, deflecting little bits and particles, “It's time to go guys...” 
 
    There was an audible groan of protesting, anguished metal... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    After seeing exploding PVA panels, Dan Murphy was done being nice or gentle; it was like these people had all the time in the world. He yanked the Russian through the door who landed clumsily on his feet, “Bozhe moi! You have gravity, how iz dat possible?” 
 
    “Yeah - yeah, gravity, we've already established that. It's a new invention,” he added sarcastically, pushing him back toward Dooby. “To the back of the bus, Ivan.” 
 
    “How do you know my name...?”  asked the Russian, stumbling toward Dooby. 
 
     “It's on your suit, genius.” Dan rolled his eyes, “Talkative lot, aren't they? The Israeli guy's the only one who hasn't said a word...” 
 
    “It's time to go guys...” came Maria's voice over the comm. 
 
    “We have two left out here...” replied Dan, returning to the door. The last two astronauts were in route from the docking hub when something the size of a bus, passed through the lab modules on the other side of the of the station, it's antenna array spinning off as the modules blew apart like soda cans, a cloud of air, sparks and debris lost, quickly swept away. He caught the electric flash out of the corner of his eye the same time as the collision alert in his helmet lit up, squawking at him, the Big Grip folding like a pretzel, simultaneously wrenching free from the mangled truss and tearing off of the shuttle, spinning past him. He was flung out of the door as Rescue One violently corkscrewed free.  
 
    Dan Murphy could feel and hear his shoulder pull free of its socket with a sickening crunch but his hand maintained its grip on the rail. Just barely. Hanging outside of the shuttle he was drawn in by his tether. Dooby. Good man. He could tell Maria was wrestling with the ship trying to maintain control and attitude to give them a chance  to recover the last two astronauts from the station. 
 
    “Make it fast, we're playing roulette here...” 
 
    The station was beginning to tumble, throwing off pieces in all directions, its once impressive solar arrays shredded or folded in against themselves. Dan stood in the doorway waving them in and without two hands had to stand back and let them come. “C'mon, c'mon!” He could see the astronaut's face through his visor, he was only a few feet out... In a dark flash he was gone. Like he had simply disappeared. Swept away by something at twenty-thousand miles an hour. Dan blinked expecting to still see him. But nothing. 
 
    A female voice filtered through static in his comm, “Help me! My EVA is dead! Help me!” 
 
    The same thing that had made Dan Murphy a good cop, and a good Mason, made him  a good man - a good human being. He could not in good conscience leave someone alone in trouble... no matter what his fear told him was impossible. I can't believe I'm even considering this... With his injured left arm tucked against his body he crouched in the doorway and launched. “Catch me!” he screamed into his comm as he flew at her, his good arm open. They collided hard, spinning, tumbling, managing to stay together, her legs wrapped around one of his, her arms around him as he held on to her the best he could with one arm. The pain in his shoulder made him nauseous and on the verge of unconsciousness - he could hear Maria's voice in his head; for the love of God don't puke inside your helmet. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Maria started gently backing the shuttle away from the station as its wobble grew more grotesque, aware that the ship was neither secured nor sealed.  
 
    “Main debris field in thirty seconds,” Myomerr reminded her. 
 
    Maria keyed her comm, “Now or never Dooby!” 
 
    “The tether is reeling in as fast as it can, Skipper!” came his reply. 
 
    Shuddering violently, the shuttle lurched to one side, rolling sharply, an image frozen in Maria's mind of a blackened satellite husk the size of a refrigerator. She fought with the unresponsive controls, her consoles lighting up with warning flashers, squawking alarms and a vibration in her flight stick that could not be ignored.  
 
    “We've lost the port engine!” called Myomerr. 
 
    “Yeah, I get that!” shouted Maria over the alarms. 
 
    “No, I mean it's gone! It took the engine off...!” 
 
    “I'm not as worried about the engine, as I am about the fucking wing it was attached to!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Flung over the top of the shuttle like a YoYo on a string as Rescue One snap-rolled, Dan Murphy got a first-hand look at the mangled left wing and ribbons of fire coming from the slashes and gaping holes, a split second before he and the astronaut clinging to him slammed against the top of the hull before bouncing off. “Fire,” he wheezed painfully, “we're on fire...” 
 
    “Hold on Murphy, hold on...” Dooby heaved on the tether line, taking over for the powerless winch. The Frenchman appeared at his side, pulling together, hand-over-hand.  
 
    The space station looked like it was falling away, shrinking, trailing bits and pieces of itself, a tail of atmosphere and smoke following behind. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Ten seconds...” announced Myomerr. “Our only chance is to go under it.” 
 
    Shutting down all the damaged systems, Maria keyed her mic on an open channel, Mayday, mayday, mayday... Rescue One is going down... repeat, we're going down.” 
 
    “Conquest Control - Rescue One; what is your emergency?” 
 
    “We took a heavy strike, lost port flight systems and engine, fuel pressure zero, thrusters only, still open and recovering...”  
 
    “Cut your recovery, Rescue One, Make your exit with all due haste...” 
 
    Maria watched as the microdust of the leading edge washed past them, the forward shields deflecting much of it, larger pieces slashing past. “We live together or we die together,” she grumbled. “I don't think we're going to make it, Lieutenant...” 
 
    “Skipper... skipper! Can you hear me? Can you hear me? We're sealed; go go go!” 
 
    Dooby's voice seemed to be connected directly to Maria's hand which slammed the throttle to the  far stop, the thrusters firing up. “Full shields, Lieutenant!”  
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 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    EARTH - CHICAGO, ILLINOIS : SANITY TAKES A HOLIDAY 
 
    Ever since the air raid sirens started wailing, most of the city was quiet - in the activity sense... except for a few areas on the south side, where people were taking advantage of what looked to be the end of the world. Like a hot spark to straw, looting and rioting started as a glowing ember, quickly spreading, suddenly erupting into a full-blown conflagration of entire neighborhoods. Because - everyone needs a new flat screen TV, Doritos and a new pair of Nikes to greet the end of the world.  
 
    Chicago Police Sergeant, Bobby Fortuno maneuvered the heavy Crown Vic through nearly empty streets, the blue and red lights on his squad car flashing. The police siren seemed redundant, adding to the cacophony of the air raid sirens and he'd switched it off. “I wish they'd shut the damn things off... they're giving me a headache.”  
 
    Sitting in the passenger seat, Patrolman Nick Osmanski checked the intersection as the cruiser rolled through against the light, wind-driven debris blowing across the street. “Clear.” He looked up through the top of the windshield, “Looks like the clouds are breaking up... craziest weather I've ever seen...” 
 
    “Leaving as fast as it came in,” commented Bobby. “Good riddance to it.” He steered the Crown Vic around a fallen light pole. “I've never heard of a tornado in the city before, much less three of them...” 
 
    Nick pointed up the street, “Looks like Romano's Sub Shop is still open... the lights are on...” 
 
    With few people on the street and everything else closed, it struck him as odd and Bobby slowed the car, “Mmm, let's check on them, make sure everything's alright.” 
 
    Nick retrieved his officer's cap and donned it as he popped his door, “Think they're going to call us for the south side?” 
 
    Bobby slid his cap off the dash, “No idea, Ski. Call us in...” He scanned the empty street, his hand resting on his sidearm. The stout red brick buildings were older in this neighborhood, built during the 30's and 40's - but well kept, apartments above, overlooking the stores at sidewalk level. 
 
    “We're logged,” indicated Osmanski. 
 
    Having stopped at the curb before reaching the storefront, Sergeant Fortuno directed his partner to the closest corner of the restaurant, making his own way along the street side of the parked cars for concealment. “Watch the windows...” As he reached the end vehicle parked past the sub shop he made his way to the building, carefully peeking in through the glass store front. An old man sat alone on one of the stools at the lunch counter with a cup of coffee watching a television on the wall, a woman behind the glass deli cases doing busy work. The deli restaurant was empty of patrons and Bobby waved Nick in. 
 
    “Pop-Pop, Nanna, what are you doing here?” asked Bobby, taking off his hat as he entered. 
 
     The man turned on the rotating stool, “Hello boys...” 
 
    “People have to eat,” said the old woman. “Are you hungry? Let me make you a sandwich,” she said cheerily. 
 
    “I could eat,” smiled Nick Osmanski. 
 
    “Ski can always eat,” snarked Bobby Fortuno. “For me, I'll have a club sub,” he pointed, “with the works.” 
 
    The old man sipped his coffee, “We've been here more than sixty years, I've never heard of a tornado in the city...” 
 
    “Damnedest stuff I've ever seen,” agreed Nick. 
 
    “How is it out there?” asked the old woman, spreading mayonnaise on the sub sandwich bun. “We haven't seen more than three or four people since the sirens started.” 
 
    “Quiet,” replied Bobby frowning. “Almost too quiet. There's rioting on the south side.” 
 
    “We heard,” said the old man pointing at the TV. “We got local news on the antenna – got tired of watching that space news stuff.” 
 
    Bobby watched the screen, the sound turned down. “Regular broadcast, huh? Have they had any news from anywhere else?” 
 
    “A little here and there,” commented the old woman. “Nothing good...” 
 
    “Washington was hit,” offered the old man. 
 
    “D.C.?” 
 
    “D.C.,” he nodded “They're estimating over two-hundred-thousand dead.” 
 
    “From weather...?” frowned Nick. 
 
    “Nuke,” replied the old man. “Nobody's sure whose it was. Not that it matters I suppose.” 
 
    Bobby Fortuno suddenly felt light headed and reached out for the counter, “Oh my God...”  
 
    Nick grabbed his arm for support, “You OK, Sarge?” 
 
    “Tina...” he wiped at the sudden sweat on his forehead, “she was supposed to be going to visit a friend at Georgetown University.” 
 
    “I thought your daughters were at Duke University?” 
 
    “They are... Tina had some time off...” 
 
    “What about Annie?” 
 
    “Annie was going surfing in Myrtle Beach with friends...”  
 
    “She's OK, Sergeant,” reassured the old man, patting Bobby's hand. 
 
    “How could you know that?” 
 
    “Because you've been a good father, you've raised smart girls... she's probably not even there...” 
 
    Bobby Fortuno thought about the hundreds of times he'd bought his two girls into Romano's over the years for sandwiches, sodas, ice cream - the owners watched them grow up. They were like family. 
 
    “Thanks Pop-Pop,” smiled Bobby weakly. 
 
    “You should call your girls,” commented the old woman, “you'll feel better.” 
 
    “No cell service, all the satellites are locked out,” said Nick, holding up his useless cell phone. 
 
    “Papa,” called the old woman, “give him the phone,” she handed the store's cordless to her husband over the counter.  
 
    “Thank you Mama,” he replied handing it to Bobby. “The land lines work...” He pointed at the clunky old style handset, “Pull the antenna up, the base is back in the kitchen...” he turned back and winked at his wife, the old woman replying with a knowing nod. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The weather was gorgeous for late spring but the surf, well, it wasn't doing much of anything; low undulating waves washing sedately upon the beach with a light breeze. The group of girls didn't seem to be too concerned, sitting on their towels, some in bathing suits, some in wet suits half-peeled down to enjoy the warmth of the sun, surf boards and sail boards laying scattered behind them in the sand. 
 
    “Anybody been watching the news?” asked a brunette, her hair in a ponytail. 
 
    “That would require going back inside. Why in the name of all that is this,” replied a petite blonde, indicating the scenery around them with a wave, “would I want to do that?” There was a chorus of laughter from the group. “I've been freezing my ta-tas for months; it's a nice beach house but I'm not going back inside unless you all drag me in...” 
 
    “Sweetie,” commented a tall redhead with freckles, “I could tuck your tiny ass under my arm and carry you in,” she laughed. 
 
    “Where are you going to school?” interrupted the brunette, adjusting her ponytail 
 
    “University of Illinois...” replied the blonde. 
 
    “Aren't you from San Diego? Are you nuts?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you're at Georgetown, aren't you?” 
 
    “Well yeah,” countered the brunette, “but winter there aint like winter in Chicago. Bbbrrrr,” she shivered for effect producing another round of laughter. 
 
    “Bunch of lightweights,” joked Annie, running her fingers through her short auburn hair, “Chicago's not that bad...” 
 
    “Say's the girl going to school in the warmest climate of us all,” countered the redhead, rubbing sunblock on her arms. 
 
    “Well I did consider Florida...” grinned Annie. 
 
    The tiny blonde cocked her head, “Am I hearing a cell phone?” 
 
    “I thought the cell phones were down,” offered the brunette digging in her beach bag. “It's not mine, I don't have a signal,” she offered holding it up. 
 
    “I think it's mine...” Annie dug in her bag as it continued to ring, growing louder as she uncovered it. “It is mine.” She held it in her hand and stared blankly at the screen, the icon showing no signal on her phone. 
 
    “Answer it, Annie.” 
 
    “I don't have a signal either...” 
 
    “You've got something... Answer it!” 
 
    Annie answered cautiously, “Hellooo...?” Her eyes widened, “Daddy?” 
 
    “I'm so glad you're home, baby. Are you OK?” 
 
    “I'm fine daddy – but I'm not home, I'm in Myrtle Beach. I set my phone up for call forwarding before I left... But I thought the cell phones were down. This is so weird...” 
 
    “Yeah Annie it's weird. Annie, listen, where's your sister, did she go to D.C.?” 
 
    The stress in her father's normally calm demeanor was evident. “No dad, Tina's here with me; her friend from Georgetown decided to come here. Why? What's going on?” 
 
    “Oh thank God. Can I talk to her? I want to talk to her.” 
 
    “You're freaking me out dad, what's going on? Are you alright? Is mom alright?” 
 
    “I'm fine baby. As far as I know your mom's OK too – I haven't talked to her...” 
 
    “OK, well, Tina went for a walk up the beach with a couple other girls,” she glanced up and down the beach, “I don't see her, I'm not sure how long they'll be gone...” 
 
    “Keep an eye on the news Annie, stay out of the big cities...” 
 
    “Why? Dad...? Dad...?” She looked at the other girls who were all staring at her and listening intently. “We lost the connection...” she mumbled, staring at her phone, the no signal icon persisting. “He said we should watch the news...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The owners of Romano's Sub Shop watched the Sergeant and his partner leave their restaurant, heading out into the empty neighborhood, the retreating clouds allowing streaks of late afternoon sunlight play across the buildings on the other side of the street.  
 
    “The sirens have stopped...” commented the old woman. 
 
    “Yes Mama, for now at least. But I don't think this is the last we'll hear them. It's bound to get worse.” 
 
    “You're so negative, Papa...” 
 
    “Just being a realist, Mama. You know as well as I do these infiltrators are going to do their best to destroy this world.” 
 
    “These poor people didn't even realize it was happening.” 
 
    “It's a long con, Mama. What, going on a hundred years now? I think some of them woke up, but it's an uphill battle to get the willfully blind to see.” The old man absentmindedly stirred his coffee, “The hardest part of being a Watcher has been doing nothing...” 
 
    “What we did for the Sergeant wasn't nothing,” argued his wife. 
 
    The old man shrugged, “Ach, a little thing. The Sergeant is one of the good ones. He deserved peace of mind, I am glad we could provide it for him. I hope his girls stay safe.” 
 
    The old woman refilled her husband's coffee cup, “Do you think Watcher Control...” 
 
    He waved off her concern, “GIS has more important things to worry about than our comm usage or who we've been tracking.”  
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 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    WASHINGTON D.C. : PRESIDENTIAL EMERGENCY OPERATIONS CENTER 
 
    A planned security and operations meeting scheduled with the President and other members of the security council at the White House turned into a rather lengthy ordeal. But CIA Director of South American Operations, Stephen Miles, decided it was better than the alternative. He suspected his Washington office and most of its staff were incinerated in the blast. Of course, from the PEOC situated far below the White House, or what might be left of the White House, there was no way to tell yet what the extent of the damage to the capitol might be. Short of going topside, of course. And that would be a radioactive death sentence. 
 
    There were several crucial people missing from the gathering, made obvious by their absence, not the least of which was the President. Stephen Miles took the elbow of a Marine sentry, guiding him aside, away from the other attendees, “Have you seen the Director of National Security anywhere, Lance Corporal?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “No sir. I don't believe he made the meeting,” answered the Marine just as discreetly. 
 
    “What about the NSA Director?” 
 
    The Lance Corporal shook his head, “No sir.” 
 
    “Did you see the list of infiltrators when it was broadcast?”  
 
    “Yes sir. But I was not at liberty to view it in detail.” 
 
    “I understand.” Stephen Miles shifted his eyes about the room, “Now you will,” he whispered, sliding a USB thumb drive into the Marine's hand. “Find a computer with a printer, it should be about twenty-five pages. Make ten copies and bring them to me. This is national security, son...” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Stephen gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder, “Good man. Go now.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    A crafty little bit of code added to the file on the USB drive, put in motion a self-replicating message that emailed the printable list to any other computer it could reach in the PEOC network. With enough security clearance to access email databases and break free of the security protocols, it searched for outside access to other facilities tied into the system and sent itself there. It would eventually end up on NASA, Area 51, FBI, NSA, CIA, DOD, DOE, Pentagon and DARPA computers. That's when the real fun would start. 
 
    For his participation, although decidedly small, the Lance Corporal paid with his life. After a twenty-minute delay, Stephen searched for and found the Marine slumped over the keyboard of a computer in a small, darkened, unlocked office, a .22 caliber hole in his head behind his right ear, powder burns on his neck and collar.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Stephen hissed, quietly locking the door behind him. We have a mole. With a pen light in his mouth, searching for clues, he found a paper jam in the shredder; ten pages of the list, with the bottom of the pages sticking out far enough to see the names. Whomever killed the Lance Corporal didn't have time to erase their visit. Maybe they didn't have time to police their brass... He dropped to his hands and knees to look for the spent shell casing from the bullet that ended the Marine's life. No luck. 
 
    The click of the door handle shot a spike of adrenalin up his spine and he stuffed the pen light into his suit pocked and drew his .40 caliber Sig Sauer P-226 as the door handle turned. Did I remember to lock it? Did they see me come in here? The handle rotated to the lock stop then back the other way, slowly, quietly, meeting resistance. He could see shadows under the door from the light in the corridor as the person moved away. Letting out a long, slow exhale, Stephen wondered if the code had executed successfully. He prayed it had. Nudging the mouse cleared the screen saver from the monitor as it winked back to awake mode... the code's gear and wing icon at the bottom right hand of the screen told him it had successfully done its job. A sudden thought hit him. Holstering his Glock, Stephen reached around the Corporal's body and pulled up the network screen finding he had access to fifteen printers scattered throughout the facility. A wry smile crossed his lips as he sent the file to all of them and ordered ten copies printed at each. Someone's going to be very busy... 
 
    Noticing the Marine's 9mm Beretta M-92 was missing from his holster, Stephen pulled the USB from the computer and slid it into his pocket, being careful to leave no evidence of his presence. Great, now they have something bigger than a .22. Hopefully I can get my ass out of here without anyone seeing me... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Sir! What are you doing down in this area? This area is restricted...” 
 
    Stephen spun on his heel, trying to maintain his composure, “Ah, Sergeant, good to see you, I've gotten a little turned around, I'm looking for a restroom,” he reached out and jiggled the handle of an office on the opposite side of the corridor. 
 
    “Sergeant Major,” corrected the Marine. “You're not going to find it here, these are all offices. This area is restricted.” 
 
    “Yes, you mentioned that,” replied Stephen coolly. “I was hoping to find one with a private bathroom,” he added rubbing his stomach. “A little bit of a bad lunch I'm afraid...” 
 
    The Marine scrutinized him momentarily before using a knife hand gesture to direct him in the opposite direction in a very regimented manner, “All the way at the end of this hall, turn left, half way down on your right.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant Major,” said Stephen, turning away. I bet this kid salutes the toilet after he takes a shit... 
 
    “Sir...”  
 
    Stephen turned back apprehensively, “Yes?” 
 
    “Have you seen a Lance Corporal?” 
 
    Stephen shook his head nonchalantly,  “Sorry, no.” 
 
    The Marine turned sharply and marched in the opposite direction, mumbling. “I'm gonna kick his ass when I find him...” 
 
    Stephen headed back the way he came, No you're not, Sergeant... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Signal up!” called an Air Force communications officer from the situation room. “We have a live drone feed!” 
 
    “Where's it coming from?!” shouted a four-star Air Force General, depositing his coffee cup on the nearest desk as he hustled toward the room, Stephen Miles close behind him. 
 
    “Andrews Air Force base, General.” 
 
    “Andrews is still up, that's a good sign...” 
 
    “Altitude?” asked Stephen. 
 
    The communications officer pointed at the flat-screen TV, indicating the lines of information along the edges  of the video feed. “Ten-thousand feet, and climbing. The MQ-9 Reaper has a ceiling of about fifty-thousand feet.” 
 
    “That won't take it above the mushroom,” countered Stephen. 
 
    “He's probably not trying to,” replied the  communications officer, “he's just going for operational altitude, about twenty-five-thousand feet...” 
 
    “I don't want to see the cloud, have him pan the camera below him,” ordered the General. 
 
    “No direct communications yet, General, we're still rebooting and logging back into everything. Our stuff is shielded but the EMP from the blast still affected us... it must have been right on top of us.” Stephen and the General exchanged worried glances as other staff and officers filled the room.  
 
    I have a hard line to Andrews,” announced a Senior Airman, raising his hand. “Trying to get to flight control...” he added, cradling the phone receiver on his shoulder. 
 
    “Give me that,” growled the General angrily, gruffly snatching the receiver from under the Airman's ear. “You listen here...” 
 
    “They were transferring me...” mumbled the Airman as the General shouted into the phone. 
 
    “This is General Burton... Hello? Hello...?!” 
 
    “Still transferring,” commented the Senior Airman under his breath. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The situation room was standing room only, everyone watching the video feed from the drone, the Senior Airman back in control of the phone, directing the drone pilot, relaying the General's orders. Twenty minutes after the blast the detonation column had risen up into the mushroom cloud, the cloud spreading out, beginning its dissipation phase.  
 
    The epicenter of the blast was about a third of a mile across, featureless, black, smoking, the ground seemingly depressed, a stretch of Interstate 395 completely erased from existence. The blackened void was surrounded by a burning ring of near total destruction that extended outward, giving way to wind-blast destruction for miles in all directions, a black and gray landscape void of color. 
 
    “Mother Mary of God...” whispered someone. 
 
    “Sweet Jesus,” muttered another. 
 
    “It hit east and a little south of us,” observed Stephen.  
 
    “The Capitol Building is gone...” pointed an aide. “Library of Congress, Senate buildings... Smithsonian Air and Space is a loss...” 
 
    “Supreme Court is heavily damaged... Look, the Washington Monument is still standing!” 
 
    “My offices are gone,” noted Stephen, his lips tight. “And the White House is nearly totally destroyed.” He reflexively glanced upward. 
 
    “Smaller than I expected,” commented the General. “Does Andrews have an estimate on the size?” 
 
    The Senior Airman looked back over his shoulder, “Fifteen to twenty kilotons. North Korean Taepodong 2, or a variant as the delivery vehicle...” 
 
    Standing behind Stephen, Vice Admiral Cooke shook his head in disgust, “Never thought I'd see the day...” 
 
    “That a short, certifiably insane, megalomaniac with a bad haircut pushed the button?” interrupted Stephen. “Personally, I'm surprised it didn't happen sooner considering his advanced level of crazy.” He wanted to pace the floor but the room was packed, the conference table and chairs empty, everyone congregated near the communications consoles and video screens. “I need to get out of here, I have teams in the field I need to contact.” His eyes swept the room, fully aware that somewhere in the facility was a murderer, likely an enemy alien sympathizer or traitor.  
 
      The General pointed at one of the screens that showed information from Strategic Air Command and NORAD, “One of our Minutemen made it through that dam screen up there; hit Pyongyang.” He turned back to Stephen, “Fifteen times larger than that one out there,” he indicated the live video feed from the drone, an evil smirk on his face. “Payback's a bitch...” 
 
    Stephen grabbed him by the elbow, “It's not a competition, General,” he hissed. “We need to stop throwing these things around or you'd better get used to living underground for the next thousand years.” 
 
    “It's war Mr. Miles - damn right it's a competition!” 
 
    Stephen reached back and tore a copy of the list out of the hands of an aide standing nearby, tossing it on the console in front of the General. “This isn't war General, this is madness, caused by the people on this list... and it needs to stop.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    With the Dragonfly's remaining maneuvering and braking thrusters in a constant burn, Maria fought with the vibrating controls, the rescue shuttle flying about as good as a one-winged potato, waddling down through the atmosphere in a semi-controlled crash-dive. The tilted desert floor rushed up at her as she worked to keep the crippled craft upright on its glide path; if it rolled on its side there would be nothing left but a smoking crater and scattered pieces. “Route all shield power to the nose and belly.” 
 
    “Aye, Skipper,” replied  Myomerr, making the adjustments. 
 
    “Hold on, everybody...!” Maria hauled back on the flight stick and applied full antigravity, the nose lifting slightly as the hull pancaked against the ground, bouncing upwards before slamming back down and skidding across the terrain, a cloud of sand and powder-fine dust exploding out in all directions. The deafening force of the initial impact bent the remaining wing down, the passing terrain tearing it off in a gut-wrenching scream of tortured metal and shattering composites, the hull banging and clattering along the ground for nearly a mile, groaning as it twisted and bent, half rolling as it came to rest in a depression in the desert, the nose crushing against a raised ridge of rock and sand. 
 
    A towering wall of dust and sand drifted slowly away from the jagged scar across the desert, about four miles east of Taybad, Iran, and four miles west of the Afghan border. A massive cloud of powder-like orange dust shrouded the alien craft, suspended in the air, drifting slowly across the parched terrain.  
 
    Myomerr shook off the stars in her vision, realizing her controls were dead and the door behind her, buckled to match the severely warped bulkhead. That wasn't opening without a boron cutter. “We've got smoke! Blowing the canopy...” she announced, grabbing and forcefully yanking the manual lever. The explosive bolts securing the canopy to the hull rippled off like a machine gun, the cracked bubble dropping loosely to one side. Ripping at the buckles of her flight harness, Myomerr cast them off and pushed upward on the bubble, rolling it off the cockpit, discarding it, letting it drop to the sand. “Let's go Skipper, get your ass up...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The shuttle's waist door jammed partially open but it was enough for Dooby and Dan to get everyone out with a belly crawl. Free of their space suits, the astronauts wiggled out into the sunlight in little more than t-shirts and shorts, Dan helping them from the outside as best he could one-handed, his injured arm in a makeshift sling. “C'mon,” he urged, pulling the Russian free of the doorway, “we need to get clear, we're not sure where that smoke is coming from...” 
 
    Dooby half wiggled out, shoving an armful of pulse rifles into the sand,”Dan, take these, we might need them. I'll be right back...” 
 
    “Wait, Dooby, where are you going?” 
 
    “To find something to cover our guests, I'm guessing it'll get chilly real quick when the sun goes down.” 
 
    “But the smoke...” objected Dan. 
 
    Dooby waved it off as he retreated back under the edge of the door, “I'll be fine, I'll be right back.” With the emergency lighting failing, Dooby felt his way through the dimly lit interior, the tilted floor making it difficult to move around. He stumbled and fell over the heap of discarded space suits, cursing to himself. The moment the deck shifted beneath his feet, he knew he was in trouble, the slit of light under the waist door going dark. 
 
    “Dammit!” Dan Murphy put his shoulder against the shuttle's hull and pushed, his feet sliding in the powdery sand. “Dooby! Dooby!” He turned to the others, “Help me... Push! Push!” Even with them all working together, the hull remained unmoved, the bottom of the open door buried in the sand. “We can't leave him in there...!” 
 
    “I do not see what we can do, mon'ami,” shrugged the Frenchman, “we have no tools.” 
 
    “Dig,” shot Dan, dropping to his knees, attempting to dig one-handed, moving the pulse rifles out of the way. “We have to get him out before he suffocates...” 
 
    The Russian bent down and lifted one of the carbines off the pile, examining it, “Perhaps we can use one of dese, da?” 
 
    “NOooo!” shouted Dan, leaping to his feet, grabbing the weapon's forward hand guard and pointing its muzzle to the sky. “You see that yellow pudding over there?” With a nod of his head he indicated a small but growing pool of thick, oily fluorescent yellow goo behind the shuttle. “Fuel. And the word explosive doesn't begin to adequately describe that stuff.”  
 
    The Russian released the gun, “I am sorry, then I do not see how we can possibly...” 
 
    The explosion clanged loudly against the hull, making the entire group duck and cover, becoming fast friends with the sand at their feet... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Reclaiming control of the phone, General Burton ordered another round of Minuteman launches to strike high priority targets around the world. “If we've already hit something,” he shouted into the receiver, “then choose another target, dammit!” 
 
    “This is insane, General...” insisted Stephen Miles. “This has to stop...” 
 
    “Harlan,” called Vice Admiral Cooke, using the General's first name, “what the hell are you doing?” The Admiral brushed past Stephen, reaching out for the man he'd known for nearly two decades. “Harlan...” 
 
     “That's far enough, Robert,” replied the General, turning to meet him, handing the phone receiver back to the Airman. He held a Beretta M-92 in his other hand, “What am I doing...? I'm doing my job. I'm eliminating our enemies...” 
 
    The Admiral waved off the noisy crosstalk in the room, “Quiet!” He calmly indicated the Beretta pointed in his direction. “Harlan, where did you get that?”  
 
    “It doesn't matter Robert... we don't matter. Nothing matters anymore.” He waved at the crush of staff around the room, “Because we're not making it out of here. No one is.” He pointed at the drone video feed, “We're under that. A thousand years of radioactivity.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “What matters,” interrupted the General, “is the mission...” 
 
    “What mission?” probed Stephen Miles, stepping forward. “Whose mission?” He pointed at the list of alien criminals still lying on the communications console, “Their mission?”  
 
    “Are you one of them?” asked Vice Admiral Cooke, coolly. 
 
    “No, I'm not on that list...” 
 
    “That's not what I asked you Harlan...” 
 
    “Something tells me he's not who you think he is, Admiral,” interrupted Stephen. “It's why he doesn't know about the emergency evacuation tunnels or the train.” 
 
    Vice Admiral Cooke hazarded a sideways glance at Stephen, “He's an imposter...” It wasn't so much a question as an educated guess. 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Can you prove it?” 
 
    The Sergeant Major, Stephen had encountered in the corridor pushed through the crowd, his Beretta M-92 clear of its holster, hanging in his hand, concealed at his side, the safety already off. “Sirs, I would like to ask the gentleman in the suit if he knows who might have killed my Lance Corporal... Since I encountered him outside the office where his body was found.” The Sergeant Major's gun hand came up, pointing at Stephen, the crowd splitting to be free from the line of fire. 
 
    Years of work as a field agent and seasoning didn't fail Stephen who didn't even blink, his eyes turning away from the Sergeant to lock with the General. “You might want to ask the General that question, Sergeant Major, since he's holding the Lance Corporal's sidearm.” His hand moved discreetly into his suit jacket, his hand on the butt of his Sig Sauer. “And I bet if we check the General's pockets we might even find the .22 caliber pen-gun he killed him with...” 
 
    “Put it down, Harlan,” commanded the Admiral. “Or whoever you are.” 
 
    The Sergeant Major's firearm transitioned smoothly to the General, “Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to put that down until we sort this out...” General  Burton's eyes shifted nervously around the room, face by face. “Sir,” insisted the Marine Sergeant, “please don't do anything foolish...” 
 
    Having clearly made a decision, the General straightened, stiffening up, bringing his heels together, his eyes straight forward, the muzzle of the Beretta swinging up under his chin. It happened so quickly no one had a chance to react. The muzzle blast liquified much of the tissue under the chin and a portion of the neck, the bullet exiting the top of his head and lodging in the ceiling, painting the ceiling, the big screen monitor, the Senior Airman and the communications console with blood and brain matter. His body went momentarily plank rigid before toppling backward like a tree, crashing into the wall behind him. Crumpled against the wall, his heart still pumping, his lungs struggling to breathe, he gurgled through the crater in his neck, his eyes rolling around, perhaps looking at the faces around him. There was no way to tell if he could actually see or comprehend what was happening. In another moment he was still, his eyes vacant, unmoving. 
 
    Searching the interior pockets of the General's uniform jacket, Stephen retrieved a .22 caliber pen-gun, opened the breach and extracted an empty bullet casing, sniffing it, “Fresh.”  
 
    “But why?” asked the Admiral. 
 
    “We'll never know now,” muttered Stephen, waving his hand in disgust at the bloody corpse. 
 
    “How did you know it was him?” asked the Sergeant Major. 
 
    Stephen indicated the printed alien criminal list on the console, “It was the way he said he wasn't on that list. It sounded specific, like he'd read it already. I'd asked the Corporal to make copies and there were some jammed in the shredder. Makes me think he killed the Corporal, altered the list and tried to shred the present copies. When I sent electronic copies to printers all over the facility he knew he wasn't on them.” 
 
    “So you knew the Corporal was dead, you were in that office,” confirmed the Marine Sergeant. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that, Sergeant Major,” apologized Stephen. “I didn't know who I could trust...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
     The Dragonfly's blown emergency hatch sailed over the heads of Dan and the astronauts, ringing like a bell as it hit the ground, rolling a few feet in the sand before dropping over with a thud, producing a puff of dust. 
 
    Dan looked up in time to deflect a flying emergency kit with his good arm, followed by a large, heavy, soft bag which he caught, knocking him to his rump. “Hey, what the hell...”  
 
    Surrounded by smoke, Dooby's head appeared in the emergency hatch opening, “Whoo, that's better,” he breathed in. Lifting himself up through the hatch he leaned head-first from the top of the shuttle headed toward the ground. “A little help?” 
 
    Instinctively, hands reached up to meet him, “Let go, mon'ami, we have you.” 
 
    While they were easing him to the ground, Dooby exhaled deeply, spitting in the sand, “I don't know what's burning, but it's nasty.” He stood up and nonchalantly dusted himself off, “Had a heck of a time finding that damn hatch in the dark...”  
 
    “And we had no idea how to get you out.” Dan handed Dooby the emergency evacuation kit, “We'd better get away from the ship, it's leaking thruster fuel all over the place,” he motioned to the pool of gooey yellow slime pooling in the scar cut in the soil behind the shuttle. 
 
    “Don't worry about that,” waved Dooby, “it needs a pretty intense ignition source.” 
 
    “Like one of these?” asked Dan picking up a carbine. 
 
    “Ooh, yeah, that would do it.”  
 
    Dan glanced at the Russian, “Good thing we didn't use one of these then...” 
 
    Dooby slung a carbine over his shoulder.  “Let's get the flight crew and get to higher ground,” he patted on the emergency evacuation kit, “I need to set up our comm beacon.”  
 
    The group found Myomerr sitting in the sand, her back against the wreckage, head bowed, helmet laying near her, hands hanging over her knees. 
 
    “What's going on Merr?” asked Dooby, looking around, “where's the Skipper?” 
 
    The Ketarian raised her head, sobbing, her eyes filled with tears, the fine fur of her face wet. She thumbed up over her shoulder at the cockpit without speaking. 
 
    “Skipper?!” Dooby dumped the gear in his arms like it was radioactive. Jumping up, he caught the edge of the cockpit, pulled himself up and scrambled over the lip, disappearing.  
 
    Janine Luack, the American astronaut, was more stunned by the feline appearance of the Ketarian pilot, obviously a woman, than everything else she'd experienced so far. She knelt next to Dan who was speaking softly with her, only understanding his side of the conversation. “How bad is she?” He asked, holding her hand. The feline woman muttered something and shook her head, it didn't appear to be good news as he laid his hand on her shoulder, bowing his head. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Blinking away tears, Dooby eased Maria's helmet off and set it on the copilot's seat behind her. Her eyes closed, blood ran from her mouth and he eased her head back against the headrest. The nose of the shuttle was mangled upward and back, the flight controls jammed against her body, the dash crushed inward and folded downward against her legs and pelvis. Reaching up and underneath, he felt around, seeing with his fingers. Her legs and everything below her waist was pinned and completely crushed.  
 
    Dooby took her hand as he felt for a carotid pulse with his free hand. Closing his eyes he concentrated; it was there, but just barely. “I'm here Skipper, you're not alone,” he whispered in her ear, squeezing her hand, kissing her on the side of her face. “You did a wonderful job, we're all safe.” He paused to wipe his face on his shoulder. “Looks like you're up for a promotion today, Skipper; you're getting your permanent angel wings - for exemplary performance in the face of insurmountable odds...” He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb, and brushed matted hair away from her face with his free hand. “It's alright, you can let go now Maria, it's safe, the Gods will catch you... No pain. No worries... just complete freedom flying through the stars and the heavens...” There was an almost imperceptible squeeze on his hand, maybe just a spasm, but it felt intentional. Her goodbye. He searched for a pulse again but it was gone. 
 
    He stayed a while, holding her hand like that, sobbing. She was his favorite person in the universe. He never thought about acting on it, she was a level far above him in class, but he'd always had a secret love for her that went far beyond admiration. He carefully, almost reverently, peeled her squadron patch off of her flight suit and slipped it into his pocket, being careful not to fold it... 
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 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    EARTH ORBIT, UFW CARRIER CONQUEST : EYE OF THE STORM 
 
    With his elbows on his desk in the dimly lit Admiral's office, Steele had his eyes closed, head in his hands, hoping his brains weren't somehow leaking out of his ears. The madness was staggering, the damage catastrophic. Casualty estimates were between ten and twenty million. He knew it was far too early to trust the accuracy of the estimates but even at the lowest level it was horrific. There was nothing more he could do on the bridge, Captain Ryan had it well under control so Jack retreated to his ready room, watching it all unfold had made him physically ill.  
 
    Fritz lay on the couch, his head on the armrest, watching over his human. Essentially he was a dog, but his CABL system, Computer Assisted Biological Lifeform, made him much more, and the significance of what was happening on the planet below was not lost on him. “It is bad?” he asked, annunciating slowly. 
 
    “Very bad,” replied Jack without looking up. 
 
    “No more home?” 
 
    “No more home, buddy...” 
 
    “No more beach?” 
 
    As distressed as he was, that made Jack smile. He knew the German Shepherd's affinity for the water. “I'm sure the beach and the ocean are still there,” he explained, “but it's not going to be safe to go there.” 
 
    Fritz rested his chin back on the armrest of the sofa, looking deflated, “Hmph,” he grumbled.  
 
    The door from the bridge swished open, disappearing into the bulkhead. Lisa walked into the room, stopping just inside the doorway as it closed behind her, plunging her into darkness. “What the hell,” she stammered. “What are you, a bat?” 
 
    “What do you want,” said Jack flatly.  
 
    “Seriously, can we turn on a light?” she demanded. 
 
    “What. Do. You. Want.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shrugged, “We've completed the last broadcast and released the satellites like you asked...” 
 
    “Ordered,” he corrected. 
 
    “What-ever. I'm not sure how much good it will do, there's not much left up here but junk.” 
 
    “Have you seen the statistics?” 
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    “The casualty list...” 
 
    Lisa felt a cold spike race up her back, “No...” 
 
    “Estimates range from ten million, to twenty million.” 
 
    Her knees suddenly weak, Lisa moved over to the couch and plopped herself down, “Oh God...” 
 
    “Remind me again,” Steele growled, “whose idea it was to go public and announce the list of infiltrators to the World...” 
 
    Lisa frowned, “The UFW's Galactic Intelligence Service. Commander Brighton, er, Major Brithauz, I mean... Why?”  
 
    For the first time since she'd entered, Jack lifted his head from his hands. “This is all their fault. Operation Magic Pawn...” he said with distaste, standing up. “Am I still the pawn...?” 
 
    “I'm not sure I follow you, Jack.” 
 
    “If I succeed, they win. If the whole thing goes to hell in a hand-basket, they win.”  
 
    “And who's winning what now?” 
 
    Steele strolled over to the holo-chart table, the map of the system winking on, filling the room with a soft glow. “What does the UFW have to gain with this operation...?” he asked introspectively, not expecting an answer. He put his hand into the three-dimensional holographic chart of the Terran system and grabbed the blue and green planet, pulling it closer until it was the size of a beach ball. He tapped on the holographic orb setting it into a slow rotation. “I feel like we're getting played. Do you feel like we're getting played?” 
 
    “I uh... I guess I really haven't had time to think about it,” Lisa responded slowly, reflecting back. “Everything's happened so quickly since we've gotten back. There's been so much to do...” She looked down at the floor and back up at her brother, “What do you suppose they're after?” 
 
    “Same as any conquest. Resources. But there's so much here, I'm not sure what's the most valuable.” He pinched his lips as he stared at the holographic globe, “I've been racking my brain for over an hour, I keep coming back to the same answer. People.” 
 
    “Slaves?” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “No, that would be something I'd expect from the Pirates... I'm thinking more sinister, more devious, maybe more sophisticated... Slaves are good for labor, servants, maybe breeding, but not much else. They require constant control and must be housed, cared for; that takes resources. But what's better than a slave...?”  
 
    Lisa shook her head, “I don't know, I think you lost me.” 
 
    “Someone who thinks they owe you a debt of gratitude. Someone who will welcome you... Someone who will serve willingly. Who will work; create their own resources. Contribute. Even fight for you.” 
 
    Lisa shook her head in disbelief, “So you're saying this whole thing has been a setup? That they're complicit with the FreeRangers?” Her eyes widened, “Ooo, or the agents are actually UFW and they're double-crossing them?” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “Hadn't thought of that last one...” He turned his back on the holo-table, leaning against it, arms folded, legs crossed at the ankle, “I'm thinking the UFW was being opportunistic. They knew the spies and infiltrators were here but didn't know what do about it... until our happy-assed little band of merry men stumbled into the picture...” He chewed on his lower lip. “When we lost the Freedom, it was perfect timing for them. They offer us a new ship... or a nice big juicy task force. Like a dumbass,” he waved, “I take the task force.” He refolded his arms. “I forgot the KISS principal...” 
 
    “Keep It Simple Stupid?” 
 
    He tapped the tip of his nose and pointed at her, “Exactly. I let my ego get in the way of a clear decision.” 
 
    “To be fair, Jack, maybe that's why Admiral Higdenberger wanted an immediate decision. He didn't want you thinking about it too long. He...” 
 
    “Suckered me in,” added Steele, finishing her sentence. 
 
    “I was going to say, took advantage of your sense of integrity,” corrected Lisa. 
 
    “That's a nice way of saying he suckered me.” Jack ran his hands through his hair, “Man, I got played... Hard.”  
 
    Lisa stood up, the glow of the holo-table allowing her to see well enough to cross the room and grab a bottle of water from the mini-fridge. “Are you sure you're not just overthinking this whole thing? Allowing your imagination to run away with you?” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “I don't know. I don't think so. I remember Captain Gantarro telling us how unique we were... how much we were needed, our way of thinking, our clever warrior tactics...” He flung his hands wide, “Dammit! It goes back way farther than I thought...”  
 
    “But, how could it? The UFW didn't know you back then... You guys were just a consequence of a random accident. Weren't you?” 
 
    “Maybe yes, maybe no,” countered Jack. “There were quite a few accidents that brought it all together... I don't get the feeling that it was all that random, or all that accidental. I don't know if I told you this, but we all had tracking chips in our necks; me, Brian, Mike and Pappy, Maria... we were all prior abductees. Holy crap,” he slapped his forehead, “could they have been planning this for decades?” Suddenly, everything from their initial disappearance until now came into question. Was the arrival of Captain Kidd and his pirates planned? A test? Or was that one of the few happy accidents in an otherwise complete plan?  
 
    Lisa pointed her capped water bottle at her brother, “Hold on, Jack, you need to calm down. I think you're getting way ahead of yourself. I think it's a real stretch to tie this all together. If this was a plan, there would have to be a less complicated way to do this...” 
 
    Jack wagged his finger at her, “What happens when a house burns down? Where do the roaches go?” 
 
    Lisa cocked her head, “What? I dunno, the next house?” 
 
    “Exactly,”  he replied. “Willfully. We are the cockroaches...” 
 
    “Ew.” 
 
    “And the UFW is the next house,” continued Jack. “But they didn't want to burn it down completely; they couldn't handle seven billion refugees. But what about a few hundred thousand? A few million? New laborers, scientists, engineers, farmers... warriors?”  
 
    Lisa contemplated that for a second, touching the water bottle to her chin. “So they sent an entire task force of fire trucks to keep the house from burning down completely,” she said slowly, seeing his rationale. “Oh, man...” she groaned. “And they couldn't let you go down in teams to pick up the infiltrators one by one; it would take too long.” She tapped absentmindedly on the cap of her bottle, “What do you suppose they would have done if you had chosen a replacement ship instead of the task force?” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “I don't know. For something this big they must've had an alternate plan. I suppose the end result may have been the same.” 
 
    “Then you can't shoulder this, it wasn't your doing...” 
 
    “Yeah, but I just hate getting played,” he growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Have you discussed this with anyone else?” 
 
    “No, it's just all coming together in my head now.” 
 
    Lisa sipped her water, “Swell, I get to be the first rider on the insanity train...” she mumbled. 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    She waved it off, “Nothing. You know, you could be wrong.” 
 
    Steele turned back to the slowly spinning holographic planet, “That would actually be a relief. But there are too many coincidences to all of this...” 
 
    “And there are few coincidences in life,” she sighed, repeating one of her brother's idioms. 
 
    Jack's TESS chimed, the holographic window popping up, hovering above his wrist, “Incoming message from flight control, Admiral.” 
 
    “Connect, TESS.” 
 
    Her animated face swept to one side, becoming a postage stamp on the screen's side panel as Captain Paul Smiley appeared in the main frame. “Admiral, we have a bird down...” 
 
    “Who? Where?” shot Jack. 
 
    “Maria's rescue run went sideways. They went to ground to duck under the satellite cascade. With all the targets we lost tracking during their descent. There's no emergency ping...” 
 
    “Wouldn't that be automatic, Paul?” 
 
    “Maybe not if they hit hard. I don't like saying it, hell, I don't like thinking it, but it could have been catastrophic.” 
 
    “Any idea of the area they went down? Can we initiate a search?” 
 
    “Jack, I love Maria dearly, you know that. But with all this crap falling down through the atmosphere, I don't like the idea of sending any of our boys down for a look. I have a rescue and crew ready to go and birds for escort but we really ought to wait till things calm down...” 
 
    Jack rubbed his forehead and sighed, “I get it. Any luck on that UFO bouncing all around the planet?” 
 
    “The only thing we know for sure is she's got a FreeRanger ident beacon. The silhouette and characteristics don't produce anything from the UFW database. The Dark Star got a pretty good look-down on her; the only thing we can tell is, she doesn't appear to have any armaments on her...” 
 
    “That's gutsy,” commented Steele. 
 
    “Or just plain stupid,” countered Paul.  
 
    “You think she's picking up operatives?” 
 
    “I'd bet on it, Jack...” 
 
    “Can we get a shot on her?” 
 
    “Wasn't a priority, Jack. Our gunners had their hands full.” 
 
    Jack nodded, pursing his lips, “If the opportunity comes up, whoever has eyes on her should take the shot...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The FreeRanger cutter, Red Moon, dropped down through the weather and swept in under the clouds over Ramenskoye Airport, following the winding Moskva River as it pointed them northwest into the city. A spring snow swirled and blew, randomly hiding and revealing vision below them; the fresh green trees, brown and gray rooftops nothing more than smears of color. On the helmsman's monitors, animated 3D mapping overlaid a live video feed. “Nice weather,” he remarked sarcastically. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin glanced casually at the big screen before checking her chronometer, “Time to coordinates?” 
 
    “Sixty seconds to Red Square, ma'am.” 
 
    “Good, right on time. I hope our pickup doesn't keep us waiting.” She switched channels on her comm console, “Recovery deck, is your team ready?” 
 
    “Recovery Team ready, Skipper...” 
 
    “Fine. One minute to LZ, stand by.” Aleese Portwin pulled up her tactical screen. “Hey, I'm seeing atmospheric craft vectoring in on us... were you planning on telling me?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am,” replied the tactical officer, “I'm watching them. They're about seven minutes out, we should be clear by then...” 
 
    “I want to know these things when you know these things, understand?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am. My apologies, I am doing a ninety degree up sweep with the sensors for atmospheric entries.” 
 
    Aleese nodded her approval, “We don't want to get hit by any debris. Carry on...” 
 
    “Approaching LZ, Commander...” 
 
    “Very good, helm. Take us in. Shields?” 
 
    “Aye, descending. Upper shields at maximum, flank shields down for boarding.” 
 
    On her command chair, the Commander pulled up a screen with a live video feed of the starboard side boarding area. “Extend gear...” 
 
    “Extending gear... Down and locked.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Long, dark, subterranean tunnels linked all the buildings inside the Kremlin walls; the Grand Kremlin Palace, the Arsenal, the Presidium, the Auditorium and even the various cathedrals of which there were several. Some of the network of elaborate passageways were service ways and old steam tunnels. Some, near the cathedrals, were catacombs dating back to the 14th and 15th centuries. And yet, a few others were purpose-built for secretive movement of special members of the Kremlin and their families. That's not to say the KGB hadn't had cause to use the tunnels a time or two... Or more. Not that they'd admit it, of course. Their headquarters in the Lubyanka building was nothing more than a convenient five-minute drive from the Kremlin. But no one was talking.  
 
    The rumor was that there was more than one tunnel that ran down beyond the Kremlin's south wall, ending in a secret room under Kremlevskaya Street, bordering the Moskva River. A room with a pool... That was connected to the river. People who went into that room were never seen again, at least not alive. Dubbed The Bathhouse, your visit there meant appearing somewhere along the banks of the Moskva as a floater. Days later, weeks, or even months depending on the winter thaw. During the KGB heyday in the 1960s through the 1980s meant in the winter months The Bathhouse got a lot less use, lest it create a logjam of sorts during the spring thaw. 
 
    Even after the closure of the KGB in 1991, bodies still continued to appear in the river, reminding the citizens The Bathhouse still operated and the secret police were still at work, lurking in the shadows. Anyone who knew for sure, also knew to keep their mouth shut; or else. 
 
    Only one secret tunnel reached beyond the walls of the Kremlin that allowed safe passage; St. Basil's Cathedral in Red Square. A century newer than the Kremlin's Cathedral of the Archangel, St. Basil's colorful, ornate and detailed 16th century architecture housed an elaborate museum of the churches. 
 
    The Kremlin custodian was a thin, spry man in his late sixties, and he had known the President for decades, working alongside him in the KGB. He walked with a limp from an injury during service that did nothing to slow him down. “This is the last one, Mr. President,” he commented, turning the old steel key in the ancient lock, the mechanism squeaking as he turned the key. “We must hurry if you are to make it on time.” 
 
    “You have been a good friend Alexi, you are to be rewarded for your service,” replied the President.  
 
    “My service to you has been reward enough...” 
 
    “Nonsense,” countered the President, “you will need something to retire on...”  
 
    The group made their way through the sub-basement of St. Basil's Cathedral, the catacombs having been cleared and sanitized for the storage of the museum's overflow of artifacts. Reaching the stairs, the President sent the girls on ahead and he paused on the landing with Alexi. “This should keep you well...” he continued, handing him a piece of paper. “You will know what to do...” 
 
    Alexi followed the President up the stairs as he stuffed the folded paper into his pocket, “I fear money may have little value in this new world...” 
 
    “Gold always has uses, my friend,” smiled the President. “And the guns will allow you to keep it...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “I don't like this Papa, I want to go back to Paris,” complained Yekaterina, walking down the steps of  St. Basil's Cathedral, her high heels clicking on the stone steps. 
 
    “And I want to go back to Holland,” added Mariya. “Where's Jorrit?” 
 
    “Jorrit did not make it,” replied the President. “And you were forcibly deported from Holland. Remember, da?” He nudged his wife, a former Olympic athlete thirty years his junior, “Hurry Alina.”  
 
    “Why is mama not coming?” inquired Yekaterina. 
 
    “Because she is not,” he fired back angrily. “Now hurry up!” 
 
    The swirling snow whipped around them, blowing across the cobblestones of Red Square, the massive area devoid of people. A long, dark shape lay ahead, mostly featureless to the uninitiated, an opening in its side, two men standing on either side of a short ramp. 
 
    “Papa, what is that?” asked Mariya. 
 
    “A ship. Keep going.” 
 
    “I don't want to go, I want to stay...” she said fearfully. 
 
    The howl of air raid sirens wailed mournfully, first one then another and another. All around them, all across the city. The president glanced up at the sky seeing nothing but the swirling white and put his hand on her shoulder from behind, moving her forward. “There may be nothing left to stay for... But you will like where we are going,” he urged, “much nicer than Paris.” 
 
    “New York?” 
 
    “Like New York and Paris combined,” he lied, pushing her past the crew members and up the boarding ramp, Alina in tow. Out of the dampness and sharp wind, he shook the snow off of his open overcoat, moving the girls to one side. He greeted the Red Moon's officer with a salute and without words, the officer held out an e-Pad. The President placed his hand on the  glass surface, initiating a scan. “Welcome to Moscow,” he blustered casually, “you enjoy our lovely weather, da?” 
 
    Stone-faced, the Red Moon's officer didn't respond, passing a device over the back of the Russian President's neck, the implanted RFID confirming his identity and serial number. “Welcome aboard, agent Putin,” he nodded. “I'm sorry, who are these people?”  he pointed in the direction of the three women. 
 
    “My wife, Alina and my daughters; Yekaterina and Mariya,” Putin indicated with a wave. 
 
    “Katerina...” corrected his daughter. 
 
    “Family is not part of the extraction protocol...” began the officer matter of factly, as if he simply regarded them as luggage. 
 
    Before the man could finish his thought, the President's hand dipped inside his coat, producing a Tokarev pistol, pressing the muzzle under the officer's chin. “Maybe we change that protocol, da?” 
 
    The officer swallowed nervously, “None of the other agents were allowed...” 
 
    “To hell with other agents” growled Vladimir Putin, no longer a president, just a father. “I will make clear for you; those sirens? Not music... missiles are coming. If we go, we live. If we sit, we die.” With a click, he pulled the hammer back on the Tokarev, “But you die first.” 
 
    The officer backed away, “Identity confirmed,” he reported into the comm. “Close us up,” he waved at the crew.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Atmospheric craft closing fast!” 
 
    Aleese Portwin glanced at the status for the recovery deck, “Speed it up Ensign, we are out of time!” 
 
    “Identity confirmed,” came the reply over the comm.  
 
    The indicators on the Commander's panel for the hull winked to secure, “Launch! Get us off the ground!” she shouted. 
 
    “Launching, Commander...” The ship sprung free of the surface as the helmsman cranked down on the antigravity actuator, swinging the ship to a new heading, the Red Moon's tail chopping one of the minarets off of St. Basil's Cathedral like it was made of balsa wood, the blue and white structure exploding and crashing to the ground in pieces.  
 
    “Atmospheric craft identified as MiG-29M...” announced the tactical officer. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “A four ship formation, Skipper. We are targeted.” 
 
    “Hellllm?” 
 
    “GOD drive on line, prepared to initiate at speed...” 
 
    Aleese Portwin watched the speed sensors climb, “Shields down. Initiate GOD...” 
 
    “The MiG-29s are firing!” 
 
    “Fire countermeasures! Fire countermeasures!” 
 
    “Firing decoys...” announced the tactical officer, her fingers tapping across her glass control panel. Miniature torpedoes emerged from launch tubes along the spine of the ship, jetting up and away, corkscrewing across the sky filled with an assortment of jammers and false signals to lure enemy missiles off target. “Decoys away and functioning.”  
 
    “Initiating GOD; bubble at ten percent...” 
 
    The science officer pointed at the holo-screen, “Space debris!” Angry flaming streaks of destroyed hardware, trailing molten metal, dropped through the clouds and swirling snow, passing all around the ship. 
 
    A heavy metallic whang vibrated through the hull as a satellite frame crushed itself against the armor of the Red Moon's upper hull, bouncing off. “That's going to leave a mark,” mumbled the Commander, wincing. 
 
    “GOD bubble unaffected. Forty percent.” 
 
    Aleese was on the edge of her seat, watching the GOD drive readout; sixty percent, seventy percent... “Go, go, go...” she whispered to herself. A flaming hunk of twisted metal the size of a small car shot past the nose of the Red Moon and she recoiled out of reflex, sucking her breath sharply. Eighty percent... Colorful tendrils of energy covered the hull, reaching around her nose, the holo-screen changing colors, the clouds and snow barely visible through the swirling color, the jump corona fully formed in front of them. 
 
    A flash of intense light, deafening thunder and the ensuing violent shudder flung the Commander to the floor, alarm klaxons screaming with a myriad of warning chimes ringing across the bridge, the Red Moon rolling to her starboard side. “Report...” she said weakly, bringing herself to her knees, clutching onto her console for stability. 
 
    “Direct hit, our starboard atmospheric canard has been destroyed.” 
 
    Aleese Portwin glanced up at the screen, relieved to see the silky lining of the transition tunnel. “Well that puts an end to further recoveries,” she groaned, pulling herself to her feet, “the rest of those folks are on their own.” She dropped herself into her command chair, her ego as bruised as her knees. “Alter jump course to our exit coordinates. And let's stop this roll...” 
 
    “Aye, alternating coordinates to the dark side of Saturn...” the navigator entered the new destination. 
 
    “Damn space junk,” grumbled the Commander. “Tactical, what the hellion hit us?” 
 
    “Sensors recorded fire from orbit. I believe it was a rail gun charge. We were very lucky, multiple rounds bracketed all around us...” 
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 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    TAYBAD, IRAN : FROM THE FRYING PAN INTO THE FIRE 
 
    “Dooooby!”  
 
    Dooby's head popped up over the edge of the shuttle's cockpit looking down over the side, “She's dead, Dan...” he lamented, tears in his eyes. 
 
    “I sympathize, Doob,” replied Dan Murphy, pained. “And not to be disrespectful, but her worries are over now, ours are just beginning...” He motioned over the rise in terrain that had finally stopped the shuttle, “We don't have time to morn buddy, we have company. And I don't think they're the friendly type.” 
 
    “I'll be down in a minute,” called Dooby, disappearing from view. 
 
    “I need your ass down here now!” commanded Dan Murphy. “You need to set up that beacon and we need to secure a defense!” One-handed he grabbed Myomerr by her flight suit and yanked her to her feet, “Pity-party is over Missy, it's time to fight.” 
 
    Her demeanor changing in the blink of an eye, the Ketarian pilot viciously sweeping his hand away, leaning forward and baring her sharp feline teeth with a snarl, “Never touch me again...”  
 
    “That's the spirit,” smiled Dan, not missing a beat. “Hold on to that anger, we're going to need it...” He bent down and scooped a carbine off the pile, handing it to Myomerr, “We need your head in the game...” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, “Game?” 
 
    “Focus. I need you focused. I assume you know how this works?” he asked, tapping on the rifle in her hands. 
 
    “I am familiar,” she replied.  
 
    “Good, then maybe you can give a quick lesson to our friends here?” he motioned toward the astronauts. 
 
    “They will not understand me, Murphy,” she reminded him. 
 
    He patted her on the shoulder, “I have faith in you to make them understand...”  
 
    Her expression darkened, staring at his hand, her lip curling enough to raise the hair on the back of his neck.  
 
    “Right, you have issues I see. You might want to see someone about that,” he commented, snatching a carbine off the ground for himself, pointing the weapon's muzzle up at the hill, “We need to be up there...”  
 
    Without speaking she gathered the remaining carbines, turned and headed for the astronauts watching the desert from higher ground. 
 
    Dan Murphy blinked away the image of her fangs in his mind's eye, “Doo...” 
 
    Dooby dropped to the ground beside him, cutting him off, a small bag slung over his shoulder. He snatched up his carbine and emergency kit from its position next to the shuttle's hull, “OK let's go.” He glanced around at the landscape as they headed for the rest of the group, “Can't say I like your planet much.” He kicked at the ground as they walked, acrid dust billowing around his boots. 
 
    “We're not in the best of neighborhoods,” remarked Dan. “In fact we're probably in one of the biggest armpits on the planet. Where I come from it's lush and green...” 
 
    “You know where we're at?” interrupted Dooby. 
 
    “Educated guess? We're in the Middle East somewhere; Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan... something like that.” 
 
    “I don't know what that means,” interjected Dooby, his eyebrows raised. 
 
    “It ain't good,” countered Dan, his nose wrinkled. “Chase was right...” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “It has a very peculiar smell...” 
 
    “You mean it stinks,” offered Dooby. 
 
    “Like camel shit, piss, armpits and ass...” nodded Dan, remembering conversations with Chase about the particulars. “Aww, what the hell is this?” he grumbled upon reaching the top of the crest. A haphazard series of ridges, trenches and dirt roads wove a broken maze, stretching a half mile to the road, about a thousand feet wide. “Looks like it was built by a bunch of fucking crack addicts...” He crouched next to the others, peering over the top towards the road. 
 
    “They stopped out there,” pointed the Israeli astronaut, peering through the sights on his carbine, adjusting the magnification. 
 
    “Technicals,” nodded Dan. “That's what they call those armed pickup trucks,” he informed Dooby. “They don't look like rebels though... they look like regular military.” 
 
    “There's a man on the back of both vehicles,” observed Myomerr, “but the men that got out have moved up the road toward us, they are in the far ditch along the road.” 
 
    “I see them.” Dan's eyes narrowed, looking west, a plume of dust followed a convoy of vehicles in their direction, coming from a low, sprawling town of drab buildings. “Dooby, get that thing working and get us out of here. Quick.” Laying on his stomach, Murphy adjusted his sights one-handed, focusing on the first pickup sitting in the road; a green, white and red flag with a red symbol in the center, fluttering slowly in the stale desert breeze. “Iran. Man, it just keeps getting better...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele paged through the action reports, only half seeing, half interested, his mind divided in a multitude of ways. Lisa stood at the holo-chart her back to her brother, researching the independent station at Nelson's Point. “Looks like they've got a pretty good reputation...” she commented as she turned toward him, her voice trailing off. “Jack...” she croaked, little more than a whisper, staring at the spot on the sofa next to the sleeping Shepherd. 
 
    Steele looked up from the e-Pad in his hand, realizing his sister wasn't looking at him  and followed her gaze to the sofa. A semi-transparent figure sat next to Fritz, looking down at him, petting him gently. It silently leaned over, encircling him with ethereal arms, giving him a tender embrace. The Shepherd lifted his head, leaning into the hug, looking up adoringly as the form rose to its feet, becoming more corporeal. 
 
    “Maria,” breathed Jack, dumbfounded. 
 
    She looked back at Lisa and smiled, her eyes moving to Jack, momentarily locking eyes with him before striding purposefully for the bridge door, dissolving and disappearing mere feet from the door's surface. 
 
    Jack let out a low breath, not realizing he'd been holding it in. A sudden chill raced through him and he shuddered. 
 
    “She came to say goodbye” said Fritz, annunciating slowly. “She was not sad.” 
 
    “And she said; help them,” added Lisa. 
 
    Jack rose from his chair, “I heard that too... how did she do that? Is she... is she dead?”  
 
    “That's what I felt...” Lisa nodded, her hand over her mouth in astonishment. 
 
    “Dammit. Me too... Damn, damn, damn,” he groaned, his voice cracking. One step toward the door and he paused, looking back at Lisa, “We all saw that, right?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Standing in the flight tower, Captain Paul Smiley scratched his forehead, “Along the Iran – Afghan border...?” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Yeah. Don't ask me how I know, I just know...” He wrung his hands in thought, “And something about the number thirty-six. Not sure what that means.” 
 
    Paul shrugged, “Hey, you're the Admiral. But you do realize that's a huge area to cover...” 
 
    “I'm aware of that; I'm hoping we get lucky.” 
 
    “It has quieted down out there...” noted Paul, rubbing his chin. “An armed shuttle and a four bird escort work for you?” 
 
    Jack nodded,  “Add the Zulu with the advanced sensor magnapod.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “As soon as you can. Maybe some Marines in case they need...” 
 
    “Wouldn't send a shuttle to Indian territory without them,” interjected Paul. Still facing Jack, Paul reached back and tapped a control officer, motioning to the deck. “They'll be out the door in under five, Admiral.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Murphy,” whispered Janine Luack, “I think you're really going to need both arms... We need you to have both arms.” 
 
    He looked up from his sights, “Oh, so you're an astronaut and a doctor?” he asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “Oh... The MD kind or the PHD kind?” added Dan suspiciously. 
 
    “Both, actually. We need to get your shoulder back in.” 
 
    “We don't have any...” 
 
    Janine grabbed him by his good hand, “We don't need anything. Follow me,” she coaxed, sliding down the ridge in the tan work jumpsuit Dooby had salvaged from the shuttle. “It's a simple manipulation...” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” quipped Dan, “Your shoulder doesn't hurt like hell. How can you be sure it's not broken?” 
 
    “That's the Axillary Nerve, it's pinched. It happens quite commonly in an anterior dislocation. Once we get it back in place the pain should subside some – though it will still be sore for several days. Maybe a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “I'm more concerned about the next several hours...” 
 
    “I understand,” she replied, taking control of his arm. “Just sit still, this shouldn't hurt... much.”  
 
    “Much?” 
 
    “There are three steps...” she continued, ignoring his objection. “Relax.” She spoke out loud as she moved his arm, so he knew the steps, watching his face, “Abduction...” she moved his arm away from his body, elbow bent. “Extension...” she gently extended his arm forward. “External rotation...” she slowly rotated his arm by the wrist and elbow. “There.” She guided his arm back down. “See if you can move it on your own.” 
 
    “I did feel a pop,” he noted, gingerly testing it. 
 
    “Don't go to full extension if you can avoid it; keep it closer to your body if you can...” 
 
    “Murrrrphy!” 
 
    Dan launched himself up the ridge, favoring his left arm, keeping it semi-tucked, digging in with his right hand to scramble to the top. He dropped down next to Dooby, peering over the crest. “That's a tank...” he whispered in astonishment. 
 
    “Two tanks,” pointed the Russian astronaut. “T-72s”  
 
    “And two trucks of men...” moaned Dan, watching them spread out, running across the pale yellow terrain. The Tanks had taken up positions on either side of the divided highway, their main guns pointed at the ridge formation.  
 
    “This is not a defensible position,” announced the Russian. “They can easily go around us on either side, it is like an island.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that,” lamented Dan. “I wasn't expecting tanks.” He turned to Dooby, “You got that beacon running?” 
 
    Dooby held up broken parts, “No...” 
 
    “Oh, fuck me,” grumbled Dan. “How did it...” he waved off the question, “doesn't matter. We need a new plan.” 
 
    “The tanks are slow,” said the Israeli, we can easily avoid them down in-between the ridges. The tanks are valuable, they won't risk them. They won't bring them in where they're vulnerable...”  
 
    “We don't have anything that can hurt a tank...” he glanced over at Dooby, “do we?” Dooby shook his head, no. 
 
    “They don't know that,” replied the Israeli. “They'll use the men, the men are expendable. As long as we stay inside the outer ridges...” 
 
    “It occurs to me,” began Dan, “that this looks like either a fighting position or a training area. In which case, they probably know it better than we do...” 
 
    “We are out of options,” announced the Russian, slithering over the top of the ridge to the other side, now inside the maze formation.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was difficult to determine which vehicle it was coming from, but an Iranian broadcast drifted across the terrain from a loudspeaker, the soldiers holding their scattered positions, some as concealed as possible, some standing boldly in the open. The announcer spoke fair English, heavily flavored with his own language, “You have violated sovereign Iranian airspace and sovereign Iranian territory. You will surrender yourselves and equipment, or suffer the wrath of the almighty Mohammed... allahu akbar.”    
 
    “Allahu akbar,” chanted the soldiers in response. 
 
    “If the infidels surrender immediately, you will be given medical attention and treated fairly...” 
 
    From his position the Frenchman turned to Dan, “We are doctors, scientists and astronauts... we are no threat to them. Surely we can reason with them. Non?” 
 
    “Nyet,” countered Ivan. “Murphy, you cannot possibly...” 
 
    Dan waved the Russian off, “Not even thinking about it, Ivan.” He turned to Dooby, “Any luck with that thing?” 
 
    Dooby was struggling with the various parts of the emergency beacon trying to create a working unit. “Not yet. But I think I can...” 
 
    “OK, keep working on it... but keep an eye on your flank; if they get around us we're in deep trouble.” 
 
    “We are already in deep trouble,  mon'ami. We have, how you say; jumped from the skillet into the fire...” 
 
    “Frying pan,” corrected Dan. 
 
    “Excusez-moi?” 
 
    “Never mind,” waved Dan, adjusting his carbine's sight, watching the first truck.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant JG, Nera Margareth switched her sensors over to magnetic as they skimmed over the desert, looking down out the side of the cockpit perspex from her Cyclone. “Not much down there but sand...” 
 
    Commander Dar Sloane adjusted the sensor sweep spread on the Zulu's sensor magnapod hanging from the ship's belly. “You're supposed to be watching the sky, Lieutenant,” he admonished.  
 
    Lieutenant Torn Dado, caught movement well inside his sensor sweep, “White Two, I've got two flights of four, ten o'clock. They're coming off the deck, climbing to our altitude...” A schematic appeared in another screen as the targeting computer locked on to the lead craft and researched Earth's military database for a definition of the target. “First group of four identified as Dassault Mirage F1s...” He selected the lead aircraft of the second flight, “Second flight identified as Saeqeh-80 Thunderbolts... Wait, hold on. We've got another flight lifting off...” He adjusted his targeting computer, “Third flight identified as Northrop F-5 Tiger IIs. Looks like they've got a little of everything...” 
 
     Dar Sloane dropped the Zulu lower, the shuttle following him down, separating his search and rescue flight from the four Cyclone fighters. “You know what to do, White Leader, keep them away from us...” 
 
    “I know my job, Commander,” she snapped. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “This is Colonel Kabir ali Kahn of the Royal Iranian Air Force, you have entered sovereign Iranian airspace. Leave our airspace immediately, or you will be shot down!” Equipped with both MICA AAM and MICA Magic IR AAM missiles, the Colonel called up his Mirage F1's weapon stores, selecting the superior infra-red imaging MICA Magic. But he would have to wait until they got within the missile's 50-mile range to fire. The Colonel had no idea what his target was, it defied his computer's attempts at identification, throwing an unidentified warning on the radar screen.  
 
    Despite his repeated efforts at radio contact, his commands went unanswered and the enemy craft did not deviate from their flight path; part of the group dropping below the other, defying his final commands. Blaming the accumulated results, or lack thereof on the aircraft, the Colonel cursed its computer system, electronics, radio, the French builders who created it and the ground crew who maintained it in a lengthy diatribe of Arabic furor. Nudging the throttle forward, he ignited his afterburners, keying his mic, “Enough! They have been warned. No more talk. The infidels must die for their cursed insolence. Allahu akbar.” 
 
    “Allahu akbar,” came the response in his helmet. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ensign Fidos leaned left and visually scanned the desert passing below his Dragonfly shuttle, “I see a lot of nothing down there...”  He glanced up in the mirror mounted to the canopy rib at his EWO in the rear seat, “Do you see anything Jarosh?” 
 
    The electronics officer shook his head inside his helmet, “Lots of sand... Woah! Launch! We have a launch!” Warning lights flashed, alarms chirped and Flight Officer Jarosh tracked a missile on-screen coming up from the surface of the desert. “Break right!” he grunted as Fidos instinctively threw the shuttle in a right-hand corkscrew. He initiated countermeasures and ports on the Dragonfly's hull popped self-propelled decoys into the atmosphere, blinding and confusing the Iranian Sayyad-2 SAM. “Second launch!” called Jarosh, triggering a second volley of self-propelled decoys which left the shuttle's hull as Fidos threw the Dragonfly around, sincerely hoping everyone in back was securely strapped into their seats.  
 
    “Rescue Two to Zulu One...! Rescue Two to Zulu One!” 
 
    “Keep your shirt on, Rescue Two,” grunted  Dar Sloane, nosing the Zulu over and bumping the throttle. A snarling sandstorm followed the Zulu across the desert as the chin turret's gun pipper settled on the target, the twin argon pulse lasers coming to life with a squeeze of his finger, intense slashes of purple lancing toward the target, the guns producing a unique alternating sound; zink-zunk, zink-zunk, zink-zunk,...  
 
    A third Sayyad-2 was leaving the launcher as the Zulu's argon lasers cut through the launch vehicle and missile rack, a fierce fireball cratering the desert and glassing the sand around it, lifting the Zulu on a heat and concussion wave as it passed through its center. A river of fire, smoke and debris followed the alien craft as it exited the far side of the maelstrom, its shields shrugging it off, letting it rain down on the desert below.  
 
    A winding dry desert wadi erupted in anti-aircraft fire, from a ZU-23-2 nestled in low brush, its twin barrels pumping out 23mm rounds at a combined 800 rounds per minute. Dar Sloane jinked the Zulu as they flashed past, rounds splashing on the shields, clattering on the armor. 
 
    “Projectiles decelerated. No damage skipper.” 
 
     “Somebody kill that thing,” Dar ordered calmly.  
 
    “Got it boss...” The gunner in the stern turret tracked the AA gun as it retreated in his targeting reticule. A short squeeze and it disappeared in a flash, white-hot parts flung outward, its own rounds cooking off, smoky little bursts flowering in midair like fireworks. 
 
    Dar cranked on the antigravity as another ZU-23-2 appeared on his threat assessment screen, his HUD marking its location on a hill off the nose of the Zulu. The stream of 23mm rounds passed underneath the hull, deflected away by the shields before he punched the throttle. Hard. Thundering over the gun at Mach 10, it blew apart from the compression, flattening the crew and crushing the equipment truck, sending it rolling across the desert rocks like a crumpled tin can. “Talk to me Fidos...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ensign Torn Dado's threat indicator squawked as infra-red painted his Cyclone, “I've got a picture taker...” He reached forward and lifted the safety covers, flipping the toggles, arming his weapons, the Cyclone's gun generators spinning up momentarily to top off the charge for its strontium laser auto-cannons. The active targeting screen automatically identified the target who had electronically engaged his Cyclone. “Lead Mirage F1... they're one-hundred miles and closing.” 
 
    “You've got the lead, Tornado?” asked Nera Margareth. “Good. That's the guy who keeps running his mouth... OK, lock them up boys and girls, random targets; shake them up.” She blinked at her targeting screen, choosing the lead Saeqeh-80 Thunderbolt of the second flight. With her index finger hovering over the trigger and her other hand on the throttle, she broke into a wry little smile, her feline fangs showing, “Straight through on my command... Fire!” She squeezed the trigger and magenta streaks slashed across the sky, her  strontium laser auto-cannons thrumming a short burst from under the chin of her fighter. “Boost!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Colonel Kabir ali Kahn saw the first bolt of hot magenta pass his cockpit on the right, and in an infinitesimally short nano-second, his mind registered stunned amazement, curiosity, fear, loathing, and finally, recognition of the danger that was so overwhelmingly alien to him he attempted to evade in panic. His core so flooded with adrenalin, time slowed, and with horror he actually saw the second bolt coming as it tore through his left wing, shearing it off like a hot knife through butter. His reflex was to reach for the ejection handle to evacuate his stricken aircraft but his hand had barely released the flight stick when the third bolt passed over the cockpit shearing off the tail, the fourth punching through the F1's nose, passing through the cockpit and exiting out through the engine, instantly incinerating him and turning his multimillion-dollar fighter into flaming, molten confetti as it exploded at Mach 1, an oblong fireball splashing angrily across the sky. 
 
    The Colonel's wing man, Lieutenant Fadel Mohammed, saw the four-round burst of magenta light incinerate his flight leader's fighter and out of his peripheral vision, the fourth aircraft in his formation came apart in the blink of an eye, disappearing in ribbons of fire, smoke and pieces fluttering lazily Earthward. He was not about to wait for the hand of the devil to strike him from the sky, forcing the nose of his Mirage F1 down with a grunt, hammering the throttle to the far stop, pulling his aircraft into as tight a turn as he could maintain consciousness through. He headed out across the desert in the opposite direction. “Allahu akbar. Allahu akbar. Allahu akbar...” he chattered, panic overriding all of his other senses. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Hammerhead right, in three... two... one... Execute,” commanded Nera Margareth. 
 
    Along with the other members of White Flight, Ensign Torn Dado pulled his throttle back past the zero mark, firing breaking thrusters, simultaneously rotating the antigravity collective to maintain altitude and kicking the right rudder pedal hard, his Cyclone sliding flatly in a right-hand arc, driven by maneuvering thrusters, the nose coming smartly around, facing back the way he had come. 
 
    Overshooting the Iranian flights by ten miles at about Mach 6, White Flight accelerated again to pursue the flights that had panicked into wholesale retreat, having lost five fighters on the first pass to an enemy they were unprepared to meet.  
 
    Nera Margareth looked out and down at the five pillars of smoke reaching into the sky, the pale desert scorched where the remains of the fighters had hit the surface. “Back it down, the rest of them are running...” 
 
    Torn Dado's voice cut in on her comm, “Were letting them go?”  
 
    “As much as I'd like to chase them all down, Tornado, it's not what we're here for,” she countered. Nera adjusted her comm frequency, “White Flight to Zulu One – Status?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Perhaps; suck my dick you dirty fucking goat-humpers, was not the desired answer when the Iranians demanded surrender. But in Dan Murphy's defense, he wasn't current on proper protocol when dealing with hostile foreign forces. Screw it! He'd never been terribly fond of political correctness anyway. 
 
    Thunderclaps and the crashing rumble of sonic booms rolled across the desert, mixed with sharp explosions, marked by fire in the distant sky, angry, dirty black ribbons drifting against the blue, and columns of smoke rising from the ground. Dan would have liked to take a better look, but he was too busy trying to not get shot, ducking behind the ridge as AK-47 fire rippled across the sand on the other side of the berm that concealed him. “Dooobyyy!” 
 
    “Sorry, Dan!” came Dooby's voice somewhere from his left, “I can't shoot and work on this thing... and shooting is more critical at this juncture!” 
 
    “So who's telling you not to shoot? Can you fix that piece of junk or not?!” 
 
    “I don't have a lot of hope for it, no.” 
 
    “That's just great,” grumbled Dan through clenched teeth. He peered over the top of the ridge through his carbine's sights, “I forgot my own advice...” 
 
    “What's that?” asked Janine Luack, crouched at his side. 
 
    “Never volunteer.” He squeezed off two shots at the lead truck parked in the center of the divided highway, the carbine whistling. Crimson streaks punched through the fender and into the engine, fire blowing out underneath the front of the truck on the other side with a muffled boom. “Hmmph,” he grunted, “ I was hoping for more than...” The troop truck lifted off the ground in a cloud of dust and flying parts, the heavy whump reaching him a moment later, as the flaming hulk thudded back to the ground heavily, the sound of protesting metal as it crushed itself against the ground delayed by the distance. “Well that's a little better,” he mumbled, ducking back down, AK-47 rounds sailing over him with a snapping zing. “Keep moving around, people! “ shouted Dan, rolling to his right and pushing Janine Luack ahead of him.  
 
    “They're coming in through the main entrance!” called Ivan, picking targets carefully, squeezing off single shots from the pulse carbine. He ducked back to cover as return fire swung in his direction.  
 
    12.7mm machine gun rounds passed through the ridge of the berm just a few feet from Dooby, the crest disappearing in clouds of sand and rock as they chewed through his cover, sending him rolling down the slope to safety, scrambling in Dan's direction. “What the hellion was that?” 
 
    “A Dushka,” yelled Ivan. “Russian made DshKM; Degtyaryov-Shpagina. A heavy machine gun. He's on the back of one of the technicals...” 
 
    “Can you hit it?” 
 
    “Not from this angle...” the Russian ventured a look over the top of his cover, “Avi, can you hit it?” 
 
    “No,” shouted the Israeli. “But I can see the tanks moving back, that's not good...” 
 
    Dan raised an eyebrow, “Why?”  
 
    “They are moving back for a firing solution on our position!” 
 
    There was a low whistle which made them all shrink reflexively; the top of a ridge forward of their position exploding in a giant geyser of sand and fire, shaking the ground underneath them, a cloud of dust and sand carried by the stale desert breeze raining down on them.  
 
    Indicating the direction the fire came from, the Frenchman motioned over the ridge to the East, “I think our troubles, they get worse...” 
 
    “More tanks!” shouted Avi.  
 
    “Tanks on both sides...? Where the hell are all these things coming from?” growled Dan. 
 
    Myomerr motioned toward the center of the maze, “The troops are pulling back!”  
 
    “Then let's give them a little parting gift,” commented Dooby, opening the soft bag he'd been carrying around from the Dragonfly, retrieving a small glass cylinder about five inches long with metal ends, a shimmering blue-green substance swirling inside. 
 
    “What's that?” asked Dan, sliding up next to him, hoping for a grenade or something equally as devastating. 
 
    “A liquid bio-plasma system fuse,” he said, seeing disappointment in Dan's face. “Inert unless you expose it to atmosphere...” he smiled wryly, whacking the metal end on a rock. He checked the glass cylinder, shaking his head before striking it again. Satisfied with the crack he had created in the tube he cocked his arm back and threw it in the direction of the entrance like a quarterback throwing for the end zone. “They're under pressure,” he grunted, ducking down, pulling on Dan's sleeve to get him below the ridge. 
 
    A dull whump that could be felt to the core, accompanied an intense blue flash reaching out in a sphere, incinerated everything it touched; turning sand to glass, men to ash and metal to slag. Dan peered over the crest of the berm watching a lone survivor drag himself across the smoking sand, nearly naked, his legs gone below mid-thigh, meat cauterized with his bare femurs protruding from blackened stumps, most of his clothing flash-ignited off his body.  
 
    “Good. God...” 
 
    “They're attempting to flank around the outside...!” snarled Myomerr. 
 
    A chorus of blasts split the air, a stereo of low whistles screaming in from the left and right, prompting the group to retreat as far to the bottom between the ridges as they could get, the high explosive rounds from the tanks shaking the earth, sizable craters appearing in the outer berms on both sides of the maze.  
 
    Dan scrambled back to the top, followed by Dooby and Janine Luack, “Is everybody OK?” 
 
    “They're trying to breach the walls,” called Ivan, “if they do, we are finished.” 
 
    Closest to the outer wall of the maze on the right flank, the Frenchman, covered in dirt and sand, managed to claw his way to the top of his berm, staggering along its ridge, his eyes glazed over, blood running from his ears, dragging his carbine loosely by the barrel. 
 
    “Phillipe, get down from there!” screamed Janine Luack. “Phillipe! Get down! Phillipe...!” 
 
    Dan pulled her down by the arm, “He can't hear us...” 
 
    Dropping her carbine, Myomerr sprang up from cover and sprinted across the top of the berm; a blur running along its ridge, AK-47 rounds whizzing past all around her. The Frenchman staggered and stumbled, his body twitching, bullets passing through him before one struck something solid, pitching him backward out of sight. 
 
    Myomerr dove after him, sliding with him to the bottom between the berms, eight feet below the top of the ridges. Rising to one knee, she crouched over him looking at the blood splashed across his jumpsuit, trying to access his injuries. “My friend gave her life to save you. You are not allowed to die...” Hearing the roar of the tanks' cannons, she threw herself over the Frenchman and covered her ears with her hands. The concussion of the high explosive rounds on the outside of the maze bounced her bodily off the ground and covered the defenseless pair with nearly a foot of sand and rocks, stunning her into semi-consciousness. 
 
    Pressing herself into a kneeling position, it took Myomerr a moment to get her bearings and regain her senses, her ears ringing, her head buzzing. But the hereditary huntress in her had not lost her sense of smell... she knew he was there before he realized what he was seeing.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The figure rose out of the sand, its back to the Iranian soldier, a head of hair like a lion's mane, wild platinum and gray striped fur. When the figure turned to look at him, dressed in a dark-gray flight suit of some kind, the Iranian soldier froze, stunned to see a human tigress with bared fangs snarling at him, steely platinum-gray eyes staring through him, unblinking. It didn't immediately register as real in his mind, it was beyond his meager comprehension. Not truly wanting to look away, knowing he shouldn't look away, he hazarded a glance over his shoulder for support from someone, anyone, in his squad. When he looked back, he'd realized his mistake, but it was too late for him. In a low-ready position, he tried to raise the muzzle of his AK-47, but the sling over his shoulder slowed his response and she was almost on him at a full run, arms outstretched, claws extended, teeth bared, emitting a bone-chilling, gut-wrenching snarl. She caught the fore-grip of his rifle, her nails digging into the wood, redirecting the barrel and passed him shoulder-to-shoulder, yanking and turning him around as she ran up the berm perpendicular to the ground, then down, spinning on her feet and using her momentum, swinging him, slamming him face-first into the opposite berm with bone-crushing force. Torn from his grasp, she pulled the rifle behind his back and choked him with the sling, her knee between his shoulder blades for leverage, wrenching the rifle violently, breaking his neck. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Freeing the sling from the body, Myomerr had yet to figure out how the primitive weapon worked when a second soldier appeared, yelling for support. Holding the rifle by the barrel, she launched herself, using the weapon like a baseball bat, connecting with his jaw in a home-run swing, the heavy wood stock destroying bone in a sickening crunch, spraying blood and flying teeth. He stumbled backwards and fell on his back, unconscious, his own AK-47 flung wide.  
 
    Retreating back to where Phillipe lay, Myomerr fumbled clumsily with the rifle. Frustration overtaking reason, she grabbed it by the barrel and flung it overhand with both hands at the approaching footfalls, the rifle cartwheeling through the air end-over-end like an axe. Its weight dropped it to the ground too soon and the Iranian soldier coming to the call of his fallen squad mate kicked it harmlessly aside. Roaring with her teeth bared as she tore at the hybrid 1911 charged particle blaster holstered in her chest rig, she knew it was going to come down to who shot first. 
 
    Unsure of what manner of human deviltry he was witnessing, the soldier took a step back, his confidence shaken after seeing the nearly faceless soldier on the ground. Hesitation in combat is deadly. The moment her 1911 cleared its holster, two more soldiers appeared and she knew the tables had turned against her. But Ketarians aren't known for surrendering – in fact, there wasn't even a word for it in their vocabulary, though they understood the concept. Flattening against a minor depression in the wall of the berm, she sighted one-handed as the 1911 vibrated with each squeeze of her finger; pom, pom, pom...  
 
    Her hearing returned in a rush of sounds; the bark and metallic clacking of the AK-47s, the sound of her own particle blaster, the AK rounds whizzing past her... and the whistle of a laser carbine on full auto, a cloud of magenta streaks coming from high and behind her. In a blink it was quiet again, the soldiers cut to pieces by laser fire and charged particle projectiles. The respite was sure to be temporary and short-lived. 
 
    “Get your ass up here!” shouted Dan Murphy, peering over the ridge behind her, ejecting his carbine's power cartridge into the dirt and slapping in a fresh one.  
 
    The Ketarian turned and sprinted, holstering her handgun on the run, detouring halfway up the side-berm on the way, scooping up Phillipe's carbine from where he'd dropped it. She dove over the ridge past Dan and they both slid to the bottom together on the other side. There was no time for thank you's or discussion, they were in danger of being overrun.  
 
    “Phillipe?” 
 
    “Dead...” 
 
    Scrambling up the next berm, Dan looked back over his shoulder in the direction of the fight, seeing new arrivals, “Dooby! We have more company! Make some noise!” 
 
    Dooby smacked another bio-plasma system fuse on the rock next to his knee, “Going out...!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Skipper, our sensors are picking up a series of small plasma emissions.” 
 
    Commander Dar Sloane shot his EWO a glance. “Where?” 
 
    “Bearing two-fifty-eight.” 
 
    Dar keyed his mic, “Zulu One to Rescue Two; you seeing any plasma traces, Fidos?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Commander. Just picked one up at about thirty miles off our port side.”  
 
    “Vector us in,” Dar ordered his EWO. 
 
    “Aye. Come to a heading of two-forty-one...” 
 
    The Commander keyed his mic, “All birds come to a heading of two-forty-one. Weapons hot; choose your targets carefully, we have friendlies down there somewhere. Rescue Two, drop back a bit.” 
 
    Nera Margareth lead White Flight through a high yo-yo, pulling up, rolling and turning back, dropping from altitude to the new heading at a five-hundred feet, ahead of Zulu One and Rescue Two. She glanced down at the pale sand passing below them, a dark stripe ahead, cutting across it at an angle. “You heard the Commander, no mistakes.” 
 
    Flipping scan frequency from IR to pulse magnetic, Torn Dado caught the two helicopters as they skimmed the desert ahead. “White Two... I've got two craft called; AH-1 SeaCobra - described as combat rotary craft, on an intersecting course. Altitude, two-hundred feet, and below two-hundred miles an hour. No other details available...” 
 
    “Copy that, White Two,” replied Nera Margareth. “Approaching coordinates, we'll do an assessment pass first... Eyes open, people.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Israeli looked a Myomerr over his shoulder, “Where is Philippe?” 
 
    “Dead,” replied the Ketarian without looking up, checking the level of charge in the carbine she was holding. 
 
    “We need to go get him!” urged Janine Luack.  
 
    Myomerr looked up, her head tilted to one side, “But he is dead.” 
 
    “We can't just leave him out there...” 
 
    Myomerr's feline ears twitched, rotating in agitation, “I am afraid I do not understand your obsession in risking a live body for a dead one...”  
 
    Ivan could hear them before he could see them, “Helicopters!” he croaked, his voice hoarse from yelling and the blistering heat and sand. 
 
    Dan caught the sun's reflection off the cockpit canopies coming from the west, “Over there,” he pointed. Skinny bodies...” 
 
    AirCobras,” offered Ivan.  
 
    “SeaCobras,” corrected Avi, “Iran has SeaCobras...” 
 
    Dan looked confused, his eyes flicking from Ivan to Avi and back again, “I thought only the U.S. had Cobra gunships.” 
 
    The Israeli shook his head, “Back in the 1970's when America was friendly with Iran, and the Shah was still in power, Iran was allowed to purchase American equipment...” 
 
    “Then we're screwed,” groaned Dan. 
 
    “Three barrel 20 mm XM197 cannon, Aim 9M Sidewinder missiles and either AGM114 Hellfire missiles, or 70mm Hydra rocket pods...” offered Avi. 
 
    “Gee thanks,” sighed Dan, “that makes me feel better...” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    Exasperated, Dan Murphy blinked slow with a sigh, “Nooo, I'm being sarcastic.” 
 
    Myomerr watched the troops withdraw from the maze in a hurry. “There they go again.” 
 
    Fountains of sand danced across the desert surface just outside the maze walking toward them at an alarming rate, 20mm explosive rounds from the XM197 chin turret thumping the ground, leaving little smoking craters. 
 
    “Down! Everybody down!” 
 
    Huddled all together at the bottom of the trench, they were either going to survive together or die together. The 20mm rounds thumped the outside of the berm, sand raining down upon the group, accompanied by an ear-splitting bone-shaking explosion that pushed down on their bodies and squeezed the air from their lungs, sucking the oxygen away, leaving them gasping. Rockets, it had to be rockets... 
 
    The Earth bounced them off the ground like rag dolls as the left berm collapsed in on them, the ridge above them exploding, accompanied by the sound of screaming metal, crushing glass and flying debris, smoke and fire. 
 
    Numb, dazed and with ears ringing, it was a fight to claw and scramble free of the avalanche of sand and rock, crawling and stumbling over one another. There was no telling how much time had passed, whether they had been unconscious or not... Crawling on all fours, Dan wasn't sure if the metallic clom, clom, clom, sound of hoof-beats was his heartbeat inside his head or something else. He could feel it through his hands as well... He staggered to his feet, “Is everyone alright?!” He knew he was talking loud, but he could barely hear himself, his senses reeling.  
 
    Thunder split the sky and he ducked out of reflex, a heavy wave of compressed air pushing down on him, threatening to drive him back to his knees. The world around them, out of sight from their vantage point, sounded like all-out war; artillery strikes specked with small arms fire. 
 
    Heavy clouds of smoke drifted over the top of the ridges, blotting out most of the cloudless sky and it was a tempting thought to just hide where they were and wait it out. But waiting to get overrun or captured was not an option. Like it or not they were going to have to fight. Whether they would survive or not was anybody's guess.  
 
    Dan Murphy cleared the sand and grit off his carbine by banging on the side of it, looking at the faces around him, “Are we ready...?” 
 
    A dark metallic shape dropped down through the smoke, sliding down the face of the berm like a surfer riding a wave, a cascade of sand and gravel following it to the bottom with a heavy teeth-rattling thud, “AahWoo!” 
 
    Janine Luack screamed in terror when the heavily armored figure dropped into the trench ahead of them, looking like a six-and-a-half foot tank with legs, staring at them through a faceless gold visor.  
 
    “We'd prefer you stay put,” said Marine Warrant Officer, Dale Alaroot with a wave of an armored hand, his voice metallic through the suit's speakers. 
 
    Dan had swiveled to face the armored figure, the muzzle of his carbine following suit, “We who?” he asked suspiciously. Standing closest to him, Janine was on the verge of apoplexy, her eyes threatening to leave her head. 
 
    “Warrant Officer, Dale Alaroot,” replied Dale reaching out with an armored hand, index finger extended, gently guiding the muzzle of Dan's carbine in a safer direction. 
 
    “UFW Space Marines,” called another heavily armored Marine, dropping into the trench behind them with a dust-raising thud. “3rd Battalion, 347th Platoon...” 
 
    “Where did you come from? How many of you...” 
 
    “They're off the Conquest,” interrupted Myomerr.” 
 
    “There's four of us,” answered Dale, “we have a Dragonfly standing by to pick you up, but we have to secure the zone first.” 
 
    Dan raised an eyebrow, “Four? They have tanks and over fifty men...” 
 
    The Marine smiled inside his helmet, invisible to the others, “Heh-heh-heh,” he chortled, “not for long...” 
 
    “The helicopters...” 
 
    Dale Alaroot reached past Dan and tapped on the bent gun barrel of a SeaCobra's chin turret, sticking out of the berm behind him, “Oh, you don't have to worry about them. As it turns out, they're pretty fragile little fellas. Fell right out of the sky when White Flight passed over them on their recon run. They were only doing about 2500; but I guess these guys couldn't handle the shock wave.” 
 
    The second Marine tapped on his helmet, “WO, White Flight is reporting all armored targets are neutralized... Zulu One is remaining on station, White Flight returning to CAP.” 
 
    “Rescue Two?” 
 
    “Headed for the LZ.” 
 
    “We need to get going then. Have Rusty and Dagger police up enemy targets and cover us while we extract these folks,” waved Dale. 
 
    “Aye, aye, WO.” He turned and made his way back up the berm, “Rusty, Dagger, this is Tin Man...” 
 
    Dale turned back to Dan, “Are we missing someone?” 
 
    “We lost one of the astronauts on the other side of that berm there...” pointed Dan. 
 
    “And Maria didn't make it,” added Myomerr quietly, tears in her eyes. 
 
    Having consistently held it at the ready, the muzzle of Dale Alaroot's light machine gun dropped downward, pointing at the ground. He reached up with his free hand and touched the visor control on his helmet, the gold ballistic glass hissing as the seal released, sliding up and disappearing into a slot in the headgear, his face becoming visible in the opening. “Ahhhh, geez,” he winced in anguish. “How...?” 
 
    Myomerr took a deep breath, “She was pinned in the crash. She was... crushed.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander  Dar Sloane crabbed the Zulu gunship sideways across the highway, holding on station near the maze, high enough to look down inside but low enough to be a difficult target for anything airborne. “Zulu One - White One; status?” 
 
    “White One is back on top, angels ten. We've got you covered Zulu One. Get it done and let's get out of here.” 
 
    “Copy that. Rescue Two, make the pickup.” 
 
    “Copy, Rescue Two inbound.” 
 
    Dar Sloane caught the line of dust rising from the road coming from Taybad and taking gun control from the EWO, swung the nose turret in that direction, the targeting pipper following his eye. He squeezed the trigger and the Mercury Gatling growled, cutting a wide trench across the highway, the road simply disappearing in a cloud of gravel dirt and concrete dust. “That ought to hold them for a while...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Watch the right, Rusty, watch the right... they're flanking...”  
 
    “I see him Dagger.”  
 
    “Watch it! Watch it! He's got one of those RPGs. Remember what it did to Corporal Dunnom...” 
 
    “I know! Dammit I'm stuck in another dead end...!” 
 
    “Dagger to Zulu One, we're pinned here!” 
 
    Dar Sloane leaned the stick over, the horizon tilting as the Zulu slid sideways, the nose coming around as he kicked the rudder pedals, firing maneuvering jets. “Zulu One has targets... engaging.” Infra-red allowed him to see the enemy troops through the smoke and confusion, outlining the Marines on the ground with green halos provided by their suits, an ID for each Marine, tagging each outline. 
 
    “Danger close, Zulu One, danger close!” 
 
    “Head down Rusty. Fire out...” Dar Sloane squeezed the trigger and the Mercury Gatling growled, following his eye in a line, cutting through the group of Iranian soldiers concealed around the corner from the Marine, their silhouettes turning into splashes of fading heat as they disintegrated.  
 
    “No movement,” announced the EWO, “you got 'em all Skipper.” 
 
    Dar Sloane keyed his mic, “Zulu One - Clear. Repeat, clear. Ground units pull back to LZ...” 
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 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    UFW CARRIER CONQUEST : THE TIMES THEY ARE A CHANGIN' 
 
    Studying a live zoom of the planet below, Steele looked up from the holo-chart in the Admiral's office, “Come...”  
 
    Captain Paul Smiley stepped through the door as it slid into the bulkhead, saluting casually. He walked without speaking to the chart table, standing across from Jack. “Rescue Two has lifted off; they're all headed back...” 
 
    Steele didn't look up from the chart, staring blindly through the image. “Did we lose any birds?” 
 
    “No...” Paul fidgeted, staring down, avoiding eye contact, lest he lose his composure. “Ahmm,” he cleared his throat nervously. “We um... We... We lost Maria.”  
 
    Steele straightened up and took a deep breath and let it out slowly, “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    “You know?” asked Paul incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Jack rubbed his forehead, “Remember when I told you where they went down, but I said don't ask me how I know?” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “She told me. Well, us actually – me, Fritz and Lisa.” 
 
    Paul raised one eyebrow, “What,” he said, deadpan. 
 
    Jack pointed at the sofa where Fritz was sitting like a human, his right foreleg on its arm, “She sat right there, where Fritz is sitting now. She hugged him.” 
 
    “She came to say goodbye,” annunciated Fritz. 
 
    Paul's eyes shifted from Jack to Fritz and back again. “You're serious.” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    “You realize how this sounds, right?” 
 
    Steele smirked, “And the reason I didn't share it with you earlier – we didn't have time for a debate.” 
 
    “ And Lisa saw this too?” 
 
    Jack casually folded his arms, “Yep.” 
 
    “Holy crap.” Paul was pinching his mouth with his hand, “But how did you know where we should search?” 
 
    “It wasn't so much that she said something,” recalled Jack. “It was more of an image. Like an area of a map or something.” 
 
    Paul shook his head in disbelief, “Well you were right. They were halfway between Taybad and the Afghan border on Highway 36. Iranian military units stationed five miles in either direction. If we hadn't known where to look, they wouldn't have made it; they were surrounded.” 
 
    Steele was chewing on the inside of his cheek trying to stay on task and not think about Maria's loss. “What did we do about the Dragonfly?” 
 
    “Destroyed,” replied Paul. “But not before they cut Maria from the wreckage. Her remains and the remains of the French astronaut are returning on Rescue Two.”  
 
    “Thank you,” exhaled Steele, relieved he would get a chance to say goodbye to the woman who had been a big part of their lives for the past three and a half years. He swallowed the aching lump in his throat, “I'm going to miss her...” 
 
    “Me too,” croaked Paul. “I'm still trying to wrap my head around her loss... She deserves a citation for bravery...” 
 
    “Absolutely. Look into whatever is appropriate.” 
 
    “I wonder how Commander Brighton is going to take the news...” 
 
    Jack's moth skewed sideways with distaste, “Not really sure I give a crap.” 
 
    “Look,” began Paul, “I know you're not exactly in the Derrik Brighton fan club...” 
 
    “An understatement...” 
 
    “Buuut,” continued Paul, “he and Maria were pretty tight. You can't discount the fact that they were emotionally and physically involved.” 
 
    Steele rubbed his temples, “I think you're giving that lying, sack-of-shit too much credit for having a heart... I trust him about as far as I can throw him. And that's not something I want to say about an Ancient Knights Templar.” 
 
    “I remember when you had similar sentiments about Maria,” countered Paul. 
 
    “Yeah. Well. That was different.” 
 
    The door from the bridge chimed a moment before it slid open with a hiss, a lanky communications officer standing in the doorway, “Sorry to disturb you sirs, but we have a new arrival to the task force. It just jumped to us from the Elyse Core gate and is falling into formation now...” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The UFW655, a new type of fast cargo, Admiral. Never seen one before.” He pointed at Steele's communication's screen, “Her Skipper is hailing on a secure frequency, asked for you directly.” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Send it.” 
 
    Jack shrugged, exchanging a curious glance with Paul as he dropped into his seat, Paul standing silently off to one side, out of the camera's angle. Steele typed in his pass code and a blue UFW screen flashed before showing a line profile of the other ship as the connection initiated. The form was bulky like a cargo ship but sleeker, smoother, more elegant. The fact that she had a GOD drive, jumping across the system from the gate to the Task Force was a surprise; he wasn't aware of any UFW jump-capable cargo vessels. “Hm,” he grunted, “It's called a Quasar...” 
 
    “Kind of an over-impressive name for a cargo ship, isn't it?” commented Paul. 
 
    Steele touched his lips with his index finger signaling Paul to remain silent as the screen flashed to picture; the connection complete. Steele stiffened visibly, “Fleet Admiral Higdenberger!” he saluted. “I wasn't expecting you.” 
 
    “Of course not, Mr. Steele,” replied Higdenberger. “Why would you?” The question was rhetorical and the Admiral continued; “Meet me on your flight deck in fifteen minutes, Mr. Steele; I'll be shuttling over.” The comm winked out, back to the blue UFW screen. 
 
    “I don't like the sound of that,” commented Paul Smiley. 
 
    “You and me, both,” replied Jack. “But maybe it's for the best...” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The Fleet Admiral and I have a few things to discuss...” 
 
    “Jaaack,” cautioned Paul. 
 
    “This whole Operation Magic Pawn fiasco...” 
 
    “Don't do it, Jack...” 
 
    Steele's jaw set, “I don't like being played, Paul. This whole thing; everything,” he waved at the holo-chart, “it was all a setup. A plan.” Jack called up his TESS, “Lisa Steele...” 
 
    Lisa's face appeared on his screen, “Yes Admiral?” 
 
    “Meet me on the flight deck. Ten minutes.” 
 
    “We flying?” 
 
    “No, we're meeting Fleet Admiral Higdenberger.” Steele swiped the screen and it ended the connection, the holographic screen disappearing. The little voice in his head was shouting all sorts of warnings to what he was thinking. He pushed it out of his mind. 
 
    “This isn't a good idea, Jack. In fact, it's a really bad idea.” 
 
    “I know, Paul. Walk with me, we need to discuss a few things...” 
 
    Fritz launched himself off the sofa to catch up to the two men as they passed from the office out onto the bridge. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack and Lisa Steele stood on the flight deck watching the Admiral's shuttle taxi to a stop, directed by a deck hand using comms and hand signals to communicate with the pilot. Fritz sat at Jack's right hand, leaning against his leg. 
 
    “I hope you know what you're doing, big brother,” commented Lisa. 
 
    “Funny, Paul said the very same thing.” 
 
    “Well he's not wrong, you know...” lamented Lisa. 
 
    “I can handle this.” 
 
    “Be nice,” she urged. “For the love of God, be diplomatic.” 
 
    “When am I not?” 
 
    Lisa shot her brother a look of utter disbelief, “Seriously? Are you kidding me?” She shook her head, “You're about as diplomatic as a hand grenade...” 
 
     The shuttle settled to the deck, squatting, an armored panel in the side popping outward, tracking up and over the hull, the interior hatch already open. Two Space Marines exited first, stepping to the deck, bracketing the entry. A Lieutenant Commander stepped to the deck a heavy bag slung over his shoulder, saluting, “Permission to come aboard.” 
 
    “Permission granted, Lieutenant Commander” responded Steele with a salute. 
 
    Fleet Admiral Warn Higdenberger appeared in the hatchway, stepping down to the deck with a briefcase sized valise, saluting casually without waiting for a response. “Lieutenant Commander, issue the announcement.” 
 
    “Aye, Admiral.” The Commander flipped open the cover of his e-Pad and busied himself with electronic files. 
 
    Having returned the salute, Steele stepped forward anticipating a handshake. Getting no indication of that gesture he resisted the urge to extend his hand. “Welcome aboard the Conquest, Fleet Admiral. To what do we owe this visit?” 
 
    The Admiral exchanged looks with the Lieutenant Commander, getting a subtle nod in return. “You are relieved of command, Mr. Steele...” 
 
    Steele's eyes widened in surprise, “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You are relieved of your command duties, Mr. Steele.” repeated Higdenberger calmly. 
 
    “What the hell for?!” shot Jack. He felt Lisa's boot kick against his and waved her off. “No, I want an answer! I deserve an answer.” 
 
    “In my office, Mr. Steele.” 
 
    “Your office?” he scowled. 
 
    “You remember the one - it used to be your office,” commented Higdenberger, walking passed the stunned Steele, Lieutenant Commander in tow. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
     “TASK FORCE LANCER: To all ships - effective immediately; Vice Admiral Jack Steele is relieved of fleet command; further communications are prohibited. Fleet Admiral Warn Higdenberger has assumed task force command for the duration. All ships are to maintain current assigned operational status until review and further notice. That is all.” 
 
    “Whaat?!” Brian Carter smacked his knees on the console of his command chair when he jumped to his feet, “Son of a bi...” the rest turned into an unintelligible grumble as he rubbed his smarting knees. “What was that crap?” he snarled, nodding at the comm screen. “I don't get it, what the hell is going on here?” He limped toward his ready room, flexing his knees. “Mr. Ragnaar, you have the bridge.”  
 
    Brian took a deep breath and stared at TESS's holo-screen, contemplating the ramifications. Her animated face staring back at him, awaiting his command. Screw it. “TESS, Jack Steele.” 
 
    “Connecting with Admiral Steele,” she replied. The usual strings of digital code scrolled past underneath TESS's image but her image did not give way to a comm screen, her expression reflecting concern. 
 
    “What's going on TESS?” 
 
    “I am having difficulty connecting with Admiral Steele, Commander Carter.” 
 
    “Is he out of range, or is his TESS off?” inquired Brian. 
 
    “No, Commander. I can see his TESS in the network... it appears I am being blocked from connecting.” 
 
    “Is there any way around that?” 
 
    “I will try an emergency response ping...” Her face turned momentarily to a profile and Brian could imagine her unseen hands working a keyboard or console. “No,” she turned back to face him, “that has been blocked as well.” 
 
    Brian ran his fingers through his hair in frustration, “Well what the hell do I do now...” he mumbled aloud. 
 
    TESS's holo-screen remained floating midair in front of him, “Might I suggest, Ensign Steele?” 
 
    “Ahh, good idea,” nodded Brian, “she ought to know what's going on. Connect to Lisa Steele.” 
 
    “Connecting to Ensign Steele.” Again, the strings of digital code scrolled past underneath TESS's image but her image did not give way to a comm screen. 
 
    “Aww, c'mon!” ranted Brian. “Really?” 
 
    “Her TESS is connected, Commander. She is simply not responding.” Her expression changed, “Wait... incoming.”  NOT NOW appeared on the screen below TESS's image. 
 
    Brian pointed at the text on his screen, “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “I believe it means; not at this time...”  
 
    Brian waved his arms in frustration, “Yeah, I know what it means, but what does it mean?” 
 
    “I fail to see the difference in your distinction, Commander.” 
 
    Remembering he was attempting to converse with a literal computer who had no reference to emotion, intuition or interpretation outside the boundaries of literal meaning, he ditched his line of thought. “Connect to Pappy...” 
 
    “I have no Pappy within the TESS network.” 
 
    Eyes closed, Brian Carter took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “Captain Paul Smiley.” 
 
    “Connecting...” 
 
    Paul Smiley's face appeared almost instantly, “Brian...” 
 
    “Pappy, what the hell is going on over there? I can't get Jack, I can't get Lisa...” 
 
    Pappy shook his head, “Don't even try. Jack's been cut off, you'll only get yourself in hot water.” 
 
    “What about Lisa?” 
 
    “They're all in a meeting in the Admiral's office...” 
 
    “All who?” 
 
    “Higdenberger, his aide - some Lieutenant Commander...”  
 
    “Fleet Admiral Higdenberger? He's actually here?” 
 
    “Came in on the UFW655. He's in a meeting with Jack, Lisa, Derrik Brighton...” 
 
    “Durock Brithauz...” muttered Brian with distaste. “What happened?” 
 
    “Paul's face looked away from the screen momentarily, apparently making sure he was alone. “Jack's a little hot under the collar, he feels we got duped by the UFW on this whole thing... that they were taking advantage of us or something.” 
 
    “I could see that pissing him off...” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” continued Pappy, “When the UFW655 jumped in and first contact was a secure comm with Higdenberger, Jack was in fight mode...” 
 
    “Aww shit,” groaned Brian, “what'd he do?” 
 
    Pappy rubbed his forehead, “My boys on the deck said Lisa had him on a pretty tight leash, he looked calm. As soon as Higdenberger stepped off the shuttle he dropped the bomb, Jack barely had time to greet him...” 
 
      Brian's eyes narrowed, “What the hell...” 
 
    “It's obvious.” countered Paul. “It was pre-planned.”   
 
    “But why?” 
 
    Paul looked around again, “I don't know. Maybe Jack was right...” 
 
    “Man, I don't like this.” 
 
    “Me neither. Just keep it together, brother.” He looked over his shoulder then back, “I gotta go, Rescue Two is on final approach. You heard about Maria?” 
 
    Brian sighed, “Yeah. Kinda breaks my heart after all we've been through together... after all she'd been through.” 
 
    Paul nodded, “Tell me about it. Ok, listen, I'll get back to you as soon as I know more... I'm out.” The video frame flickered and winked out, leaving Brian with more questions than answers. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “That's absurd!” scolded Fleet Admiral Higdenberger in the ready room's muted light, waggling his finger in Jack's direction. “That is probably the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard come out of your mouth, Mr. Steele. The thought that we would welcome this type of outcome,” he waved at the hologram of Earth floating over the holo-chart, “is ludicrous.” Sitting in the chair behind the desk, he steepled his hands in contemplation, “Though given the circumstances and how the chain of events played out, I suppose I can see how you might have come to that conclusion - no matter how flawed it is,” he swept his hands wide in exasperation.  
 
    Lisa sat mute next to her brother and Commander Derrik Brighton sat in a chair across from them in his official position as Colonel Durock Brithauz; GIS spy. It didn't have the same ring as, James Bond, 007, but his sudden smug and cool demeanor annoyed Jack. Steele redirected his gaze, “With all due respect, Admiral, you can't expect me to believe...”  
 
    “Mr. Steele, I can assure you,” interrupted Higdenberger, “the UFW is not in the business of conquering worlds, we are in the business of creating allies. In my many years of service, I have personally been involved in nearly a dozen operations to recruit planets into the Federation, and every one has had unique and different problems that arise - including violence. But nothing on this scale. Never have I had an operation go so entirely off course as this.” His posture changed, leaning forward, his hands on the desk laying palms-up and open, “It pains me greatly that this has occurred... I consider any loss of innocent life, tragic.” He shot Derrik Brighton an angry glance, “Our intelligence is usually quite good, but when it falters, it has the potential for disaster. It is why, Mr. Steele, we sent you...” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Jack responded incredulously. “I'm not sure I follow your reasoning there...” 
 
    Higdenberger pursed his lips, “You had an invested interest, to do whatever you could to protect your fellow Earthers. We knew you wouldn't overlook any measure to do whatever was needed to avert global disaster. And for as bad as it looks right now, I can guarantee the results would have been far less favorable than they are at this moment had we sent someone else...” 
 
    Steele angrily indicated the holo-chart, “You call this favorable...?” 
 
    “Admiral Steele,” ventured Derrik Brighton rising from his chair, “we...” 
 
    Steele pointed, flashing him a furious glare, “Don't you even...” 
 
    “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” urged Higdenberger, raising his hands. “Please,” he waved at Brighton's seat, “sit down.” He redirected his gaze at Steele, “Jack, your task force did a tremendous job under staggering pressure; I expected nothing less should things go wrong...”  
 
    “And it did,” countered Jack.  
 
    “Yes. But to your credit, and the credit of the men and women of your entire task force, you saved countless lives and disrupted one of the largest covert enemy operations I have personally ever seen.”  
 
    “Like Veloria?” queried Jack. 
 
    “Veloria was amateurish compared to this; though it was a UFW failure to recognize the severity of the situation. Unfortunately, we're spread pretty thin – both militarily and in the intelligence gathering sense. It's a big Universe out there and predicting where their interests or targets are, is... well, highly difficult to predict. The positive here, is that your planet and its people will recover. They will be stronger than before, and you will have brought them the benefits of space travel, science and commerce that they may never have survived long enough to attain...” 
 
    “But you knew this was going on here...” injected Lisa. When all eyes shifted to her, she thought maybe it would have been wiser to stay silent. “Why would you have waited so long to act?” 
 
    “That is true, young lady,” nodded the Admiral, “but there is something to be said about monitoring an operation to farm intelligence from it, and that's exactly what we were doing in this case. It was a matter of timing. And it's one of the reasons we had the names of so many of the implants and their Earther accomplices.” He steepled his fingers, his elbows on the desk, “These operatives prey on people afflicted with greed and avarice, turning them against their own; for fame, fortune, power or political gain. Some societies are more susceptible to it than others. We find that those races that are most competitive, are the most vulnerable because of their personal drive.” He opened his hands, “Your strength is also your weakness...” 
 
    “Well thank you for pointing that out, sir...” Steele said sarcastically. He sat back, folding his arms defensively, crossing his legs at the knee. “And while this is all very... informative, it doesn't explain your arrival here. On a transport, no less... Or my removal from command.”  
 
    Fleet Admiral Higdenberger leaned back in his chair, a wry smile creeping across his face, “You know what I like about you Mr. Steele?” 
 
    “I'm a smartass?” 
 
    Higdenberger's face reflected a mixture of surprise and confusion, “I am not familiar with that term...” 
 
    “I am an irreverent ass?” clarified Steele. 
 
    The Fleet Admiral nodded approvingly, “Smartass, I will remember that one. Yes, I suppose a little. But you are unafraid to speak your mind and you do what needs to be done. You are a man of action... I suspect you are not the only one of your people with such character.” 
 
    Steele pursed his lips, wondering where this was going, “No, I'm not.” 
 
    “There are thousands...?” 
 
    “Hundreds of thousands,” corrected Jack, his arms still folded. “Maybe millions. But how is that relevant?” 
 
    Higdenberger's wry smile was back. “It means your strengths far outweigh your weaknesses. And that your world will make a fine ally for the UFW.” 
 
    “But they have not accepted...” 
 
    Higdenberger nodded, “Yet. I am confident they will. They have everything to gain and very little to lose.” He waved toward Derrik Brighton, “But I digress, I have not answered your other questions, “Colonel Brithauz, if you please.” 
 
    Derrik Brighton moved over to the holo-chart and laid a wafer the size of an American quarter on the surface of the table, the planet disappearing, giving way to a table-sized three-dimensional wire-frame schematic of the Fleet Admiral's UFW655, a holographic control panel appearing on the table's surface. Higdenberger rose purposefully and strolled over to the table, waving his hand at the ship, “Mr. Steele, meet your new ship, the UFW655...” 
 
    Jack rose to his feet, scowling, “You took away my task force to give me a fffff...” he squared his jaw and bit his tongue before continuing, “a damn transport ship?!” He ran his hand through his hair in frustration and exasperation, “You can't be serious! What the hell am I supposed to do with that thing?!” Higdenberger was grinning like an idiot and Jack failed to see what was so amusing. 
 
    “Oh it is much more than a transport ship, Mr. Steele...” His fingers tapped the keys of the holographic control panel, the ship becoming solid, its skin and outer hull visible. “The UFW655 is brand new and currently one of a kind. The size of a cruiser, she is loaded with surprises; like a GOD drive, two P-57 light assault fighters, a photo-reactive skin, an advanced electronics warfare suite and enough firepower to rival some cruisers...” 
 
     Jack waved at the holographic image, “What are you talking about...” he said deadpan, “I don't see a weapon on her anywhere...” 
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving, Mr. Steele,” commented Higdenberger, tapping on the holographic control panel. The image animated, sections of the hull opening, turrets swinging into action, a main turret at the top and one at the bottom; one simply rising up the other dropping down out of the hull. 
 
    Her curiosity getting the better of her, Lisa stood up and walked over to the table for a closer look moving around to the other side, “Are those missile racks?” she pointed. 
 
    Higdenberger shook his head, “Small, high-speed torpedoes. It was determined that encounters with this ship would likely be much closer than a military engagement. In that space, a high-speed torpedo, slower than missiles but much-much faster than conventional torpedoes, would be devastatingly effective.”  
 
    It's a Q-Ship,” muttered Jack, reaching into the hologram and turning it. “The fighters go in here?” he pointed at door markings on the belly. 
 
    “That's right.” 
 
    “What's a Q-Ship?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “I am curious as well,” said Higdenberger. 
 
    “During World War One and Two,” began Jack, “The Allied losses to German U-Boat attacks on supply columns was terrible. And the Allied navies were spread so thin they couldn't provide enough escorts. The Allies came up with the idea of merchant supply ships armed with hidden weaponry. The U-Boats would surface to engage what they thought was a helpless supply ship at short range and the Q-Ships would open up and sink them. It was pretty effective.” 
 
    “Except the UFW655 is not for hunting Mr. Steele,” countered the Fleet Admiral. “Her capabilities must be kept secret and only used defensively as a last resort... Her job, your job, is subterfuge and espionage.” He tapped the holographic controls, the ship's weapons hiding again, “Your new assignment,” he motioned to the image, is Operation Dark Cover. 
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 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    TERRAN SYSTEM – UFW655 : COLD SHOULDER 
 
    Considering he'd lost the Conquest's Fleet Operations office to Higdenberger, Steele commandeered Captain Ryan's ready room... for the time being. 
 
    Steele hadn't realized the secure long-distance conversations he'd conducted with Fleet Admiral Higdenberger concerning deep cover operations, was going to show up and bite him in the ass over a year later. They had discussed ideas, tactics, targets, methodology... he didn't recall ever volunteering for anything. But maybe he'd been too convincing. Dammit to hell. Higdenberger had given him forty-eight hours to make ready and shove off on the UFW655 – which also needed a new name for the fake registry. His mind was still working on that. There was only a small handful of people who knew the story behind Steele's loss of command; thankfully Pappy, Mike and Brian were in the loop. 
 
    “I thought Maria's service was very nice,” commented Lisa from the sofa. 
 
    Jack looked up from the UFW655 manuals he was reviewing. “Yeah, it was. I understand it will take the casket about three months to reach the sun.” 
 
    “What are they going to do with the astronaut's remains?” 
 
    “Send him back down to his family I suppose. All the astronauts will be going back home in a day or two. I'm sure NASA will have a ton of questions for them...”  
 
    There was a moment of silence and Lisa struggled with the question in her mind - whether to bring it up or not. “So... do you believe him?” 
 
    Jack looked up from his studies, his brow furrowed, “Who?” 
 
    “The Fleet Admiral. Everything he said... or, didn't say.” 
 
    “Yes. And no. It's not that I don't trust him...” 
 
    “But you don't trust him,” injected Lisa, flatly, finishing her brother's thought. 
 
    “Yeah. I don't. I want to... but I get the feeling that there's too much that he's leaving out.” 
 
    “Does it worry you?” 
 
    Steele bit his lip and sighed deeply, “Yeah. To some extent. I can't tell yet whether what I don't know is minutiae, or monumental. I want to believe it's just unimportant details.”  
 
    “What's your gut tell you?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “My little voice has been quiet so far.”  
 
    With that, silence had returned and he went back to his studies. After a brief interlude, Lisa looked up from her TESS's screen, “Hey, did you hear they tracked the pirates out of the system?” 
 
    “No,” frowned Jack, “how did you find out?” 
 
    “Higdenberger has given me access to intel as a liaison. Two destroyers ran and took the gate to Alpha Centauri. The third GOD jumped, they're not sure to where.” 
 
    Steele's brow furrowed, considering the escape. “Hmm... Wait, backtrack - what's his Lieutenant Commander doing? I thought he was liaison.” 
 
    “Don't know,” she shrugged. 
 
    Jack smiled, “Son-of-a... he knows you're going to tell me, he's giving me an information pipeline for the task force.” 
 
    “Well he did say this arrangement was temporary. That you'd get Lancer back...”  
 
    “I don't know. Somehow in the back of my mind I keep thinking that will never happen...” 
 
    “The little voice?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “More like a nightmare..” 
 
    The door chimed and Lisa checked her schedule, “Your first appointment. You sure you want to do this? You do hate spies...” 
 
    There was no one on Higdenberger's hand-picked crew on the UFW655 that Jack knew. He needed a few select people he could trust and the Fleet Admiral had given him no objections. “Enter.” 
 
    Mercedes Huang sauntered into the room as the door slid into the bulkhead. Her straight, shoulder length, blue-black hair, caramel skin and almond-shaped eyes gave her  a certain feline quality, though nothing like the Ketarians of course. “Admiral. Ensign,” she acknowledged, nodding at each in turn. She moved smoothly, sitting at the opposite end of the sofa from Lisa. If she noticed Lisa's eye-roll, she gave no indication of it. 
 
    “I trust you are feeling better? Healing well?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you. And you?” she indicated his leg. 
 
    “Doing well,” he nodded. He paused for a moment, abstractly considering her beauty before deciding to be direct, “It has occurred to me that there may, or may not be, a position left for you to fill back on Earth. And,” he continued, not allowing her to respond, “that even if there was, your skills and experience might be far more valuable to humanity out here. With us. Hunting the people who did that...” he thumbed over at the planet hovering above the holo-table. 
 
    “Do you plan to capture them and bring them to justice?” she asked. 
 
    “No. No... I plan to hunt them down like the sub-human filth they are and kill them wherever we find them...” 
 
    “I'm not an assassin,”  she replied coolly. 
 
    “Neither am I. But, these heinous cretins tried to execute an extinction level event on our humanity, simply to escape capture. A level of evil that defies description. I don't expect they will offer us an alternative.” 
 
    “I see your point. But what if you manage to capture one alive?” 
 
    “Then it will be up to you to extract whatever information you can, in any manner you can. Being a deep cover CIA operative, I suspect you have those skills...”  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good. Then we work to repeat that success.” 
 
    “I see. And once you've eliminated them all?” 
 
    “I can't say for sure we'll catch up with them all, but there is much more to this mission than just the operatives. I can't tell you more until I am assured you're committed. Suffice it to say, I expect we'll be putting your skills to the test.” 
 
    “I understand,” she nodded. “Why me?” She saw the sudden pained expression cross Steele's face, “Ahh, the loss of Ms. Arroyo.” 
 
    “I need someone I can trust,” he replied. “You risked your life to save mine, that tells me there's something in you that's inherently good. I trust my instincts - they're usually pretty spot-on and I get the sense that I can trust you. I believe we may have some things in common.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer and I'm honored by your trust,” she mused, examining her hands. “I think I can safely say,” she began, looking back up, “that I have nothing else pressing at the moment. You can count me in.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase Holt cut another slice of his steak, the tender meat, pink in the center, “Why me, Jack? Seriously, what could I possibly add?” Dan Murphy watched the conversation, sipping a beer. 
 
    “Your security and electronics background is sure to be helpful...” 
 
    Chase made a face of skepticism, stabbing the slice of meat with his fork, mopping some gravy off his plate, “Doubtful. I don't know squat about this technology.” 
 
    “I'm not saying there isn't a learning curve...” 
 
    Chase nearly spit the meat out of his mouth when he laughed at the absurdity, “Learning curve? C'mon Jack, be serious...” He stared down at his plate as he chewed, “Besides...” 
 
    “Your prior life is gone, buddy,” replied Jack, as gently as possible. “You have Allie, Karen and all of us...”  
 
    Chase dropped his fork on his plate and leaned back in the booth, his arms folded across his chest, “You really know how to ruin a guy's appetite, you know that?” 
 
    “You know that's not my intention, don't be a drama queen.” 
 
    “I went out of my way to help your folks...” scowled Chase. 
 
    “I haven't forgotten. I appreciate everything you've done. And we are going to do everything we can to make your folks comfortable. Dan is staying here on the Conquest. I have secured permission for him to go with the landing party. If your family needs anything he'll make sure they get it. If they want to leave, he'll get them out...” 
 
    “Veloria?” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Yes, Veloria. I will make sure they're taken care of.” 
 
    Chase rubbed his face with his hands, “And Karen?” 
 
    “She'll be safe, you know that. They'll all be waiting for us when we get to Veloria. You can leave Allie here with her if you want...” 
 
    Chase shook his head vigorously, “No, no... Allie stays with me.” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Fair enough - just a suggestion. But I need you with me; I need a Brother I can trust at my back.” 
 
    “Alright, alright... don't beg,” gestured Chase, picking his fork and knife back up. “But you still owe me...” 
 
    Jack nodded with a smile, “Yes I do.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    His goodbyes complete and last minute details checked off, Jack Steele, about to assume his new identity as Jax Mercury, waited on the flight deck with his sister.  
 
    Lisa Steele stood next to her brother with her hands on her hips watching the deck crew load the shuttle from the UFW655, the flight bay of the Conquest a flurry of perpetual motion.  
 
    “I can't believe you convinced Brian to let go of Ragnaar...” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “Well I kinda figured if we're going to try to blend in with Pirates and FreeRangers, it might be helpful to actually have at least one actual Pirate in the crew. It took a little convincing but he eventually saw it my way.” 
 
    “How hard did you have to twist his arm?” she prodded. “You didn't have to break it, did you?”  
 
    “Not quite,” smirked Jack, “but it was close.” 
 
    “Who else did you take?” 
 
    “I wanted another pilot. The two on the 655 look alright, but they're still green. I pulled Torn Dado...” 
 
    “Tornado's a good pilot,” agreed Lisa, “not as good as me, but...” 
 
    “Nothing doing,” countered Jack. “You're staying here - it's safer.” 
 
    “Unless Lieutenant Margareth kills me...” 
 
    “You can stop worrying about Nera Margareth, you're out of fighter rotations,” countered Jack. “You're heading back to the Revenge; you're the only experienced Reaper pilot left, since Maria...” his voice trailed off. 
 
    Lisa nudged the conversation past its awkward pause, “Draza Mac still my back seater?” 
 
    “Yep. And if you're lucky, you might get some time on the bridge.” 
 
    “Oh, that's sweet! Say, did you ever come up with a name for the 655?” 
 
    “Yeah, Perseus.”  
 
    Lisa's brow furrowed, “The name sounds familiar but I can't place it...” 
 
    “In Greek mythology, Perseus was the first recorded hero - his adventures were legendary; defeating monsters and demons... His exploits provided the framework for the founding myths of the Twelve Olympians - the major gods of the Greek pantheon. He was the hero who beheaded Medusa, and in another adventure killed the sea monster Cetus, sent by Poseidon. That little victory won him the hand of Andromeda in marriage. Aaand, he was the only one to have tamed and flown Pegasus.” 
 
    Lisa's eyes narrowed, “Your ring,” she pointed at his hand, “and the logo you used on the Freedom...” 
 
    “That's right.” 
 
    Her lips pursed in thought, “Interesting...” 
 
    Jack glanced at his sister out of the corner of his eye, “Were you able to take care of that little project I gave you?” 
 
    “The old eGo units? Yeah.” 
 
    “Think anyone will notice?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “I don't think so. When the Supply Chief heard the request was coming from you, he pulled them off the inventory list and marked the log entries as destroyed and recycled. No questions asked. I've got most of them distributed already...” 
 
    “Mom and dad?” 
 
    “Dad's got one – I reminded him to keep it concealed. The key visitors you listed got theirs before we shuttled them back down.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, “And the rest of the units?” 
 
    “Will be going down to the GIS Watchers that Derrik Brighton provided a list of. He seemed rather pleased that there was something he could do for you...” 
 
    “He's trying to get back into my good graces...” 
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
    Steele smirked “I'll let him think so...” 
 
    Marine Warrant Officer Dale Alaroot strode up and snapped a salute, “Admiral.” 
 
    Jack returned the salute before extending his hand, “Dale...” 
 
    “Sir, I just wanted to say, I think what they're doing to you is a complete mistake; one they're going to regret. It was a pleasure serving with you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dale. But it's not as bad as it looks; everything is going to work out, you'll see...” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Dale went from handshake back to salute, turning on his heel and returning to the line of Marines standing at parade rest. 
 
    “He seems more than just a little upset,” commented Lisa quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that...” Steele rubbed his chin, “We've had a chance to get to know one another. I like Dale, he's a good man and a good Marine. He's taking this too personally...” 
 
    “Want me to have a word with him?” 
 
    Jack eyed his sister, “What would you say?” 
 
    “I don't know yet...” 
 
    “Because you can't tell him much. This is all very secret.” 
 
    Lisa chewed the inside of her cheek, “I know. But he's always had your back, even when you didn't know he was doing it. I'm just worried he might... I don't know, do something impulsive?” 
 
    Jack took a deep breath and held it for a moment, contemplating. “Alright,” he sighed, “but only if it becomes apparent that you have to. And keep it to a minimum.”  
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Jack checked the device on his wrist that replaced his UFW military TESS. The device was the most advanced available on the civilian market and had been upgraded to meet UFW standards while looking no different than any other MOBIUS unit in circulation. MOBIUS - Mobile Optical Bio Information User System. MOBI for short. The character driven software was in some respects similar to TESS, but Jack quickly recognized he was going to miss his TESS. There was something about her unique character and style. 
 
    “Not as nice as your TESS...” commented Lisa, watching her brother flip to an updated schedule screen. He just grunted a confirmation. “Don't worry,” she continued, “your TESS is in hibernation, you'll get her back.” 
 
     “Even after the improvements, I don't like the software as much,” he grumbled. “Guess I'll have to live with it for now.” 
 
    A grizzled old deckhand strolled over, his ham-sized hand extended, “Admiral,” 
 
    “Chief,” acknowledged Jack, shaking the man's hand, “what's the good word?” 
 
    The man's weathered face crinkled around his eyes and mouth as he smiled, “Retirement. We probably won't be seeing each other again; I've only got about a month left.” 
 
    Jack smiled warmly, “Good for you! Going to spend some time with the wife and kids, Chief?” 
 
    “And grandbabies,” he grinned widely. He thumbed over his shoulder at the shuttle, “All loaded and everyone aboard; they're just waiting on you, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you Chief...” 
 
    The Chief leaned closer, “Not that it's any of my business, mind you; but something tells me there's a lot more to all of this than meets the eye,” the old man whispered. He looked around like he was checking for eavesdroppers, “I don't know where you're going or what you're doing, but keep your head on a swivel, Mister, try not to get it shot off...” He winked, tossed a loose salute, turned on his heel and headed toward a passing equipment trolley that slowed to pick him up. 
 
    “Well that was...” 
 
    “Interesting?” offered Jack. 
 
    “I was going to say colorful,” replied Lisa. 
 
    “ATTEN-shun! Fleet Officer on deck!” The unified metallic clomp as the line of over fifty Marines snapped to attention, their boots stomping on the flight deck, echoed in the bay, all other motion coming to a stop. For a moment there was silence except for the thrum of the ship's engines. “SA-lute!”  
 
    Halfway to the shuttle, Steele stopped, turned to the center of the bay, the heels of his civilian dress boots snapping together as he came to attention. It was then that he realized how big his audience was, including the officers in the flight tower looking down on the deck. He snapped a salute, holding it for a moment, bringing his hand down slowly, deliberately, “CARRY on!” he bellowed. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    When the shuttle's hatch popped open with a hiss, a rush of warm air entered the cabin and for a moment Jack detected a new-car smell. It struck him funny and he cracked a crooked smile as the hatch cleared the opening, folding up over the hull. He was relieved to see a mostly unpopulated bay - save for a few deckhands and a tall man about his size with closely cut salt and pepper hair and gray eyes. The man stepped forward, and extended his hand, “Captain Vastyque. Welcome aboard the UFW655, Admiral Steele.” The meaning was friendly, the tone was not. 
 
    “Jax Mercury,” Jack corrected him. “Let's never make that mistake again.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” He looked over the group exiting the shuttle, including the two German Shepherds. “Mr. Mercury, might I inquire, what are those?” he indicated the two animals. 
 
    “Ah,” nodded Jack, pointing , “that is Fritz and that is Allie. They are dogs. Animal companions...” 
 
    “I see...” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    Captain Vastyque shook his head, “Just a little... unusual,” he replied, choosing his words carefully. 
 
    “This is the rest of my team;” continued Jack, ignoring the Captain's discomfort. “Derrik Brighton - my intelligence officer. Ragnaar - navigator and pirate expert. Mercedes Huang - tactical advisor. Chase Holt - securities specialist, and Torn Dado - combat pilot.” 
 
    “We do have two fine fighter pilots...” 
 
    “Yes, I'm aware of that,” replied Jack. “I reviewed their files. But it never hurts to have extra people.”  
 
    “Of course...” agreed the Captain. As the group walked the bay - headed for the elevators, Steele took in as much as he could; the layout, the sterile cleanliness of everything, the pressed and crisp crew members. It was all so... new. Too perfect. “I assume,” began the Captain, “you'll want to get straight to the ready room?” 
 
    “That's right,” replied Steele. 
 
    “Fine. I will have the crew tend to your things and get your people assigned quarters.” 
 
    “Good, good. I want everyone in the ready room for a briefing in thirty minutes,” Jack announced over his shoulder as they walked. “Except you, Tornado. I want you to meet with the other pilots and get to know them a bit. Have them show you around, take a look at the fighters and get familiar with them. I will expect you to report back to me on your findings.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” replied the pilot. 
 
    “I want you checked out and familiar with the birds before we leave the system. I need to put in some stick time as well...” 
 
    “That's highly irregular, Admiral,” interrupted the Captain. 
 
    Steele stopped dead in his tracks and glared at the Captain, everyone behind having to come to an emergency stop of sorts to avoid collision. “Mr. Vastyque,” he said slowly, “are you new here?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Did you just acquire your rank yesterday?” 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    Steele raised one eyebrow, “What is my name?” 
 
     The Captain stiffened, “Jax Mercury. Sir.” 
 
    “Say it again.” 
 
    “Jax Mercury.” 
 
    “You do understand our mission, don't you?” 
 
    “I do...” 
 
    “Then I don't need to explain to you the dangers of failing to maintain character at all times.” The Captain looked like he was about to speak and Jack cut him off, “I will make this abundantly clear, do not ever make the mistake of calling me by anything other than Jax Mercury again. Or you will be relieved of command. Permanently.” Steele started walking again, passing the Captain, “Have you ever commanded a ship with pilots before?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Then I or Ensign Dado will handle flight operations.” 
 
    “One of my pilots outranks your Ensign...” 
 
    “Captain, I feel we may be getting off on the wrong foot here...” 
 
    Captain Vastyque's brow furrowed in confusion, “I'm not sure I understand.” 
 
    “You are pissing me off,” explained Steele, “and that's not where you want to be. I will explain myself one last time; you have two pilots. Both unproven. I had nearly one-hundred-fifty. And Mr. Dado was a shining star in that group, of many shining stars. The training and experience he's been exposed to, far outweighs anything your pilots have encountered. So, you will excuse me if I defer to his talent and experience over your people. Don’t fight me on this.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The UFW655's bridge was sharp and spotless, the crew trim and their uniforms perfectly pressed. Steele paused there, flanked by Fritz and Allie, Chase Holt on her other side.  
 
    The Captain stepped past to his command chair, “Set course for Alpha Centauri, prepare for GOD jump...” 
 
    “Belay that order,” interrupted Steele, stepping forward. “Cruising only, best speed.” 
 
    “But...”  
 
    Steele shot the Captain a shut the hell up, look. “GOD jumps will make us stand out,” he announced to the bridge, “we need to blend in. Jumps will be for emergency or extenuating circumstances.”  
 
    The crew did not respond, waiting for orders from their Captain. “There are two types of best speed, Mr. Mercury; a common transport's best speed, and the 655's best speed.” 
 
    “I am aware of that Captain. When I say best speed, that's what I mean.”  
 
    The Captain motioned toward the helmsman and navigator, “You heard the man, best speed.” 
 
    “Best speed, aye.” 
 
    Steele indicated the entire bridge with a sweep of his hand, “And have the entire crew change into the civilian clothes they were issued, including their civvy rank markers. All UFW uniforms and insignias are to be incinerated and ejected before we reach the gate. No UFW keepsakes or mementos, everything gets spaced.” Steele didn't wait for an answer, turning and heading for the ready room. “Oh and Captain,” he paused looking back, “I'll need to see the Chief Engineer and his senior team in my office.” 
 
    “Now sir?” 
 
    “Now, Mr. Vastyque.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele shrugged off his leather flight jacket and dropped it across the arm of the sofa, heading for the mini-fridge. Chase Holt did the same, the two German Shepherds roaming around the suite inspecting everything within reach. “Little warm in here,” commented Chase. 
 
    “Computer, three degrees cooler,” announced Jack. He pulled two water bottles from the fridge at the bar and tossed one to Chase.  
 
    “Weren't you a little hard on him?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, “You've been in the military, you tell me. Was I unfair?” 
 
    Chase paused to open his bottle, “I guess not. He did seem rather... resistant.” 
 
    “He's defensive,” countered Jack. “This is his ship and he doesn't want to be told what to do on it. He resents us being here.”  
 
    “Kinda like you and the Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Yeah, kinda like that. Except I'm not going to take away the Captain's ship.”  
 
    “Unless you have to,” added Chase. 
 
    “I certainly hope he doesn't press me that far...”  
 
    The door chimed and slid smoothly open, the ship's Chief Engineer and three other officers filed in, followed by the Captain. Steele wasn't surprised, though he hadn't asked for the Captain's attendance, he had inserted himself into the meeting without apology. Steele ignored it. He also ignored the fact that they were still all in UFW uniforms.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Steele, stepping over to the holo-chart, “I have something I'd like you to take a look at.” He slid a data wafer from his pocket and laid it on the surface of the holo-chart table. The table awoke with the contact, showing a three-dimensional hologram of the Terran System, flickering as it read the data wafer before switching to a view of the UFW655's propulsion systems, controls, schematics and operational statistics. Jack reached forward as the engineers huddled around the information and flipped through a series of pages. “Do you understand all of what you're seeing here?” 
 
    The Chief Engineer was engrossed in the data, “Yes, this is quite interesting...” 
 
    “Can you make the updates?” asked Steele. 
 
    “Yes, I...” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” objected the Captain, attempting to intervene, “what possible updates could you possibly be suggesting? This is a brand new ship. One of a kind. No one knows more about her engineering than this man right there,” he indicated the Chief Engineer. 
 
    Steele imposed himself between the engineering team and the Captain. 
 
    “If these calculations are correct,” muttered the Chief, “well, this is just fascinating...” The three engineering officers were chatting quietly pointing out different bits of information to one another, ignoring the conversation behind them. 
 
    His back to the men huddled around the table, Steele was in a stare-down with the Captain, “Chief, does it make sense to you? Can you make the adjustments?” 
 
    The Captain's lips were mashed thin, his jaw tight, “How could you possibly make improvements to a system you've never seen before...” 
 
    “Chief?” reminded Steele. 
 
    “Well it looks like he's rewritten a good deal of the manual, we'll have to study all the notes...” 
 
    “Chief,” spat the Captain, “you will do no such thing! I...” 
 
    “If this all bears out,” continued the Chief, paging furiously through the materials, “we can get at least another five percent out of the engines, shields and GOD systems. Maybe as high as eight percent!” 
 
    “Chief!” barked the Captain, on the verge of totally losing his composure. 
 
    “The engineers turned, facing Steele's back, “Mr. Mercury, who did you say rewrote these materials?” 
 
    “I didn't. But it was my Chief Engineer of Development, Hecken Noer.” 
 
    The Chief's eyes widened, “The one who redesigned the cruiser frame for the refit to Freedom Class Carriers?” 
 
    Steele was still nearly nose to nose with the Captain. “That's the one, Chief...”  
 
    “I've seen his work, he's damn brilliant!” 
 
    “How long do you think it will take your team to work out the adjustments?” 
 
    The Chief glanced at his team, “A minimum of two full days. It shouldn't take longer than five. I'll want to stress-test each step to be sure there are no mistakes. It can be delicate work.” 
 
    “Of course,” agreed Steele. “Get it done, then.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” The engineering team hustled past the faceoff, headed for the door to the bridge. 
 
    “One more thing, Chief... Civvies.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    In retrospect, Jack was a little concerned that maybe he was enjoying antagonizing the Captain, and wanted to give the man the benefit of the doubt; but his rancorous attitude was making it very difficult. Recalling the step off the shuttle to the deck, there it was - a wall of attitude. Jack had picked it up immediately but had chosen to ignore it. Maybe to his detriment, it had only gotten worse. And it needed to stop, he was becoming concerned that maybe the Captain couldn't be trusted. Had it gone that far? His little voice was telling him those concerns were valid.   
 
    “Chase, give us a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, no sweat.” Chase Holt turned for the door, patting his leg, Allie trotting along at his side. Fritz climbed up on the sofa and plopped down at the armrest, eyeing the conversation. 
 
    Steele waited till the door slid closed before turning away and moving over to the desk to break the faceoff, picking up his water. “What's your deal, mister?” 
 
    “Permission to speak freely...”  
 
    It wasn't a question so much as a demand, but it's what Jack wanted right now - answers. “Sure.” 
 
    “I don't like you...” 
 
    “Pfffttt,” snorted Steele, “try telling me something I don't know. Like why.” The Captain looked like he wanted to say something but was fighting to put it into words. “Let me help you,” started Jack, sitting on the corner of the desk. “The Fleet Admiral builds you a cool new ship. Then he orders you to shuttle him around on it. After which he reveals a secret mission without telling you the secrets. Then this guy just strolls onto your ship, brings his own people, whom you haven't met, for a mission you don't know enough about, and starts making plans and giving orders to your crew without even consulting you. He reprimands you on protocol, takes over your office and starts making changes without considering your input.” Steele crossed his arms, “Does that about sum it up? Did I leave anything out?” 
 
    “No, that pretty much covers it.” 
 
    “Well suck it up. Believe me when I say I don't care. I'm not here to be nice, or diplomatic, or even considerate. I have a job to do and so do you. This very thing happened to me a couple days ago, but instead of having to share my ship, I lost my ship. And my task force. For this tub. No offense, it's a nice ship and all, but it's not an Oijin squadron-class carrier.” He waved his hand for emphasis, “And yes, I'm well aware that the Conquest is a century old. I will reiterate, I don't care. It's a squadron-class carrier. So, let's get this straight; I'm not taking your ship, I do not want your ship. But for this assignment, I need your ship.” He rubbed his forehead, “Look Captain, you don't want me here and I don't want to be here, but we're going to have to deal with it. We don't have to be friends, you don't have to like me, you don't have to agree with my decisions, but this friction ends here and now. Or you're gone. I can and will relieve you of duty if I can't rely on you.” 
 
    The Captain folded his arms in defiance, “And just who do you think you'd replace me with? I walked her hull for weeks while she was being built, nobody knows her better than I do. Except the Chief.” 
 
    “Well honestly, if you want to put it in those terms, it sounds like as long as I keep the Chief on, I'm good to go. I could replace you with anyone who knows the crew; for instance, your second in command. I'm sure he wouldn't mind a bump in position.” 
 
    The Captain smirked, “You mean Lieutenant Commander Reegan? One of my hand-picked crew? A long-time friend?” 
 
    Steele thought back to his encounters with the insane Admiral Pottsdorn and wondered how much different this circumstance was to that one. Were there similarities? Maybe a few, he conceded. But he had been protecting his ship and crew from a madman and that's where it differed wildly. “Let's take a different tack, Skipper; what's your end-game here; I share all the mission secrets with you? Or maybe my people and I just leave? Go back to where we came from? Or maybe you just want to be in control of the whole show...” Jack pointed at him, “None of those things will happen. This will end one of two ways; with you, or without you. You work with me, or I ship you back to Higdenberger with a note pinned to your shirt that says; does not play well with others. And anybody else on this ship that has a problem.” Jack watched a change of expression momentarily wash across his face. “Oh, you didn't think I would relieve you and let you stay on this ship, did you? So you could undermine me, cause problems? Nah. Off you'd go, buh-bye.” Steele folded his arms, “So what's it going to be, Mr. Vastyque? Are you in, or are you out...?” 
 
    Vastyque stood his ground, arms folded, mirroring Jack's posture, “I have no intention of taking orders from the likes of you. A caveman from a non-spacer planet who tricked and wormed his way into command. I've dedicated my life to the UFW, it took me twenty years to get where I'm at. You,” he indicated Jack, “you haven't earned the privilege. You don't belong out here, Steele...” 
 
    “Your funeral, Mr. Vastyque,” shrugged Steele. “We're done here. Pack yourself up and get off my ship...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Reegan,” greeted Steele from behind the desk. “Please, sit,” he motioned to a chair. “Let me ask you, Commander, do you have any idea what our mission is?” 
 
    “No, sir. I don't.” 
 
    “What are your opinions about working with me and my team?” 
 
    The Commander looked introspective, answering carefully, “Well sir, other than Mr. Holt and his dog, I really haven't met any of your team, so I really don't feel I have enough information to make a judgment. But I imagine, since this was arranged by Fleet Admiral Higdenberger, it should be quite interesting.” 
 
    Ahh, a clean slate. Steele nodded, “Good... Commander have you ever skippered a ship?” 
 
    “Yes sir. My last post; the UFW721, an armed fleet service ship. Three years.” 
 
    “Think you can handle this ship and her crew?” 
 
    “I do all the time, sir, I...” 
 
    “As her skipper,” interrupted Steele. 
 
    Commander Reegan's eyes widened, “Yes... I... Wh - what happened to Captain Vastyque?” 
 
    “The Captain is leaving us, Mr. Reegan. Irreconcilable differences.” 
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 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    ALPHA CENTAURI SYSTEM - THE PERSEUS : OPERATION DARK COVER  
 
    The holo-screen of Jack Steele's MOBIUS flickered before appearing over his wrist on his way down to engineering to meet with the Chief and his team. “Incoming from the bridge, Mr. Mercury.” 
 
    “Connect, MOBI.” He grabbed the screen and placed it at a more appropriate height so he didn't have to hold his arm up, the screen hovering in front of him as he walked, Fritz pacing alongside him. 
 
    MOBI's dark-haired, pixie-like face disappeared as the communications officer appeared, “ “Secure comm connection coming in from Task Force Lancer. I believe it may be the Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    Steele's mouth skewed sideways, “Yeah, I'm sure it is. Has our shuttle gotten back from Lancer?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The transfer is complete, the shuttle has docked.” 
 
    “Time to the gate entrance?” 
 
    “Thirty-five minutes, Mr. Mercury.” 
 
    “Noted. Go ahead and send the comm to my MOBI.” 
 
    “Aye, sending,” his face disappeared, replaced by the Conquest's logo. “Mr Steele...” said a familiar voice, the audio preceding the video. “Do you want to explain this?” 
 
    “Admiral, Higdenberger, so good to hear from you, sir,” replied Steele fighting a nervous smirk, the Admiral's face finally appearing on the holo-screen. “You have a question?” 
 
    “Damn right I have a question! What the hellion is Vastyque doing here, and what the hellion is irreconcilable differences supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Technically, sir that's two questions...” 
 
    “Steele!” bellowed the Admiral, red-faced. 
 
    “Easy Admiral, don't go blowing a gasket. Vastyque has a severe attitude problem and...” 
 
    “You have a severe attitude problem, Steele!” interrupted Higdenberger. “I would think the two of you would get along famously; you're two of a kind.”  
 
    “That's the problem, sir,” replied Jack more seriously. “The moment we stepped off the shuttle there was hostility. He fought me on everything, defied my orders and generated a tremendous amount of friction. It got worse quickly and I honestly didn't see the situation improving. As a last effort to find some common ground I had a private discussion with the Captain hoping we could build some mutual guidelines but he was adamantly contradictory.” 
 
    “You gave him opportunities to cooperate...” 
 
    “As many as I could sir. I wanted to be fair, but there was a lot of resentment to me and my team being here. It wasn't going to be conducive to a successful mission.” 
 
    His eyes down, Higdenberger looked contemplative, “ Hmm, he waited months for that ship. Emotionally invested; maybe too much so. We can't have that kind of acrimony. Not on a mission of this type.” He looked back up at the screen, “I suppose you did the right thing... Who did you replace him with?” 
 
    “His second, Lieutenant Commander Reegan.” 
 
    Higdenberger nodded in approval, “Don't know him personally but he has a solid record. He's close with Vastyque, any sense that he'll offer any resistance?” 
 
    “No, Admiral.” 
 
    “Good. So, what is this irreconcilable differences nonsense supposed to mean?” 
 
    Steele sidestepped a couple of crew members passing him in the corridor, “You told me Vastyque was a personal choice of yours; I had to assume he was in other circumstances a good officer. We couldn't get along but I didn't want official charges to damage his career. I thought I'd leave it up to your discretion to manipulate the paperwork how you see fit.”  
 
    His lips pinched tight, the Admiral nodded his appreciation, “Generous. Thank you for that, Mr. Steele. I will inform Mr. Vastyque of your good will, and his luck. Carry on, Conquest out.”  
 
    The screen flickered before disappearing, allowing Jack a much-needed deep breath and cleansing exhale.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It took more than one shift rotation for everyone to get the swap complete, but it was good to see that the crew had all made the change to civilian clothes. Some a little more flamboyant than others... but that was fine, it was considerably less UFW now. At least in appearances. Next it would be Ragnaar's turn to school the crew on how to act like a pirate. Steele was looking forward to that class. 
 
    It was going to take a little adjustment to get used to the new style of rank markings, they were so much different than the military symbols he'd become accustomed to. Being the owner, and not of the crew, he was one of the few people on the ship without any markings on his clothes... but he was still going to have to memorize them all; nothing would give him away faster than failing to properly identify ranks while attempting to mix-in somewhere. 
 
    “Thirty seconds to gate exit, Mr. Mercury,” noted Lieutenant Commander Reegan from the command chair. 
 
    “Gun crews?” 
 
    “At stations, sir.” 
 
    The silvery lining of the transition tunnel seemed to end abruptly ahead, a black circle at the end, a light dusting of color drifting across its middle. Standing next to Jack Steele, Chase Holt leaned on the railing at the back of the bridge overlooking the command pit three steps below them, the glow of the different stations the only light on the bridge. “So... we're in a worm hole?” 
 
    “Something like that. We're in a tunnel between two gates, which are, for description's sake, stable worm hole generators. Think of it as a garden hose. We are about to exit this end...” 
 
    “It just spits us out here?” 
 
    Jack nodded, “Pretty much.” 
 
    “That opening doesn't look big enough...” pointed Chase. 
 
    “Perspective,” commented Jack. “The opening is about ten miles wide.” 
 
    Chase Holt watched in wonderment as long, thin, strings of iridescent color reached out from the center of the gate toward the ship, swirling around, dancing. “Dude what the hell is that?” 
 
    “Just watch,” whispered Jack. “Watch and be amazed...” The colors intensified as the lightning storm of color and liquid electricity danced and swirled around the hull. 
 
    “Entering the corona...” announced the navigator. 
 
    Chase Holt was unaware his mouth was open, his eyes riveted on the big screen as the color became a solid swirling, multicolored mass. “Whoa,” he breathed. The center opened up, dark and full of stars, a planet to the right. The kaleidoscope burst outwards, prompting a sharp inhale from Chase. In a moment it was gone, they were through - and he released his breath, “It's like being born,” he whispered. 
 
    “I suppose it is,” agreed Jack. “Never thought of it like that. But everyone has a different reaction to it the first time.” 
 
    “I could watch that over and over...” 
 
    “It doesn't get old,” remarked Jack. “And each one is a little different - no two are ever the same. Never fails to give me goosebumps.” 
 
    “So where are we, now?” 
 
    Jack waved at the big screen, “Welcome to Alpha Centauri, Brother.” 
 
    Chase had yet to look away from the image that wrapped nearly two-thirds of the way around the bridge, “Hard to fit my head around this... Are there any people out here?” 
 
    “How about it, Mr. Reegan?” prompted Jack. “Any habitable planets here?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Layetone; I believe your people call it Alpha Centauri Bb. Equatorial diameter is 8,346 miles; a little bigger than your Earth. Her orbit lasts 698 standard days and her solar day is 25.5 hours. Her gravity is 1.11 g, with an oxygen rich atmosphere. Her inhabitants have yet to leave the surface.” 
 
    Then let's give her a wide berth, Mr. Reegan; we don't want to frighten the natives if anyone is watching the skies.” 
 
    “Already calculated in, sir,” advised the navigator. 
 
    Steele leaned on the rail to look over the Commander's shoulder, “Any sign of those two Pirate destroyers our flights encountered in the Terran System?” 
 
    “There's a faint energy wake, but not much left of it. They have a good seventy-two hour jump on us. But what's left of the trail points us right to the multi-gate for Barnard's Star and Wolf 359.” 
 
    “Which one takes us to Nelson's Point?” 
 
    Commander Reegan turned his chair to face Steele, “We would need to pass through Wolf 359. Why Nelson's Point, sir?” 
 
    “The ship they were escorting took a rail-gun hit from the Conquest. Tactical showed it damaged their atmospheric control surfaces. My best assessment is they're heading to Nelson's Point to effect some repairs; they made a rather hasty exit. It's the closest place we know of that has suitable facilities. I'm guessing the destroyers will be meeting it there.” 
 
    Commander Reegan cocked his head quizzically to one side, “Why not jump straight into Nelson's Point? We could easily reach it from here.” 
 
    “No undue attention,” replied Jack. “Besides, if they're unlucky enough to have any mechanical failures in route, I don't want to bypass them and possibly miss them. And I don't expect that any repairs they need are going to happen overnight. We'll catch them.” 
 
    Reegan rotated his seat back toward the front, “Very good, sir. Tactical, activate the ARC system as we pass Layetone.” 
 
    “Aye, Skipper. The Automatic Reflective Camouflage system is on line and standing by.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele pulled on his flight gloves as he walked around the P-57 light assault fighter sitting on a marked area of the deck. There were two, nearly wingtip to wingtip, their landing skids nestled into indentations on the deck. “So, considering we're facing a bulkhead, tell me how we get these things out of here...” He tugged on a missile mounted on the wingtip, making sure it was secure. 
 
    Checking his own fighter, Ensign Torn Dado pulled his helmet on, “Each floor panel rotates 180° on the center line.” he explained, flipping his hands over, palms up. “The sections the skids are on, are magnetized. Once the deck section hits 180° the magnets reverse and pop us free from the surface.” 
 
    “We'll be upside down...” 
 
    Torn Dado nodded inside his helmet, “That's right, relative to the ship of course.” 
 
    “And recovery?” 
 
    The Ensign thumbed over his shoulder at the landing bay doors, “One at a time through the main door, then right back here. You good with your checklist, sir?” 
 
    Jack's expression registered satisfaction, “I'm good, Mr. Dado. Let's saddle up.” 
 
    Odd expression, Lisa Steele had used it too. So thankfully, Torn didn't have to ask for an explanation again. These Earthers had some strange colloquialisms that didn't seem to translate well. In retrospect, they translated – literally, but they didn't make any sense until you fully understood the explanation. The Ensign shrugged it off as he climbed up into the P-57's slender cockpit. His Lancia seemed rather spacious in comparison.  
 
    The P-57 was a long, thin, windswept looking fighter, with sharp graceful lines and rather short forward angled wings and nose canards. Armed with a gun under the nose and one in each wingroot, she sported two missiles on each wingtip and room for two capital ship attack missiles called Hellraisers on the sides of her rounded belly. While they were stocked in the armory of the Perseus, the P-57's were fitted with long-range sensor pods instead.  
 
    “How are you doing over there, sir?” 
 
    Steele looked to his right, the ladder of Torn Dado's fighter folding into its hull as its canopy slid closed. Jack felt the pat on his left shoulder before his crew chief disappeared down the ladder. “Good to go, Mr. Dado.” He pulled the canopy handle and it slid forward from behind, thunking softly as the seals met, the air system automatically kicking on. Accustomed to heavier fighters, it was a bit disconcerting to have so little armor. Granted it was a highly advanced light composite, and the shields were reinforced, but there was something to be said for the peace of mind that heavy duty ablative armor provided.  
 
    All pre-launch systems up and running, Steele adjusted the size of one of his holographic HUDs, moving it into a more favorable position, giving the individual in the small control office a thumbs-up. 
 
    Over the nose of his P-57, Steele's view of the ship's bulkhead rotated, giving way to the light-flecked darkness of space, the magnets reversing polarity, pushing the fighter away, giving him the sensation he had been dumped out of a basket and was free-falling from the Perseus. He reached forward and punched the ignition, rewarded by a low chorus of thumps as the three engines lit. Steele keyed his mic, “Perseus, Mercury is clear.” 
 
    “Dado is clear.” 
 
    “Perseus, copy. Have a good flight gentlemen.” 
 
    “Come to our patrol heading, Mr. Dado.” Steele pointed the P-57 without rolling it upright, because of course, once he was away from the ship it didn't seem to matter; upright was relative to his point of view. He nudged the throttle to about one-quarter power, streaking away from the Perseus. 
 
    “Aye, Mr. Mercury. Coming up on your starboard wing...” 
 
    Jack checked on Torn Dado as he scanned the system spread around them; the brighter star, Alpha Centauri A on the left, Alpha Centauri B on the right and the red dwarf, Proxima Centauri barely visible ahead, glowing weakly. Damn, this is a big system... Checking his navigation screen, he selected the gate to Wolf 359 as a waypoint and adjusted his heading, his wingman sticking in tight formation.  
 
    As much a checkout ride as a patrol, the two pilots threw the fighters around to get a feel for them, quickly realizing the fighters were savagely more maneuverable than what they had become accustomed to. “Holy crap,” muttered Steele on open mic, “these things are insanely twitchy...” 
 
    The comm in Steele's helmet crackled momentarily, “Mr. ... Mercury,” said a deep voice, pausing to be sure he used the proper protocol. “Lieutenant Loech Braskus. You are flying heavy-handed. It is common when new to the 57. If you look to the left, low, just forward and above your throttle quadrant, you'll see a small digital readout called ODS. Do you see it?” 
 
    Steele located it, just where the Lieutenant described. “I see it. The digital reads one-hundred.” 
 
    “Good. That is the Operational Dampening System. There is a small jog roller underneath the readout that will allow you to adjust the 57's control response. I suggest setting it at sixty. As you become accustomed to the 57's characteristics, you can make further adjustments to your liking...” 
 
    “Where do you usually set it for yourself?” inquired Steele, adjusting the setting, watching the digital readout count downward. 
 
    “We fly them at one-hundred. But we learned on the 57s, we have never flown anything else...” 
 
    Steele keyed his mic, “Thank you, Mr. Braskus. Stick around in case we have any other questions...” He looked out over his right wingtip at Torn Dado's P-57,  “Did you catch all that, Mr. Dado?” 
 
    “Every bit, sir.” 
 
    Jack had to use his fingertips to fly the thing at seventy percent, seriously doubting he would get any closer to one-hundred percent no matter how much he practiced. It was a neat little fighter – actually pretty, it's lines graceful, but what an unpredictable little wench if you man-handled it. In retrospect, he supposed transitioning from actual aircraft to the fighters he'd become used to, was a little like this. But that seemed a lifetime ago. Then again he'd spent so much time in them that they'd become second nature. Perhaps it would be the same in this case. Though he was going to need more stick time to accomplish that. A lot more. If he was forced to fight in the P-57 now, he would probably be in dire straits, reverting to heavy-handed reflex. Maybe there was something to be said for not being able to fly it in a straight line... he'd be hard to hit. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack leaned back and relaxed in the seat of the P-57, the canopy sliding back, bringing with it a wash of tepid air from the bay. His muscles ached from his body fighting against itself, tensely refrained from overreacting and over-controlling. 
 
    “Everything OK, Mr. Mercury?” 
 
    Steele turned to his left, his helmet rolling against the headrest; Torn Dado's face peering at him from outside the open cockpit, obviously standing on the fighter's ladder. “How far were you able to adjust your ODS to, Torn?” 
 
    “I was flying at about eighty-five. I wasn't comfortable with that, but I could manage. I dialed it down to about sixty on landing approach though... How about you?” 
 
    Steele pulled off his gloves, “I couldn't get past seventy. Had it set at fifty for our approach.” 
 
    Torn Dado reached in and helped Steele unfasten his helmet and unplug his umbilical cords and cables, “It'll take some practice, that's for sure. We'll get it...” 
 
    Jack flexed his arms and fingers as he unfastened his harness, “I feel drained. The kind of drained you feel after a dogfight...” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Flight combat,” clarified Jack. “I'll explain it later,” he waved, knowing Torn Dado didn't understand the Earth reference. “I don't think I ever want to fly one of these things again...” He handed the Ensign his helmet as he pulled on the windshield frame to stand up, “That was an exercise in frustration.” 
 
    “If I may say so,” said Torn, stepping down to the deck, “you don't seem like the giving up type, sir.” 
 
    “I'm not. But a famous man once said; A man's got to know his limitations. I'm thinking he was right.” 
 
    As Steele stepped to the deck, his MOBIUS flickered before its holo-screen appeared over his wrist, “Incoming from the bridge, Mr. Mercury.” 
 
    He moved the screen to free-float in front of him, “Connect, MOBI.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan's face appeared on the screen, “How was your flight Mr. Mercury?” 
 
    Steele wobbled his open, free hand in view of the screen, “Meh, I've had better.” 
 
    “Problem with the 57s?” 
 
    Steele's mouth skewed crookedly in distaste, “Problem with what I've become conditioned to.” 
 
    Reegan nodded, “Personally I've never flown one, but I understand the 57 can be a cruel teacher.” 
 
    “They weren't wrong,” replied Jack.  
 
    “Not to change the subject, sir, but your sensor pods showed a great deal of nothing out there and we're clear of the planet, Layetone. With two normal suns and a red dwarf, this is a rather large system. It might be worthwhile to make an in-system jump to save some time.” 
 
    “Are we still tracking the energy wakes of those destroyers?” 
 
    “Yes sir, the trail is a little clearer here, we are gaining on them. That being said, they are far enough ahead that they've left the system. They are most likely somewhere in Wolf 359 already.” 
 
    “Alright Mr. Reegan, let's make a jump. I'll be up in 5 minutes, I'm interested to see how a GOD jump feels.” 
 
    “You may be disappointed, Mr. Mercury, it's truly no different than a gate jump except that we are the epicenter and corona instead of the gate...” 
 
    “Aww,” groaned Jack, “don't ruin it for me, Mr. Reegan.” 
 
    “He's right you know,” said a deep voice behind him. Steele turned around as the holo-screen dissolved; a thinly built man in a leather flight jacket standing next to Torn Dado leaned casually on the wingtip of the closest P-57. 
 
    “Mr. Mercury,” began Torn Dado, “Lieutenant Loech Braskus.” he waved at the thin man who was a good head shorter than Steele. 
 
    The Lieutenant had a sharp, angular face, short-cropped hair that looked like strands of shiny copper wire and the most disturbing orange-amber eyes. They almost appeared to glow and Steele had to force himself not to stare. “Good to meet you Mr. Braskus,” he nodded, shaking the man's hand. For a slightly built man his grip was nearly vice-like.  
 
    Braskus shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, shrugging, “Don't worry about your first flight sir, the 57 grows on you...” 
 
    The three men turned and started walking across the deck toward the elevators. “How long have you been flying them?” Asked Jack. 
 
    “Fourteen months,” replied Braskus. “My wingman is a few months behind me, but we both finished near the top of our classes.” He ventured a glance at Steele, “You're a big guy, did you feel comfortable in her cockpit?” 
 
    “Not entirely...” 
 
    “What have you been flying? If you don't mind me asking.”  
 
    “Cyclones, Lancias, Warthogs, occasionally a Zulu...” 
 
    Braskus smiled, “Warthog – wow, that's an oldie. And the Zulu, by the Gods, that thing's a hammer, eh? All great hardware. But where they are designed to go head-to-head, trade blows and slug it out; the P-57 is a scalpel. She's not too bad to learn on if she's the first and only thing you've ever flown. But truthfully, you're going to have a tough time considering the experience level you're coming from.”  
 
    “I can see that...” 
 
    “And, no insult intended, but you're not exactly built for her either...” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “Meaning?” 
 
    “Sir, physically, you're a big guy...” 
 
    “I guess that's a matter of perspective, have you met Mr. Ragnaar?” 
 
     “The giant? Yeah, what do you feed someone that size?”  
 
    Jack smirked, “Pretty much whatever he wants...” 
 
    Braskus shrugged it off, not recognizing the humor. “What I'm saying is, most 57 jockeys you'll meet are my size.” 
 
    Jack nodded his understanding, “I get you.” 
 
    “But if you really want to learn the 57, I'll be more than happy to work with either of you...” 
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 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    WOLF 359 SYSTEM - THE PERSEUS : OPERATION DARK COVER 
 
    As Lieutenant Commander Reegan predicted, a GOD jump held little difference from a gate jump. Though there was something to be said about creating your own gate - that made the whole thing more impressive in its own right. Jumping from their present location to the gate into Wolf 359, the twelve-hour trip was uneventful. To anyone in the system, it would have looked like they entered through the gate from Alpha Centauri like any other normal ship. 
 
    Wolf 359 was a dreary place, the star itself a red dwarf, the darkness of space there bathed in an eerie reddish glow, its weak light reflected off the dust drifting in the system, resembling the ground fog in some old black and white Dracula movie. At an estimated 9% of the Terran Sun's mass, the red dwarf put out about .01% of its light.  
 
    Jack's eyes searched the bridge's main screen, “Any planets out there, Mr. Reegan?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Mercury. Nothing larger than a drifting planetoid in this system.” 
 
    “The place gives me the creeps.” 
 
     “If you mean it gives one the feeling of being rather inhospitable and dangerous, then I agree.”  
 
    “That's exactly what I mean. Let's get a probe out there.” 
 
    Reegan's fingers pipped across his control surfaces, pulling up a probe command screen and setting its parameters. A dark-gray garbage-can sized object fired from a port in the nose of the Perseus, propelled across the darkness, a soft blue glow its engine's only signature. “Recoverable probe away. She'll come back to us before she runs out of fuel.”  
 
    “Go with your instincts,” advised Steele, “if your gut tells you something doesn't look or feel right, pay attention to it.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Steele turned on his heel and headed for the door off the bridge, “Call me if you need me.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    With the team assembled, Steele stood behind the high-backed leather chair at the head of the briefing room and leaned on the headrest, his arms draped casually over one another. 
 
    Chase Holt leaned back in his chair interlocking his fingers and stretching his arms above him, “So what's the plan... man?” 
 
    Jack ignored his attempt at levity. “Let's cover what we know so far. Mr. Ragnaar?” 
 
    Ragnaar called up a file on his MOBIUS, sending it to the big screen behind Jack; the technical sheet and layout for a FreeRanger destroyer appearing. “Both of the destroyers are Miro Class. An older but still solid design; fast, and maneuverable. No room for a GOD drive... unless someone has come up with a way to shrink them. The Perseus can outrun them, and outgun them. Two might be a problem though - especially in the hands of capable commanders.” 
 
    “Any fighters?” 
 
    “No, we have an advantage there.” 
 
    Steele turned to Torn Dado, “How good are our pilots?” 
 
    “Sir, I've seen their transcripts, scores and training videos... I'd have to say pretty remarkable – even by Captain Smiley's standards. They're certainly better than you or I in those things, and we're both considered exceptional in what we fly.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” interrupted Mercedes Huang, her leather jacket creaking as she leaned forward. “Are you considering an outright assault? I thought this was supposed to be a covert operation?” 
 
    “It is covert, Mercy,” replied Jack. “We're just covering what we know here. If something goes wrong, because we all know how well plans hold up under adversity, and we have to slug it out, I want to know what our likelihood of success is. It's not our first choice... it's just an option.” He pointed at Derrik Brighton, “Anything on the third ship?” 
 
    Derrik swiped his MOBIUS sending a file to the screen behind Jack, a technical image with limited statistics. “She's a new design, nothing in the UFW or GIS database. What data we have is what we've gathered from our encounter. She's frigate sized, considerably smaller than a destroyer. We saw no indications of armaments of any kind and it appears she is specifically designed for fast rescue missions. Which would mean less armor to save weight and improve atmospheric maneuverability. She likely has upgraded shield systems and quicker GOD jump generation because of reduced mass and overall size.” 
 
    Steele pinched his lower lip in thought, “Think she can outrun us?” 
 
    “Possibly. But she should be easy enough to stop with a few well-placed hits.”  
 
    “Then we'd have to board her...” Steele rubbed his chin, “How many Marines do we have?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven,” responded Chase, raising his hand. Jack arched an inquisitive eyebrow, prompting Chase to lower his hand out of embarrassment. “Ah-um, two squads of twelve each, two squad leaders and one CO.” 
 
    “Combat experience?” 
 
    “Mixed. But very capable. I don't think you have any worries there.” 
 
    “What kind of equipment are they using?” asked Jack. “Is it UFW military?” 
 
    “Professional; mercenary and contractor grade,” replied Chase. “Looked like good hardware and gear... I was told they were allowed to pick what they wanted, so they chose the best available...” 
 
    “Y'know,” began Steele, “it seems a bit remiss that we're not getting input directly from some key people.” He pointed at Torn Dado, “Tornado, get the Skipper and his command staff down here, the pilots, the Marine CO and his squad leaders.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The meeting covered a myriad of scenarios, responses, tactics, what ifs, and possible resolutions – both good and bad. They could never cover everything, there were simply too many variables or outcomes. Some things just had to be done live, on the fly. There would probably be just as many reactionary decisions as planned ones. But Steele knew; “If you fail to plan, you plan to fail.”  ~Winston Churchill. 
 
    In Jack's view it went fairly well. And for the first time since they left Earth's orbit, the command officers knew the whole story and the mission at hand. The time for need-to-know had arrived. Understanding what was at stake, the complexities and the risks, their mindset reflected the focus of the mission; the previous difficulties between Steele and Captain Vastyque filed away as ancient history. 
 
    Interrupting their closing conversations, the lighting dropped to flashing amber a second before the alarm gong rang.  
 
    “All hands on deck! All hands on deck! Skipper to the bridge! Command staff to the bridge...!” 
 
    “Something spooked him,” commented Steele jumping to his feet. He pointed at Lieutenant Braskus and his wingman, “You guys suit up, just in case...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    An inset video of the derelict ship on the big screen greeted Steele and the command staff on their arrival to the bridge of the Perseus. A marker on the plotting screen displayed the location in the distance, the ship invisible, unmagnified. Whatever it may have been previously, was unidentifiable and heavily damaged, a dead, burned-out carcass. 
 
    “The drone picked her up on its return route,” announced the tactical officer, vacating the command seat for Commander Reegan.  
 
    “What is she?” asked the Commander dropping into his seat. 
 
    “A bulk hauler. Well at least she was... ” 
 
    “Why did you call for a yellow?” asked Jack. 
 
    “She has a power signature, sir,” replied the tactical officer, returning to his station. 
 
    Reegan examined the readings and stats on one of his command screens. “I don't see anything showing life...” 
 
    “Not from here, Skipper,” replied the tactical officer. “The drone picked it up on its return pass.” 
 
    “Could be residual power, I suppose,” commented Reegan. “She doesn't look like she's been out here long...” 
 
    “It is more likely an observation beacon hidden in her wreckage,” advised Ragnaar, replacing the current navigator. “It is a common pirate tactic for monitoring a sector.”  
 
    “Then we should destroy it?” asked the tactical officer. 
 
    “That would be ill-advised,” replied Ragnaar. “Any action we take other than passing it by would inform whomever is monitoring it, that we are more than we appear to be. And, they are often booby-trapped, so I would recommend a safe distance.” 
 
    Steele was examining the image on the main screen and it bothered him that there was something missing that he couldn't quite put his finger on. 
 
    “Looks weird,” mumbled Chase, “like a car crash without the mess...” 
 
    “That's it!” snapped Steele. “There's no debris field... she was moved here!” 
 
    Chase scratched his forehead, “Why?” 
 
    “Because there's nowhere else out here to hide anything.”  
 
    “We don't want to leave it out here to spy on traffic...” commented Reegan, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “Astrometrics,” announced Jack, “Enter it into UFW military charts for destruction, but do not enter it into the public AllStar charts. We don't want anyone else knowing we made note of it.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    It would have been nice to jump across the system to the gate to Nelson's Point... Wolf 359 was such an empty, depressing system. But, they were being watched... “Stand us down from yellow, Mr. Reegan.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Pillows stacked behind her, TESS' holo-screen free-floating at eye level, Lisa stretched out on her bed, the familiar hum of the Revenge welcoming her back to more comfortable quarters. It wasn't that the Conquest was all that bad, but realistically, the ship was a century old... Her quarters there had the overall ambiance of an industrial tin can. And beyond the sterile odor of cleaner, you could almost smell the decades of men and women who had bunked there. The Revenge was fresh and new, the only scent in her quarters was her own, the style simple but modern and clean. Elbowing her pillows, she leaned back as her TESS connected to Jack's MOBIUS using the ship's long range secure comm signal. “Hello big brother.” 
 
    Jack looked tired. “What's up kiddo?” 
 
    “Thought I'd check in and see how things were going...” 
 
    He shrugged loosely, “They're going.” 
 
    Lisa frowned, “That good, huh?” 
 
    He yawned heavily, leaning back in his chair, “I'm bored out of my skull. There's not a whole lot for me to do. It's not like the Freedom or the Conquest - you get bored, you hang out on the flight deck for a while...” 
 
    “Perpetual motion,” she nodded. 
 
    He rubbed his eyes, “I feel like a third wheel. I can't even fly the fighters...” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “So completely different than what we're used to... I...” he shook his head in dismay, “I can't control the damn thing. It's like trying to fly a hummingbird with a jet engine stuck up its ass.” 
 
    In rather unladylike fashion, Lisa snorted before laughing, “Oh my God, you mean there's something you can't do?” With one eyebrow raised he glared silently back at her. “OK, OK,” she waved, “can't you just put in some seat time and practice?” 
 
    “It's not that simple. We don't have a simulator and we have to really look and act like a commercial ship, so we have to stay all buttoned up.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she nodded appreciatively. “Sucks. Sooo, how close are you to catching up with the destroyers?” 
 
    “We're in the transition tunnel between Wolf 359 and Nelson's Point. We'll hit the exit gate in about twenty-four hours. Then about a day across the system to the station. That's where we expect to catch up with them.”  
 
    “You guys have a plan?” 
 
    “There are few options,” Jack admitted. “But it's likely we're going have to call our plays on the fly.” He ran his fingers through his hair, wanting to change the subject, “How's it going there?” 
 
    “Well I'm back on the Revenge, but the Admiral has been keeping me in the loop and he video-brief's the ship captains daily. Brian lets me listen-in off-screen.” 
 
    “Good. Is Brian letting you sit in the second seat at all?” 
 
    “Some, but there's not a lot to do right now...” 
 
    “Learn the systems,” urged Jack. “You'll be glad you did. Study up on everything you can get your hands on. Maria was his normal second, or Ragnaar, so he's short on command staff.”  
 
    “He's still got Raulya though...” she countered. 
 
    “Yes, and she's a very good officer but he needs to keep her at tactical, that’s where she shines.” He looked momentarily pensive, “What's happening down on the surface?” 
 
    Lisa tried to keep her face expressionless, she wasn't sure if she pulled it off or not. “You sure you want to know?” 
 
    He took a deep breath, “Yeah...” he said slowly, concern washing over his face. 
 
    She tried to keep her feelings and emotions in check, for his sake. “It's a mess. Pretty much everywhere. The nukes have stopped, but there have been a few dirty bombs. Lots of ground fighting...” 
 
    “Ground fighting? Where?” he interrupted. 
 
    “Sections of Europe are a shambles. A lot of those refugees from the Middle East...” 
 
    “Yeah, I knew that was going to happen,” he sighed. 
 
    Her face pinched in distress, “They're fighting all over Europe, Great Britain, some in Canada... and our unsecured southern border has allowed thousands to pour in unchecked...” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes, “How bad are the States?” 
 
    She shrugged, “The U.S. has an armed populace. We're not in as bad a position as, say, Great Britain. But it's still not good. The power grid has taken some major hits; millions of people are without power. But I think that's a universal problem all over the world. The National Guard was called up but they're spread pretty thin considering how many were deployed. Oath Keeper militias have sprung up all over the country and are managing in many areas to maintain order, even engaging in firefights with insurgents. They've been pretty successful so far.” 
 
    “Any military movement?” 
 
    “Israel bombed the crap out of Iran, took out their nuclear facilities. But it looks like most countries have withdrawn militarily to some extent to help with civilian recovery. Surprisingly enough, Russia has been the light of reason in the Middle East, pounding the hell out of the jihadists over there.” 
 
    “What about China?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Staying out of things. Pretty quiet,” replied Lisa. 
 
    “Makes me wonder what they're up to; not sure I trust them.” 
 
    Lisa smirked crookedly, “Nobody trusts anybody right now. But I'm sure, knowing that we're up here has something to do with them behaving themselves.” 
 
    “Do we have a government?” 
 
    Lisa nodded, “The Speaker of the House was sworn in yesterday as the President; everyone above him was either killed or is missing and presumed dead. The survivors of the house and senate have been moved to a secure location for protection. Command staff has been dispersed to key locations.” 
 
    “Jesus...” Jack pinched his lower lip, “Probably Cheyenne Mountain... most secure place I can think of.” 
 
    “Not to change the subject or anything,” waved Lisa, “I know we've been busy and you've had a lot on your mind, but have you talked to Alité lately?” 
 
    “Sure, a few... days ago...” he said slowly. Jack's eyes narrowed as his mind tracked backwards, “A week or so...” he nodded, convinced. 
 
    “That was almost six weeks ago,” interrupted Lisa. 
 
    “Nooo...” he mumbled in disbelief, his expression blank. 
 
    “Yeeaaah,” she countered. 
 
    “Aww craaap...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    VELORA PRIME, VELORIA, AIR & SPACE PORT : REBIRTH 
 
    Alité Galaýa Steele, Queen of Veloria stood at the fourth-floor windows of the ASP main-terminal in the executive conference room, staring blankly, unseeing, recent history playing back in her mind's eye of the court she had held in this very room. Of the traitors and infiltrators prosecuted there. Of the sentences for the guilty. Death. Most were guilty. Those lacking unified proof to condemn, were micro-chipped and banished from Veloria for life, entered into the UFW's criminal database, their history to follow them like a dark cloud wherever they ventured in the Universe.  
 
    The executions were grisly and terrifying; the guilty slowly lowered naked into an open laser meat processor. Passing through a fine laser grid, slicing them vertically like potatoes through a french-fry maker, horizontal lasers swept back and forth, cutting off one inch bits, their remains dropping into a tank below like little charred cubes as the machine ate them alive. There was little bloodletting as the lasers cauterized each cut; no early escape from the horror by bleeding to death. No, they felt every agonizing moment of their demise. Their horrified screams left no doubt to the levels of excruciating hell they suffered for their crimes. The Queen had ordered all banished micro-chipped criminals to witness the executions so they would know what fate awaited them if they returned. And to serve as a witness to warn all those across the Universe who might intend to do Veloria harm in the future; it would not be tolerated.  
 
    Against Alité's initial instincts, she allowed Prime Minister Nitram Marconus to convince her it was unnecessary to expose the good citizens of Veloria to the horror of the executions. Rumors and leaked tidbits would suffice. She knew the fate was cruel, exceedingly so... but she felt the punishment matched the crime of slavery and planetary subversion. And the death of her entire family. They had been responsible for hundreds of thousands of lives lost. It would not, could not stand. She was determined that it would never happen again, she would be a smarter, wiser leader, learning from the mistakes of the past. 
 
    Standing elegantly in a feminine but functional pale gold suit, hands on hips, Alité's vision and awareness crept back in, forcing the historical playback to dissolve and drift away.  
 
    A light rain fell from the mottled overcast sky, deepening the green of the fields and valley beyond the runways. She took a cleansing breath as she studied the lines of the Freedom Class carrier sitting on the pad just beyond the tower, its shiny, wet, deep-gray hull boldly marked with the crest of the Royal Velorian Navy. The first of five, ordered from the UFW as part of the negotiations for mining rights in Mine 01 on the third continent, now named Alexandria. The Wronin had arrived the night before last with a skeleton crew who would stay as long as necessary to familiarize and train a Velorian crew before returning to the UFW Naval Yards on Tanzia.  
 
    A line of four Warthog fighters playing follow the leader, taxied out past the stern of the Wronin, heading for the far runway, a blue glow under their landing feet. 
 
    Having never seen the Freedom except in the darkness of space, Alité wondered if the Wronin looked exactly like the Freedom. That part of history, little more than a year past, seemed so long ago. She looked at the shapes of the city in the distance, merely shadowy columns in the rain, knowing some of those buildings were finally becoming habitable again. The four fighters slashed past in the grayness, extending out over the farm fields, disappearing from view. 
 
    Breaking her train of thought, she turned away from the windows when the door to the room opened, an armed Peacekeeper allowing a casually-dressed figure in dusty khaki clothing and wide-brimmed hat to pass. “Hat,” was all he said to the visitor, prompting the man to uncover his head. 
 
    “My Queen,” he smiled warmly. 
 
    Alité beamed at the scruffy old face as he walked towards her. She spread her arms wide for an embrace, “Professor Edgars! So good of you to come... It's been too long!” 
 
    “Please, just Walt.” He held his hand out, stalling her, “Fresh from the Wilderness, my dear, dust and all. Your suit will never forgive...” 
 
    “Nonsense, Walt,” she scolded, grabbing him in a tight embrace, dust blooming off his clothes. “So good to see you. I've missed you...” She held him at arm's length examining him. “The Wilderness agrees with you, you look fit.” 
 
    “And you look stunning - as always my dear...” He awkwardly indicated the transferred dust on her clothes, reaching to brush it off and hesitating, “You've got some, ah, there...” he waved his hand without really touching her.  
 
    “Oh stop,” she cajoled, brushing the dust off her blouse and jacket. “Quit worrying about it.” She put her arm around his shoulder, turned and guided him to the windows overlooking the runways. “Look...” 
 
    “Oh my,” he breathed, “she looks bloody new.” 
 
    “She is,” replied Alité. “She came in the night before last.” She watched his profile, he was studying it closely. “She's called the Wronin... She needs a Captain, Walt...” 
 
    Walt Edgars was half listening, half admiring, when he noticed her staring at him out of the corner of his eye. “What... Who me? You can't be seri...” 
 
    Alité held her hand out palm up and opened her fingers, a set of shiny gold Captain's pips in her hand, “She needs a Captain, Walt,” she repeated.  
 
    He glanced down at the pips, up at the ship and back at her face, “But, I...” 
 
    “Take them Walt. The Wronin is yours.” 
 
    “There must be someone else you'd rather...” 
 
    “No one. You are the most qualified man on the planet. You'll feel right at home, she's just like the Freedom...”  
 
    “Fat lot of good I did her,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Stop right there, mister,” she rebutted. “I'll not have one of the finest officers I've ever met, disparaging himself,” she frowned. Her face softened, “Walt. I need you...” 
 
    He picked the pieces of gold up out of her hand and rolled them around in his palm, contemplating their meaning, a smile slowly creeping across his face, “I never could say no to you, could I?” 
 
    “No. And I hoped you wouldn't start now,” she smiled back, brushing dust off his beard. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Walrick stepped past the Peacekeeper who held the door open for him, entering the same room in which he'd said goodbye to Vice Admiral Steele a year ago. He hadn't been in that room since and his stomach was filled with butterflies of uncertainty. He'd had little contact with the Queen during that time but had diligently done his job, day in, day out, recruiting pilots and training them in the aging Warthogs, constructing a skilled cohesive unit he felt Captain Paul Smiley would be proud of. Even with the addition of a handful of UFW Cyclones, he still had more than twice as many pilots as fighters to fly. But that didn't bother him much, he managed to stay positive. 
 
    Pausing at the corner of the table, he came to attention, holding a salute, the Queen with her back to him, occupied with something out the window. He cleared his throat, “Your Majesty?” he prompted. 
 
    She turned smoothly, gracefully, “Mr. Walrick,” she smiled, “so good to see you.” She returned his salute, allowing him to rest. “Please, sit,” she motioned to a chair, sitting at the table as well. “Have you seen our new addition?” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness. It is a beautiful sight... a long time since we've had a ship of our own flying Velorian colors...” He watched her toy with a small box under her hands. 
 
    “There's much more than just the ship, Mr. Walrick... She is fully packed. I understand she carried enough parts and electronics to rebuild and upgrade your Warthogs to the advanced D model...” 
 
    “The D model requires new engines,” he interrupted. “Pardon me for interrupting...”  
 
    She merely smiled, “Engines, electronics, weapons... And I'm told, ten brand new flight simulators.” 
 
    He smiled weakly, “That's wonderful. And I don't mean to complain, really, but what we really need is additional craft. We have...” 
 
    Her eyes danced, “Oh, we have that too. Twelve, P6 Raiders and twenty-four Cyclones – the new model.” 
 
    His eyes widened, “That would be the V2...” 
 
    “If you say so,” she nodded. “Here's the catch; twenty-four fighters have to stay on the Wronin, the rest are for the base. You can choose how you want to distribute them... But before you make that decision,” she slid the box she'd been toying with in front of him, the top open, “know that I want you on the Wronin as her CAG.” 
 
    He looked down at the Commander's markers in the box, “I am honored...” 
 
    “Who is your second in command?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Garith T'Posh,” Walrick replied mechanically, dumping the gold markers into his hand. 
 
    “Now known as Lieutenant Commander Garith T'Posh,” she added. “Give him your pips, he will be taking over base flight operations. You will set up a curriculum for him to follow for training new candidates, and he will follow it to the letter. Or else.” 
 
    “It's already in place,” he replied, “he's a very good instructor.” 
 
    “Good, it's done then... Create a roster of pilots for the base and the Wronin. List the flight inventory for each and arrange to move the equipment as you see fit. When that is complete, report to Captain Edgars on the Wronin.” 
 
    Walrick's eyes widened, “The Professor is back?” 
 
    “As of today, Commander...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Alité had felt tiny standing under the monolithic hull of the Wronin waiting for the massive freight elevator to be offloaded. Mechanical transports stacked with crates and equipment departed, floating on a blue-green light of their antigravity drives, heading toward the hangars. On her ride up into the belly on the now-empty lift, she felt like she was being swallowed into a great maw. The nose of a dark blue-gray P6 Spectre waiting to be loaded onto the elevator came into view, its wingtips folded upward. It was evident to her that Commander Walrick had wasted no time issuing his equipment dispersion orders. 
 
    “Your Majesty...?” 
 
    Standing on the Wronin's mostly empty bridge, flanked by her Prime Minister and a few other officers, Alité snapped back into the conversation, “Yes,” she replied automatically, her hand on the headrest of the command chair, picturing her husband there. “It's all so very familiar...” 
 
    The ship's UFW Commander continued his presentation on the changes and upgrades the Wronin enjoyed over the  original design of the cruiser Ynosa. “The Freedom Class Carrier you see here is more akin to an actual carrier than a cruiser, but shares the best of both worlds...” he droned on. 
 
    Prime Minister Nitram Marconus leaned close, whispering in her ear, “Are you alright Princess?” 
 
    “Yes Boney,” she whispered back, patting his hand discretely, blinking away the wetness that had welled in her eyes, “many memories...” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he responded quietly, “bad memories? Maybe we should go.” 
 
    The corner of her mouth curled a bit, “No, I'm fine. The good outweighs the bad. I choose to remember the good... the victories.” 
 
    The TESS wrapped around her wrist chimed, “Incoming communication from the ASP tower, your Majesty.” 
 
    She glanced at the curved glass image of TESS' face on the device, preferring the discreet screen over the holo-screen. “I'm in a meeting TESS...” 
 
    “I am told it is a secure signal from your husband, the King...”  
 
    “By the Gods, TESS, put it through immediately!” Without excusing herself Alité ducked through the automatic door at the back of the bridge into the Captain's ready room. It swished open smoothly, closing behind her, leaving her alone in silence. She switched to the holo-screen as the video shifted, Jack Steele's face appearing before her. “My husband...” she sighed, her eyes welling up again. 
 
    “Howdy Slim,” Steele joked, tipping an invisible hat. “You're a sight for sore eyes...” Her head tilted, her eyes quizzical. “I miss seeing your face,” he explained. 
 
    She smiled warmly, “I miss you as well, my King. How are things on Terra?” She sat on the sofa and placed the holo-screen at eye level. 
 
    “Earth is, well, a complete mess... They tell me it could have been much worse... ” 
 
    “What happened? How bad is it?” she asked. She could see the shift in his expression, it showed in his eyes.  
 
    “Escaping agents started a nuclear war to cover their escape. Casualty estimates were incomplete, but they were between ten and twenty million. There is scatted catastrophic damage. It could get much worse before it's all over.” 
 
    “By the Gods! But worse? How?” 
 
    “There is a fanatical religious faction, an ideology really, that has taken advantage of the chaos, to create more chaos. They take particular delight in murder and mayhem.” 
 
    “They sound truly evil...” 
 
    Jack sighed, “Oh they are. No doubt about that. And they've infiltrated nearly every country on the planet under the guise of refugees.” 
 
    “I am sooo sorry, darling. I know our resources are low, but is there anything Veloria can do?” 
 
    “We may have refugees of our own...” 
 
    Her eyes brightened. “Your parents?” 
 
    “Yes, there's nothing left here for mom and dad. Maybe we can find something...” 
 
    “Bring them!” she interrupted. “They will want for nothing. I promise you that.” 
 
    “There will be others,” he added. “From all walks of life. Looking for a fresh start, looking for adventure...” 
 
    “We will welcome anyone who wants to work toward a future here on Veloria, you know that. I will work with Boney to create some kind of program to assist them when they arrive. How many do you think there will be?” 
 
    Steele's eyes narrowed, “Hard to tell. Probably only a couple hundred right now. But that could turn into thousands. Maybe eventually millions...” 
 
    Alité's eyes widened, “Oh my. Then I must speak with Boney immediately. When do you expect you will be arriving home with them?”   
 
    Jack rubbed the back of his neck, “Yeah, about that. I don't know... the task force may get back before we do.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, moving closer to the screen, “What aren't you telling me, Jack? What's going on? And why aren't you in uniform?”  
 
    Jack glanced down at his clothes, “Oh yeah, well, um...” his mouth twisted nervously sideways, chewing on the inside of his lip. “That's the thing, see, I can't tell you...” 
 
    “Where are you?” she asked suspiciously, rising from her seat. 
 
    He chewed the other side now, “I can't tell you that either.” 
 
    “You are my husband,” she said beginning to pace the office, the screen free-floating in front of her. “Why can't you tell me?” 
 
    “I'm under direct orders of Fleet Admiral Higdenberger. It's top secret.” 
 
    “Oh for the love of the Gods,” she snapped sharply, “I'm your wife, a Queen. And you are my King...!” 
 
    “I'm sorry, sweetheart,” pleaded Jack. “Really. But that doesn't override top secret orders... I've probably told you too much already.” 
 
    “Maybe I'll have to contact the Madame Directorate's office then...” threatened Alité.  
 
    “You will not!” snapped Jack. “As your husband... as your King, I forbid it!” As it flew out of his mouth he regretted having said it, a chill racing up his back, knowing full well she was not someone who could be forbade anything. “Speaking about this to anyone could risk lives. Our lives. My life.” 
 
    Her expression softened, “You are right of course. I apologize.” 
 
    Really? He wasn't sure what concerned him more, the fact that he had forbade her from doing something - or that she had seemingly capitulated. Actual compliance might be a wholly different matter. The entire thing was to say the least, a little disconcerting. He would have to replay that in his head later to see what might have caused this unusual success. “Thank you.” It was all he could think of to say. Through her pacing, Jack was able to see several different angles of the office. “Are you on a ship?” 
 
    “That's top secret,” she countered a little sarcastically. 
 
    “Ooookayy,” he sighed, not knowing where to go from there. 
 
    She smiled, satisfied with annoying him. “Doesn't it look familiar?” 
 
    “I guess it does,” he nodded, squinting to see details. 
 
    “It's a brand new refit Freedom Class,” she waved. “It's one of five new ships we negotiated with the UFW for mining rights for one of our mines. Two of these, two brand new destroyers and a brand new jump frigate.” 
 
    “Fully loaded?” 
 
    “Yes. And lots of extras, like new fighters for the ASP.” 
 
    “How are you going to crew them? The ships I mean.” 
 
    “You let me worry about that,” she countered. “You just do whatever your job is over there,” she said circling her finger at him, “and get yourself home.” 
 
    The bridge door behind Alité swished open, a well-groomed uniformed figure stepping into the room, saluting, “Captain Walt Edgars reporting for duty, your Majesty.”  
 
    Jack's eyes widened in surprise, “Walt is back...?!” 
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 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    WASINGTON D.C. : PRESIDENTIAL EMERGENCY OPERATIONS CENTER 
 
    More than one-hundred feet beneath the blackened crater that claimed the nation's iconic symbol of leadership and strength, the IT and communications specialists working diligently, managed to reconnect the PEOC to the rest of the military and intelligence communications grid using outdated but still functional secure hard lines.  
 
    Surrounded by other military officers including Stephen Miles, Admiral Robert Cooke saluted the video screen in the communications control room, “Mr. President...”  
 
    The former Speaker of the House, now President, returned the salute, “Good to see you General, I'd thought we lost you all. How are you and your folks holding up?” 
 
    Admiral Cooked glanced left and right at the faces around him, “Still here, sir.” 
 
    The President scanned the faces around the Admiral, “Secretary of Defense?” 
 
    “MIA, sir.” 
 
    “Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff?” 
 
    Admiral Cooke glanced down, his lips pressed and back up again, “Took his own life, Mr. President.” 
 
    The president looked saddened, “He was one of them?” 
 
    “That's what we suspect, sir.” 
 
    “That makes you Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral.” His eyes shifted to Stephen Miles, “CIA...” it was a cross between a question and a confirmation. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President.” 
 
    “I believe you are the highest ranking member surviving?” 
 
    “I believe so, sir. The Director and Deputy Director never made the bunker.” 
 
    The President momentarily bowed his head, his face pinched in grim consternation, “Then you have just become the Director.” He rubbed his jaw, “I fear this isn't over yet. I fear in our weakened state we will be a target...” 
 
    “What's it like out there?” asked the Admiral, “Across the country?” 
 
    “Large swatches of the country are without power and will be for some time... People are scared and desperate...” 
 
    “It's been slow for us to reconnect, sir,” interrupted Stephen, “we've had to rely on hard lines, we can't reach any of the satellites...” 
 
    “There are few satellites remaining, gentlemen. Information is and will continue to be, slow.” He glanced up momentarily, “Unless our friends up there see fit to do something about that.” 
 
    “Not sure if they are a help or a hindrance at this point,” ventured Stephen Miles. 
 
    “Well, I can confirm there would be little left on this planet had they not intervened. Their efforts removed hundreds of missiles from play...” 
 
    “No offense Mr. President,” commented Stephen glancing upwards, “But they didn't get them all.” 
 
    “You're right,” replied the President, “they didn't. But we don't know if that was by bad luck or design. Hopefully we will know more soon. Groups of people from all over the world that had the privilege of meeting them and attending their news casts live, have been returned to Earth. There is a group here, as a matter of fact, being debriefed as we speak.” 
 
    The Admiral resisted the urge to ask where that might be, he suspected the President was somewhere deep in Cheyenne Mountain. “In the meantime, Mr. President, I recommend we pull our assets back from hot zones, bring them closer to home where we will be better positioned to protect the States.” 
 
    “As long as we don't leave our men on the ground unsupported somewhere, Admiral,” agreed the President. “And if we have any assets in port, activate them - let's get them out where they're less vulnerable.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “And I recommend we close all our borders,” added Stephen. “We can't control what we can't see.” 
 
    “I agree,” nodded the President. “We've already grounded all commercial air flights. Primarily because traffic control would be spotty at best but also because we don't have the organizational power to control it either in the air or on the ground.”  
 
    “It will also be easier for military controllers to watch the skies without the clutter,” added the Admiral. 
 
    “Of course,” nodded the President. “Robert,” he said after a long pause, “I'm sorry but you and your people are stuck there for a while. Is there anything you need? I believe the tracks are clear, we can get you supplies. We will move you when things stabilize some...” 
 
    “I'll have the staff make up a list and we'll get back to you.” 
 
    The President saluted, “Good luck Admiral...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Five miles straight west of Des Moines Iowa was a small, quaint town called Adel, with a population just north of four-thousand people. Its outskirts had large plots, deep green lawns, rolling hills, even greener fields and wide open spaces - something midway between farmland and suburb. What the suburbs used to be before urban sprawl overran them and turned them into the next cramped neighborhoods surrounded by malls and parking lots. After living shipboard for a year, it all seemed impossibly foreign to Lisa Steele. It was beautiful, peaceful to be sure, but the thought of not having something like the Reaper strapped to her backside seemed rather, well, ordinary. Mundane. Watching-the-grass-grow boring. But nonetheless, a piece of her missed it. Not that it had ever been her life, mind you, but it was a place she had visited many times. No, her life had mostly been the concrete, steel and glass towers of Chicago. The traffic clogged streets and the noisy crowds. God, that seemed a decade ago... was it really just a year ago? 
 
    Lisa was busy watching the rolling green terrain pass underneath the Reaper, looking for familiar landmarks, “Anything on the scopes, DM?” It all looked so much different from above. 
 
    Sitting directly behind and slightly above her, Marine Sergeant Draza Mac shook his head inside his helmet, “Not a damn thing, Skipper.” 
 
    “That's almost creepy,” commented Lisa, switching and looking out the other side of the Reaper's cockpit. “To not see anything in the sky...” 
 
    “Well to be fair, they have been informed the Conquest would be running missions to the surface...” He adjusted his sensors, “Ah, see there, we just got a radar ping. Military no doubt.” 
 
    Lisa checked her screen, “Think they saw us?” 
 
    “Not likely, the ARC system will probably defeat their primitive system. We disappeared as soon as you slowed down.” He smirked, “Now your entry, as spectacular as it was, probably lit up their system like a searchlight.” 
 
    “Too fast?” she mused, watching the landscape. 
 
    “Yeah well, entering atmosphere at Mach 10 has a tendency to do that.” 
 
    “That's why I came down over Lake Michigan...” 
 
    “Heh,” he snorted, “doesn't matter where you came down, we were visible with the naked eye at that speed. What did you say was that big city we passed over?” 
 
    “Chicago. It's where I grew up...” her voice trailed off, spotting the Raccoon River just beyond Des Moines, running along the edge of Adel, ahead. 
 
    “Big place. Hope we didn't break every window in the city...” he joked. 
 
    “C'mon,” she countered, “I was down to Mach 1 when we passed over.” 
 
    “Mach 2, and we were only at five-thousand feet.” 
 
    “Oh.” She spotted the golf course just north of Adel along the river, “There it is...” She swung the nose in a slow arc and coasting on antigravity, descended gently, silently, save for the low crackling growl of the system that kept the Reaper floating in the air. Drifting over the empty golf course toward a stand of trees separating the fairways, she dropped the landing gear and set it for auto-level.  
 
    Draza Mac announced the height as they descended, allowing Lisa to concentrate on fitting the Reaper into the trees, focused on the fighter's faint outline, the ARC system showing a minor distortion around the edges. “Three... two... one... aaand we're down.” 
 
    Lisa went through her check-list shutting everything down except the ARC system. She pulled the canopy release and the seal hissed as it broke free of the frame, motoring back, the pungent smell of cut grass, damp leaves and pine trees flooding in. It was heavenly and she drew it in as she unbuckled and disconnected her umbilical cables. She pulled the ladder release and it dropped out of the hull and extended toward the ground. 
 
    “So who are we going to see?” asked Draza Mac. 
 
    Standing in her seat and pulling off her helmet, Lisa turned to face him, “I'm going to see family on my dad's side - you're staying here to watch the ship.” 
 
    “Aww,” he grumbled, “can I at least get out and stretch my legs?” 
 
    “Just don't go anywhere. If anyone see's you, you're going to be hard to explain...” Heck, she would be hard to explain in her flight suit. Somewhere in the trees above them, birds sang, twittering back and forth, a flutter of color and movement here and there. In that moment, right there, the world seemed normal and it gave her a sense of hope. A hope that maybe they, humans, the people of this planet, could pull life back together and get things right. 
 
    There had been very little movement in the neighborhood or even in Adel for that matter, so she hoped she wouldn't encounter any of Kirk and Tisha's neighbors. Stepping off the ladder she opened an access panel on the Reaper's fuselage, retrieving a small courier bag from within, slinging it over her shoulder. She considered removing her hybrid 1911 and shoulder rig, but shifting the courier bag to that side to hide it, decided to keep it on. “I've got my comm in my ear...” 
 
    “How long will you be gone?” 
 
    Lisa shrugged “Thirty - forty minutes.” She tapped her earpiece, “We'll stay in touch.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The houses were on a rise that ran along the edge of the golf course and Lisa had gotten the Reaper closer to the house than she had originally thought; a little over three-hundred feet away. It felt odd checking the fairway in both directions looking for golfers before crossing in the open. Who would be playing golf during a national emergency, anyway? She still felt exposed, most of the houses with large windows and sliding glass doors with patios and decks facing the golf course. She wondered if it was wiser to walk casually, or hustle. She really had no choice, her legs nervously hustling her along against her will to be less conspicuous.  
 
    Passing into the landscaping that bordered the fairway below the houses, she felt a little less exposed. Reaching the third house, she climbed the slope, wondering if she should jump the rail on the deck or go to the front door. Not wanting to be exposed to the street, she climbed over the deck rail and headed for the sliding glass doors at the back of the house. Her senses were buzzing with nervous energy. Were they even home? It appeared the house had electricity while some of the others appeared dark - it was difficult to be sure in the daylight. 
 
    “How are you doing boss?” 
 
    Draza Mac's voice in her ear made her jump. “Ssshhh,” she hissed, a spike of adrenaline zipping up her back. 
 
    “Sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    Peering into the house through the sliding glass door she rapped gently at first then a little harder, her gloved hands deadening the sound. 
 
    “Just stand real still there... what do you want, eh?” 
 
    Lisa froze, her peripheral vision shifting as she moved just her eyes, a figure standing to her right, the barrel of a gun pointed at her. “I...” she had a sudden urge to pee. “I...” she turned her head ever so slightly, the muzzle-break of an AR-15 coming into focus inches from her face. Heart pounding, her mind blank - overrun with adrenalin, her brain was washed in white static. “I...” She fought to focus her mind and it took effort, her wide eyes stumbling across the figure dressed in jeans, loafers and long sleeve shirt. Her brain refused to make sense of the face - overwhelmed with the shape of the rifle, her eyes finally locking in on the notched collar of a Clergyman. “Kirk?” she squeaked dryly. 
 
    The rifle dropped away, “Lisa?” Her cousin, Pastor Kirk Jonas reached past her and tugged on the door handle, the sliding glass easing open on its track. He ushered her inside, “I didn't recognize you in that...” he gestured toward her black flight suit, “whatever that is. What in Heaven's name are you doing here?” He slid the door closed and laid the rifle on the kitchen table, “Tisha!” His wife appeared from the next room, tentatively at first. “Tish, look who it is!” 
 
    Tisha paused in the archway, her head tilted to one side, “Lisa? My word, what are you doing here? How did you even get here?” She moved over to where Lisa stood and gave her a hug. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The AR-15 propped up in a corner like a mere broom, they sat around the kitchen table; Lisa with a soda in hand, her cousins drinking coffee. Lisa set the can on the table, her hands not steady yet. Kirk and Tisha's Golden Retriever lay on the floor, his chin on his feet watching the conversation. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” began Kirk, “there have been some break-ins and looting. Mostly in Des Moines, but the Sheriff warned it could get just as bad here.” 
 
    “The police department called everyone in, the boys are both working extra hours,” added Tisha. “The Sheriff out here is very pro self-reliance - he recommended people stay armed.” 
 
    “Good advice,” replied Lisa, taking a deep draw on her soda. 
 
    “We saw you and your brother on the news broadcasts before the signal disappeared,” said Kirk, staring into his cup. He looked back up, “It's hard to wrap one's head around the state of the World... and the whole alien thing.” His head tilted as he half smiled, “It's almost a letdown that aliens aren't little green men...” 
 
    “Well, there are some like that,” confirmed Lisa. “That's another story...” 
 
    “I'm sorry, I have to interrupt,” said Tisha, cutting in. “Not to be rude, but how did you get here? And,” she gestured toward Lisa's flight suit, “What on Earth are you wearing? Sweetie, it looks like some kind of futuristic space suit or something...” 
 
    “It is a space suit,” Kirk nodded knowingly. “Isn't it...”  
 
    Lisa smiled, “Yeah, I'm a pilot.” The extraordinary circumstances of her life came rushing back in, filling her with a sense of accomplishment and duty. “I fly a specialized fighter interceptor. It's hidden in the trees out on the golf course.” Kirk rose to his feet. “You won't be able to see it,” countered Lisa, “it's... camouflaged.” He stared out at the golf course, his eyes searching. “You might be able to see it if you're standing right in front of it and you know what to look for,” added Lisa. “But not from here.” 
 
    Kirk felt a tremendous curiosity, tempered with a measure of skepticism. “I'd like to see it. Would you show us?”  
 
    “Wait Kirk,” Tisha stalled, “we haven't given her a chance to tell us why she's here.” She turned to Lisa, “Why, Sweetie? Are your parents alright?” 
 
    “Mom and dad are fine, Trish. They're up on the ship now. They're leaving with us. You guys and your family are the only part of our family left on Earth...” 
 
    Tisha paled, “They're leaving? Where are they - you going?” 
 
    “A planet called Veloria about eight to ten months from here. It's a beautiful place... Jack's wife is the Queen there...” 
 
    “Of the entire planet?” shot Kirk. 
 
    Lisa nodded, “Yep. They had a similar experience there as we have here, though not as bad. They are rebuilding now. My understanding is the infiltrators have been eradicated...” 
 
    “Are you asking us to leave?” asked Tisha. 
 
    Lisa nodded again, “Yeah, if you want. It got real bad here for mom and dad. We had to pull them out - they were in a lot of danger.” 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “The government kind,” replied Lisa. “We were worried you might experience the same thing. We also thought, with all that's going on here, it will certainly get worse before it gets better and you might want the chance to get out before it turns to chaos. Anarchy is a real possibility...” 
 
    Kirk shook his head grimly, “No. I can't abandon my parishioners like that. They will need us more than ever now. It's a pretty tight-knit community; blue collar people that know the value of working together and protecting one another. And the boys - their sense of duty? They would never leave...” 
 
    “Neither would Leena or her husband,” added Tisha. 
 
    Lisa pursed her lips in disappointment, “There's room for all of you...” 
 
    In resignation, Kirk stuffed his hands in his pockets and shook his head, “Nope, can't do it. These people will need me. Will need the word of God. I can't deprive them of that. I will not run from adversity.” 
 
    Kirk was a strong-willed man with a rare dedication to service and she knew he wouldn't change his mind. She smiled, “You could think of it as bringing the word of God to a whole new world...” 
 
    “Heh heh,” he chuckled, smiling back. “Nice try.” 
 
    Lisa picked up the courier bag she had set beside her on the floor, laying it on the table and opening it up. Digging inside she pulled out and slid an eGo across the table to Kirk and one to Tisha. “Then we want you to have these... It's a communication device. They don't ever need batteries; they charge and run off the electrical energy field your body creates.” She walked them through the setup so the units would pair with them, and left enough units for the rest of the family.  
 
    “At full charge, it can sit on standby mode in a drawer for a month before it needs to be worn again. I suggest you keep them on and keep them concealed...” 
 
    “How are they any different than cell phones?” asked Tisha. 
 
    “They don't need cell towers or satellites.  They can communicate with each other anywhere on the planet and into space across most of this solar system...” 
 
    “This little thing?” exclaimed Kirk, adjusting it on his wrist. 
 
    “TESS,” called Lisa, the holo-screen popping up through her suit, hovering above her wrist.  
 
    TESS appeared on screen, “Yes Ensign?” 
 
    Lisa adjusted the size of the screen and turned it so Kirk and Tisha could see it, “Lieutenant Commander Brian Carter.” 
 
    “Connecting...” her face dropped off to the sidebar. 
 
    Brian appeared, sitting in the command chair of the Revenge, “Carter, go ahead, Ensign.” 
 
    “Just a communications demonstration Commander. We will probably do one more.” 
 
    “No problem.” He nodded to Kirk and Tisha, who were staring at him wide-eyed, “Folks,” he acknowledged politely. The screen went blank, TESS moving back to the center of the picture. Lisa tapped the corner and it dissolved. She pointed to the eGos on the table, “Yours are not holographic...” 
 
    “Where, where was he?” stammered Kirk. 
 
    “On the bridge of the Revenge. In orbit.” 
 
    “Oh heavens...” muttered Tisha. 
 
    “You can ask TESS to connect or look it up in the directory and choose it. I pre-programmed them for you.” 
 
    “Jack's contact is in here,” commented Kirk scrolling through the directory, “but the listing is red. Why?” 
 
    “His unit is currently offline,” replied Lisa. “He is on a special assignment and cannot be reached. Any one in green can be reached. If they do not answer immediately they may be temporarily unavailable – like in a meeting or something. But they will be notified that you attempted contact.” Lisa put the additional units in the bag and slid it to the center of the table, “I'm going to leave these with you. One recommendation, use them sparingly for now. Emergencies. Keep the communications short. I will contact you after the alliance treaty is signed and communications can be more open.” 
 
    “Treaty?” 
 
    Lisa folded her arms comfortably, leaning back, “The intended outcome is that Earth will become a member of the United Federation of Worlds. As a whole, there is a lot to be gained; technology, health and medical advancements, space travel, advanced communications...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The sun dropping low, the trees cast long shadows across the fairways, the spring air chilling with dusk, a few early crickets clicking and singing as Kirk and Tisha walked Lisa across the golf course to the Reaper. 
 
    “Will we always be able to reach you?” asked Tisha. 
 
    “Once we get a comm satellite or station in place up there, it won't matter where we are in the universe. There will be a slight delay sometimes but still pretty amazing.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” mumbled Kirk, shifting the AR-15 slung over his shoulder while staring down at the screen of the device wrapped around his wrist. 
 
    “How long will you, they, the aliens, be up there?” asked Tisha, stumbling through her thoughts. 
 
    “That information's above my pay grade, I'm afraid,” shrugged Lisa.  
 
    Kirk reached out and touched her shoulder as they walked, “How many people can you take?” 
 
    “Why? How many do you have?” 
 
    “What are you thinking, honey?” interrupted Tisha. 
 
    Kirk combined a shake of his head with a shrug, “I don't know, Tish, just wondering I guess.” Happily married for over thirty years, Tisha knew when her husband's mind was running through ideas. She also knew that probing would be of no use - when he was ready to discuss it, she would be his sounding board. She let it go. 
 
    Lisa stopped and faced them, “Look for what it's worth, well, I'm just going to put this out there; whether it's just the two of you, or two-hundred of you, we'll find a way to make it happen.”  
 
    “How would...” 
 
    “You're going to have to trust me on this; I can make it happen. That task force up there is Jack's task force. And not only is he a Vice Admiral, he is also a King... Those people are devoted to him. They will get it done.” 
 
    “A King?” 
 
    “His wife had him coronated before he left Veloria in case something happened to her, her people would still have a leader.” 
 
    Kirk rubbed his forehead, “Does that make you a...” 
 
    “It makes me his sister,” interrupted Lisa, her mouth grinning crookedly. “That's it.” She turned and headed for the Reaper, the two of them in tow. “If you talk to him, don't mention you know that; he doesn't really like to discuss it.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Tisha. 
 
    “He just doesn't...” 
 
    Lisa's earpiece chirped, “Is that you, boss? I hear voices coming this way.” 
 
    Lisa touched her comm button, “Yeah, it's me, Mac. Go ahead and warm her up.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “That was my REO, he's my back-seater...” 
 
    The shadows had lengthened and deepened, covering the Reaper completely, the sunlight quickly fading, making it nearly impossible for Lisa to see the outline of the fighter even though she knew what to look for. She paused at the edge of the trees with her cousins standing with her. “Mac, I can't see a damn thing, kill the ARC, will you? I don't feel like walking into the wingtip.” 
 
    Draza Mac waved from the cockpit, visible from his shoulders up, “Got it, boss, ARC off...” 
 
    Eyes wide, Kirk and Tisha stared at the figure floating in mid-air, “How...”  
 
    The Dark ship slowly materialized from thin air as the sensors and emitters drained their power, the fighter slowly solidifying into something visually complete. “Guys, this is the Reaper. And that,” she pointed to Mac as he stood up in the back half of the cockpit, “is Marine Sergeant Draza Mac, my friend and REO.” 
 
    Mac waved, “Hi folks.” 
 
    Pale and wide-eyed, Tisha teetered on her feet and Kirk held her steady, “You understand him?” he asked, glancing in Lisa's direction. 
 
    Giving a; holy crap, I totally forgot, wave of her hand, Lisa fished a temporary translation disc out of one of her flight-suit pockets. Leaving the peel-off backing intact, she held it against Kirk's neck with her gloved index finger. “Say something again, Mac.” 
 
    “Sure, boss - what do you want me to say?” 
 
    Kirks eyes narrowed, reaching up and pulling the disc from under her finger examining the nickle-sized flexible wafer. “What the heck? How does it do that?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head, “No idea how it works. That's a temporary translator that goes in our survival kit. You can keep it, I have more. Just peel off the backing and stick it on your neck behind your ear...” 
 
    Kirk realized her hair must be hiding it, “You're wearing one?” 
 
    “I have a permanent one under the skin,” she tapped her neck, “right here.” 
 
    Still standing, Draza Mac pulled his helmet on, “We really ought to be going, Skipper, we're going to light up the night sky like a comet...” 
 
    Lisa hugged her cousins. “Tell everybody I said hi. Mom and dad send their best...” 
 
    They watched her climb the ladder into the dark, angular fighter with the strange, twin upside down tails on the bottom of her fuselage. Helmet on, settled in, Lisa activated the antigravity system, the Reaper becoming buoyant, lifting off the ground on a strange blue glow. 
 
    An electric crackling hum made their mouths water as they retreated, giving Lisa room to maneuver the Reaper out of her hiding spot. She leaned out of the open cockpit to see the wingtips and clearance. Floating on ten inches of antigravity pressure the craft swung effortlessly around, crossing the green of the fairway without making so much as a mark on the grass. She waved to them as the canopy moved forward, locking closed with an audible ka-chick. They could see the two figures inside the cockpit bathed in the glow of their instruments as the craft rose straight up, the hum and light of the antigravity intensifying.  
 
    A deep thump they could both feel to their core, accompanied the lighting of the twin engines as the fighter drifted away. A quick waggle of the wings and it moved off, the glow of the antigravity disappearing as the fighter streaked across the evening sky. It disappeared over the trees with a rolling thunder of a sonic boom, reappearing again a moment later as it shot straight upward, a brilliant trail of light pushing it upward, thunder clapping as it suddenly accelerated and nearly instantly, disappeared. 
 
    “Reverend Jonas...!” 
 
    Startled, Kirk jumped, as did Tisha. “George!” grunted Kirk, “For crying out loud, you scared the heck outta me!” 
 
    “Sorry Reverend, Miss Tisha,” he tipped his ball cap. “Looking at the lights? I saw them too.” 
 
    “We were just taking a walk when we saw them...” Kirk said slowly, wondering how much the neighbor had seen. 
 
    George Hebert adjusted his hat, “Must be one of them alien things...”  
 
    “What makes you say that, George?” 
 
    “Well I don't think we have anything that can do that... And I don't expect the Ruskies or the Chinese do either.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The red and blue strobes on the roof of the police cruiser reflected off the darkened buildings on both sides of the street as the car ahead pulled slowly to the curb. Sergeant Bobby Fortuno eased the Crown Victoria in behind it, adjusting the spotlight to hit the mirror on the car's door, blinding the driver's rearward view. “Remember Ski, I just want to run wants and warrants on these guys, I'm not interested in anything else...” 
 
    “Got it.” Officer Nick Omanski called the license plate number into dispatch as he exited the car on the passenger side. “Hold on Sarge...” 
 
    The four occupants sat motionless as Fortuno moved up to the rear fender, laying his hand on the back of the car, leaving his hand and fingerprints on the surface. Omanski stood at the front fender of the police cruiser, at an angle that allowed him to watch the passenger and back seat occupants, his hand on his sidearm. 
 
    Seeing the motion in the back seat, Omanski flicked on his flashlight, simultaneously drawing his firearm, a rifle barrel visible in the brilliant halo of the light in his hand, “Gun! Gun! Gun!” 
 
    Fortuno jumped away and back, the driver stomping on the accelerator, the tires squealing as it sped away, tire smoke and bits of gravel flying out across the asphalt. Omanski re-holstered his Glock as he leapt back towards the cruiser, “Dammit...” 
 
    Bobby Fortuno dashed back to the open driver's door, swinging into the driver's seat, “Which one?” 
 
    “Back seat, passenger side, looked like a rifle...” 
 
    The Sergeant threw it into gear and planted his foot into the pedal, “You sure?” 
 
    “Looked like an AK-47 to me...” he cocked his head and turned up the volume on his radio, the dispatcher chattering in the earpiece in his ear. “Car's stolen, Sarge.” 
 
    “If he's got an AK, that's the least of our worries. Call it...” 
 
    “2047 to dispatch; he rabbited, we're in pursuit. Occupied four times, at least one is armed, believed to be an AK-47 - requesting additional units...” 
 
    Fortuno muscled the cruiser around debris in the streets from burned-out buildings and demolished cars, most of the street lights out. Relaying information to dispatch to guide other units. Nick Omanski called out the streets and direction on the radio as they gained on the stolen vehicle. “He's going south on Cottage Grove...” 
 
     Fortuno stood on the brakes and steered into the corner, the cruiser's tires wailing as the big car slid. He planted his foot back into the accelerator, the tail lights of the stolen car farther away than they should be... “How'd he do tha...” 
 
    The windshield shattered, a concrete cinderblock punching halfway through, showering the interior with nuggets of glass and dust. Bobby Fortuno stomped on the brakes, the cruiser's tires screaming as the car skidded to a stop on an angle in the middle of the street. The front of the cruiser was taking hammer blows, jagged holes appearing in the hood, fenders and windshield. The mirror on the passenger door exploded, leaving just a stump and the door glass blew in like horizontal hail.  
 
    Trying to hide below the dash, Bobby threw the car in reverse and buried his foot in the accelerator as both front tires blew apart, the steering wheel yanking on his hands. The engine raced as the rear tires spun, pouring smoke, hopping on the pavement, trying to drag the heavy cruiser clear of the carnage.  
 
    Omanski was sideways in his seat, as low as he could get, glad for the armor in the doors as he screamed into his mic, “10-99! 10-99! Officer needs assistance! Shots fired! Shots fired! 2047 - we've been ambushed, we're under attack... 75th and Cottage Grove!” 
 
    The cruiser's tortured engine let go like a grenade, blowing the mangled hood upright, clouds of smoke and steam billowing, dribbles of flame running out and below the car from a ruptured fuel line, the electric fuel pump still trying to feed the dead engine. Bobby threw the driver's door open and rolled out onto the pavement, crawling toward the rear of the car, Omanski crawling out behind him over the console and computer. “I'm not getting anyone on the radio, Sarge!” 
 
    “Keep trying!” Behind the rear axle and most of the car, Bobby pushed Nick Omanski around behind him so he could get back to the interior and unlock the shotguns in the rack. A Molotov cocktail with a flaming tail sailed over the top of the car and smashed behind them in the middle of the street, a tower of fire erupting and spreading out. Rounds skipped off the pavement, zinging past, another thumped the top of the car shattering the light bar as he lay across the driver's seat fighting with locking mechanism of the shotgun rack. 
 
    Nick moved to the far corner of the cruiser, positioning himself behind the rear wheel and axle, gun drawn, peeking low around the corner of the fender, letting loose with a barrage of fire at the figures in the shadows, focusing on the muzzle flashes. A Mossberg 500 slid across the asphalt under the car coming to rest against his foot and he ducked to holster his Glock and scoop it up, racking a round into the chamber.  
 
    A shotgun of his own with a small pouch full of rounds slung over his shoulder, Bobby Fortuno racked a round, firing through the car's missing windows staying low and behind the rear wheel as best he could. The fuel fire was spreading under the car. “We gotta move Nick...” shouted Bobby, his ears ringing. 
 
    Nick pointed to a dark gangway between a couple of store fronts thirty feet away and Bobby nodded. Seeing a figure maneuvering around the parked cars along the curb, Bobby peered under the cruiser firing a round through the flames, the double-ought Buck bouncing off the pavement and taking the assailant's feet off above the ankle. Pulling extra rounds out of his pouch, he thumbed them through the Mossberg's loading port into the magazine tube, ignoring the man's screams. 
 
    Nick pitched backward, sprawling out on the pavement, his shotgun clattering to the ground behind him. “Nick! Nick get up!” Bobby grabbed his mic, “10-53, officer down, officer down!” There was nothing but dead air.  
 
    Bobby caught an attacker taking advantage of his downed partner, swiftly advancing on the sidewalk to the exposed flank, not expecting Bobby to be there. “Fuck you,” snarled Bobby, the Mossberg roaring. At that range, all eight of the steel double-ought Buck hit the thug square in the chest, taking him off his feet. Fortuno couldn't hear the feet running to his right, he only saw the blur as he attempted to swing the barrel of his shotgun. He went down like he'd been hit by a linebacker, a strong-arm across his chest. 
 
    The round-faced black man leaned into his line of vision, pulling him upright by his tactical vest, one-handed. “Don't be shootin' me boss...” The big man snatched up Nick's shotgun and lay it across his body as he began to scoop him up. “We gotta get you outta here, or dey gonna kill you fo sure.” Half off the ground he maneuvered the shotgun in his right hand underneath Nick's knees, pointing outward. He nodded to the gangway,”You go firs', I cover you, den you cover me. Got it?” Bobby nodded. “Go...” 
 
    Bobby bolted and the big man stood up cradling Nick in his arms, the shotgun on its side. He used the weight of Nick's legs to rack the Mossberg's pump, shooting as he moved to the gangway. Bobby fired from the cover of the building until the big man passed behind him, then ducked out of view, the police cruiser engulfed in flames, a pyre of black smoke rising into the night sky. 
 
    “Try to keep up,” called the big man in a forced whisper, jogging with Nick in his arms. “Dey gonna try to follow us.” 
 
    Bobby reloaded his shotgun as he trotted behind them, constantly checking behind him. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Jus' keep up...” 
 
    They ran for three blocks between houses and through yards, finally cutting across a side street on an angle and passing between houses again, only to stop at the side door of a garage that faced an alley. The big man managed to turn the knob and pushed the door open with the toe of his boot, leading Bobby inside, the interior pitch dark. He felt the man brush against him and heard a wooden thunk behind him.  
 
    “We OK fo' now boss, but we gotta stay quiet.” A lamp sitting on an end table came on, illuminating the interior of the garage; old but clean furniture laid out neatly, a television, bed, sofa and refrigerator in a kitchenette off in one corner. Plywood covered the windows. 
 
    “You live here?” asked Bobby, noticing the horizontal 4x4 timber used as a bracer bar that secured the side door. 
 
    “Ain't much. But it's comfy...” He knelt over Nick where he had laid him on the floor and unbuttoned his shirt, “Don't see no blood. That's a good sign.” 
 
    Bobby set the shotgun against the wall and dropped to a knee next to the big man, who  he realized had to be six-foot four, and in the neighborhood of three-hundred pounds. His khaki pants were worn but clean, his t-shirt had seen better days, his arms cluttered with tattoos that were difficult to see against his dark skin. But the Eagle, Globe and Anchor was clear enough. “Marine Corps?” 
 
    “Oorah, Sergeant.” 
 
    “That's Nick, I'm Bobby.” 
 
    “Denny.” 
 
    The two men worked to remove Omanski's ballistic vest without moving him more than they had to, “What you did out there...” 
 
    “Weren't no big thang,” grimaced Denny looking at the softball sized bruise over Omanski's heart. He checked for a pulse on the carotid. “At's a bad hit, boss. Bad spot. He needs a Doc...” 
 
    “What the hell did he get hit with?” 
 
    Denny flopped the ballistic panel over and pulled on the mangled slug imbedded in the puckered material with his fingernail, “.357 maybe. He dropped the panel and stood up moving to the refrigerator, opening the freezer door. “Never seen a .38 or 9 leave a bruise like dat.” He retrieved a frozen gel pack, mushing it up and wrapping it in a dish towel. “He ain't got a lot of time if he got sumpin' tore up in dere.” He stepped back over to Nick and gently laid the cold pack over the bruise.  
 
    Bobby Fortuno tried his radio again,  “2047... 2047 to dispatch.” He tried several times with no response, alternately trying Nick's radio with the same results. “Dammit. You wouldn't have a land line, would you?” 
 
    Nope.” 
 
    “A car, so I can get us out of here?” 
 
    “No,” he whispered, bringing his finger to his lips, “sssshhh...” He reached over and turned off the lamp on the end table, leaving them in pitch darkness again. Running feet and urgent voices passed between the garages, stopping in the alley just beyond the overhead door, arguing and swearing for some time, before finally splitting up and moving off. “Think you stuck here fo' a while, boss. Dey ain't givin' up...” Denny reached over in the dark, snapping the light back on again. “Dem boys jus' plain evil. Causin' all sorts of trouble since de end of da World started. Course, dey always been bad, not one of 'em ever been any good. Animals. Robbin', beatin', stealin'...” Denny lifted the gel pack off of Nick, “Don't want it too cold... swellin's gone down some...” 
 
    Bobby Fortuno realized his hands were shaking, his body too, the monumental adrenalin dump falling away, his body reacting to the loss like a junky going through detox. He felt weak, nauseous. 
 
    Denny studied him for a moment, “You been hit?” 
 
    He looked at his arms and hands, “I don't think so...” 
 
    Denny stood up grabbing Bobby by his tactical vest and lifting him to his feet, turned him around to examine him. “I don't see nothin', must be adrenalin crash...” He moved him over to the old sofa, continuing to hold him upright before sitting him down. The big man moved over to the refrigerator, retrieving a cold soda and a chocolate candy bar. “Here, you need some sugar... helps take the edge off.” He popped the top of the soda and handed it to Fortuno, “First gunfight?” He set the candy bar on the arm of the sofa before returning to Nick on the floor. 
 
    “Yeah...” Bobby sipped the soda, its chill shocking him into focus. “Think I killed that guy on the sidewalk?” His face was a mixture of anguish and steady resolve. 
 
    “It'd be my guess. Ain't nothin' he didn't deserve though.” He was examining Nick, finding a goose-egg on the back of his head from the fall he took. “Dat explains why he's still out...” He slid the cold gel pack under his head. “Dat dude you took out under da car was a neat trick.” 
 
    “How much did you see?” 
 
    “I was on da sidewalk. Ducked between da buildings when da shootin' started. It was an ambush, plain and simple. You was set up. I couldn't do nothin till dat last dude went down.” 
 
    “I'm glad you did.” 
 
    “Ain't no big thang, boss. Right thing to do is all.”  
 
    “Why did you knock me down?” 
 
    “I was hollerin' at you, but you both was tunneled... If you turned at the wrong time you would'a shot me. I hadta' be fast.” 
 
    “I guess it was a good thing you weren't one of them,” replied Bobby, sipping the soda again. 
 
    “Wasn't your time yet, boss. Da man upstairs has a different plan fo' you.” He glanced down at Omanski, “Not sure 'bout this boy yet.” 
 
    Static in his ear made Fortuno start, quickly turning down his volume and adjusting the radio's squelch.  
 
    Nick Omanski's eyes popped open, his hand drunkenly pulling at the wire to his earpiece. “Oowww...” he drawled.  Attempting to focus on the roof of the garage, the dark rafters didn't make sense to him,” What the he...” he groaned. When Denny's face appeared in his field of vision he felt a spark of panic, Bobby Fortuno's face appearing a second later. 
 
    “How you doing, Ski?” 
 
    “Suurge,” he drawled, recognizing Bobby. “Who's on my chest?” His eyes rolled around like loose marbles. 
 
    “You got hit, Nick,” replied Bobby. “But you're going to be OK, your vest caught it.” 
 
    “Don't feel like it,” he panted. “I can't hardly breathe...” He mumbled and Bobby leaned in to listen. 
 
    “What'd he say?” asked Denny. 
 
    “Something about an elephant. And a sledgehammer. Or an elephant with a sledgehammer, I'm not sure.” 
 
    “He might have a broke rib or two,” commented Denny. 
 
    “Whozat?” mumbled Nick. 
 
    “His name is Denny. He's the reason we're still alive. We’re hiding out here in his place...” 
 
    “No backup?” 
 
    “Radio system is down again, Nick.” 
 
    “How many weeks now? Third time today,” he breathed. “They really need to get that fixed... somebody could get hurt...” 
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 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    NELSON'S POINT SYSTEM - THE PERSEUS : OPERATION DARK COVER 
 
    The cargo hold of the Perseus wasn't full by any stretch of the imagination, but, it was stocked with high quality goods. Courtesy of the UFW. Something to bargain with, something to sell or trade, something that didn't make them look like they were just entering the business. Liquor, and lots of it.  
 
    Sitting on plastic and carbon-fiber crates, Jack Steele and Chase Holt were comparing notes on their MOBIUS devices, holo-screens floating in front of them, their two dogs running and playing around them. 
 
    Chase Holt gazed up over the top of his display at Fritz, watching him rough-house with Allie, “Y'know, it's really remarkable what your guy did for him,” he nodded in the dog's direction. “The guy must be a genius.” 
 
    Jack glanced up and back at his screen again, “Genius would be an understatement for Hecken Noer. Though I'm not sure there's a better description for him...” 
 
    “He looks completely normal again.” 
 
    Steele was scanning through the inventory rolls, “He's definitely an artist... He built my eye too.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Chase shot him a sideways glance, “You have a fake eye?” 
 
    Jack turned to look at him, “The left one. And to be accurate, it's not fake, it's mechanical. In fact, it's far superior to my real eye.” 
 
    “Uhhh...” Chase shifted from one eye to the other, “I can't tell the difference.” 
 
    Jack produced an exaggerated Cheshire cat imitation, “But I can. There's a targeting system, a HUD, a zoom, and it focuses and responds faster than a real eye. Part of it, I suppose, is the CABL system tied to my brain that drives it. It seems to keep improving itself. My original replacement looked a lot like Fritz's eye before his new one...”  
 
    “That's... wow, amazing. I would have thought they would, I don't know, clone you an eye or something...” 
 
    “Steele nodded, “They have that ability, but for both, me and Fritz, the damage went beyond the eye. There was brain damage behind the eye. So, no way to do a genetic implant. It had to be mechanical with hardware and software to implant it and drive it.” 
 
    Chase looked quizzical, “Does it need... batteries?” 
 
    Steele smirked, “No, it actually powers off the body's natural electrical field.” 
 
     “That's pretty freaky.” 
 
    “It's pretty awesome, is what it is,” corrected Jack. “Fritz had major brain damage, almost half of his skull was destroyed. A large portion of his brain is a CABL system...” 
 
    “That's why he can talk?” 
 
    “Yeah. He's a lot more than a just a dog now. He thinks and processes information more like we do.” 
 
    “That's incredible. I guess replacing his fur was actually simple compared to the technological aspect...” 
 
    “Being a perfectionist,” explained Jack, “Hecken Noer studied Fritz's hair follicles and skin to duplicate it with a biological 3D printer. The hair is biologically real, embedded in a semi-biological, rubberized skin-like material. Then they just bonded it to his metal skull plates...” 
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
    Fritz, followed by Allie, trotted over and standing on his hind legs put his paw on Jack's knee, staring at him with matching eyes the color of melted chocolate. He dropped a well-worn thoroughly wet tennis ball in his human's lap. “Eww,” frowned Jack, “dog slobber.” He picked it up with his fingertips and tossed it across the hold, the ball bouncing off crates and down an aisle, pursued by the two German Shepherds. “No idea what I'm going to do when he wears out that tennis ball...” 
 
    “I'm sure we'll find something,” commented Chase. “Earth can't have the only toy balls in the universe.” He paused mid-scroll on his screen and turned, with a curious look on his face, “Do they have sports out here? Baseball? Football? Basketball...?” 
 
    Jack paused as well, looking back at his friend in the same curious manner, “You know, I never thought to ask. I haven't a clue...” 
 
    “There's got to be something, right?” 
 
    “I don't know...” Steele's eyes glazed for a moment, looking through his holo-screen. “You'd think so...” 
 
    “God I hope so...” 
 
    “You hope so, what? Asked Ragnaar, walking into the conversation. 
 
    “Sports.” 
 
    “Sports?” 
 
    “You know,” added Chase, “games of sport. Teams competing?” 
 
    Ragnaar's blank stare was disturbing, “Oh, that sucks,” mumbled Chase. 
 
    “There you go,” offered Jack with a wave to Chase, “You can invent the UFL...” 
 
    “UFL?” 
 
    “The Universal Football League. You'll be famous. You'll be idolized and worshiped. Rich beyond your wildest imagination - you've just stumbled upon the future you were looking for.” 
 
    “Huh,” grunted Chase, contemplating the possibilities. 
 
    “Sir?” reminded Ragnaar. 
 
    “Right.” Steele turned his holo-screen for Ragnaar to see, “What do you think are our best options for offering here in Nelson's Point?” 
 
    Scrolling on the screen, Ragnaar's brow furrowed, wrinkling the tribal style tattoo that covered half of his face. “Most of these will be in demand... Oh,” he pointed, “you can't offer that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because that comes from a Federation distillery with a tax production stamp. See the little icons in this column? Anything with that icon originates from a Federation territory distillery.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, you offer that to a FreeRanger or neutral territory facility and they're liable to think you can't be trusted. They're going to wonder how you got it. Only a licensed dealer can get it and licensed dealers don't sell to non-Federation facilities - they'd lose their license.” Ragnaar pointed to an entry on the inventory list, “Diterian Brandy for instance, would never be sold outside Fed Territory.” 
 
    Jack's eyes widened, “Diterian? Damn I must have missed that...” he scanned the screen. “Hmm. Five cases... yoink,” he gestured, marking them to be moved to his quarters. 
 
    “You're taking them all?” asked Chase. 
 
    “Drink of the Gods, my friend. Not for sale. This is the good stuff - never tasted anything like it and it's staying with us.” Jack nodded, “You'll see.” 
 
    Chase wrinkled his nose, “I hope so, because I can't drink the stuff they pass off as beer out here... I just can't. It's disgusting.” 
 
    Ragnaar frowned, “What's wrong with our ale?” 
 
    “It tastes like...” 
 
    “It's fine,” interrupted Jack. “We're just used to drinking our beer cold and it doesn't taste the same the way you drink it out here... 
 
    “But we like it warm...” 
 
    “No biggie...” offered Jack, “just a difference in personal taste.” He stood up and patted the big man on the shoulder, turning him away, “Listen Ragnaar, thanks for coming down and helping me out with this, I really appreciate it. Valuable insight, it really helps me decide how I'm going to approach this...” 
 
    The former pirate nodded sullenly and headed off to the lift to return to the bridge, venturing a curious glance over his shoulder. Steele waited until he was sure Ragnaar was out of earshot. “For the love of God,” he hissed at Chase, “don't ever insult his beer again.” 
 
    “Geez, all I said was...” 
 
    “Yeah I know, just don't go there,” Jack interrupted. “I've learned he's very sensitive about it.” 
 
    “Why does he take it so personally?” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “Hell if I know. But he drinks the stuff by the drum.” Chase lifted an eyebrow in disbelief. “OK,” waved Jack, “I'm exaggerating. But just a little.” 
 
    Chase's voice was in a forced whisper, “So he's a drunk?”  
 
    “No. Actually I've never even seen him the least bit tipsy,” countered Jack. “He must have been weaned on the stuff or something - drinks it like water.” 
 
    The broadcast comm pinged once, “Mr. Mercury to the bridge - Mr. Mercury to the bridge please...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    A blue station marker appeared on the big screen, “Nelson's Point station in optical range, Skipper.” 
 
    “On screen,” commanded Steele, striding through the bridge doors; Chase Holt and the two German Shepherds as part of his entourage.  
 
    “Aye, on screen.” 
 
    “Magnify please.” 
 
    The image of the station zoomed in; distance calculations, size, dimensions and specifications appearing alongside it. The general shape of the station was that of a barbell standing vertically, the center shaft spherical midway between the two discs. The top of the shaft above the upper disc had a slightly flattened orb, the very bottom, pointed with an assortment of delicate antennas and sensor probes protruding from the station's lower hull. Docking structures stuck out from the upper and lower discs like spokes reaching out from a hub, a half dozen or so ships moored in various places, room for at least a dozen more. 
 
    “We have a problem...” 
 
    “What is it Mr. Ragnaar?” 
 
    “There are no ships docked at the station matching the destroyer profiles that we've been following.” 
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair, “Dammit. Tactical, anything in the system?” 
 
    The tactical officer turned, his seat rotating with him, “Nothing matching their profiles within sensor reach.” 
 
    Steele rubbed the stubble on his jawline, “Any energy wakes? Anything we can track?” 
 
    “Yes sir, it is a relatively busy hub. There are four gates, trackable ion trails to all of them. I have a Pellucidar transport at the edges of our sensors here...” a marker winked into existence on the left side of the big screen. “And he is headed out of system.” 
 
    “Can we determine if our destroyers are in the mix out there somewhere?” 
 
    The tactical officer shook his head, “I'm afraid not.” 
 
    “Well shit.” His head down eyes closed, Steele's mind was trying to come up with solutions. “Doesn't this just suck.” 
 
    “Mister...” Ragnaar's mind stumbled over the right address, “Mercury. I believe the jump ship is docked on the upper level.” 
 
    Jack's head snapped up, his eyes locked on the zoomed inset of the station, “Show me.” A red outline appeared as a halo around a ship docked on the upper level on the opposite side of the station, partly obscured. “Are you sure that's her?”  
 
    “She matches the profile, and she is moored at a repair dock. It's the best I can do from this angle and distance, she is shut down and her ident beacon is off.” 
 
    “It's a pretty reasonable assumption,” agreed Jack. “It definitely warrants a look. Skipper, take us in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Skipper, we're being hailed.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan motioned toward the big screen, “On screen.” 
 
    A pleasant looking woman dressed in a suit, her hair pulled back, appeared as an inset on the big screen, “Welcome to Nelson's Point Trade Hub. I am traffic coordinator Maydena, can I be of assistance?” 
 
    Reegan rose from his command chair, “I am Reegan, captain of the Perseus. We would like clearance to dock...” 
 
    “Wonderful. And might I say, what a beautiful ship. Is she new?” Maydena smiled politely. 
 
    “Thank you, yes.” 
 
    “Will your ship be requiring any service or maintenance? We have wonderful repair technicians.” 
 
    “No ma’am, the Perseus is ship-shape.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I'm assigning you to berth L-7, just follow the on-screen holo-markers. At the final marker follow the on-screen prompts, the docking master will contact you and secure your vessel. Have a wonderful stay here at Nelson's Point Trade Hub.” The communications square unceremoniously winked out, a series of directions and taxiing markers appearing on screen to an open spoke off the lower hub. 
 
    Steele frowned, considering the interaction, “She seemed... rather mechanical?” It was the best way he could think to describe it. 
 
    “”Yeah,” nodded Reegan, “definitely an AI.” 
 
    “Android? She looked pretty human.” 
 
    Reegan glanced at Steele, “Some are pretty remarkable. She probably only exists from the waist up, though. Never leaves that console.” 
 
    “They need to expand her vocabulary a little...” 
 
    Reegan smirked, “Why? I thought she was wonderful...” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The group paused at the end of the L-7 corridor where it connected to the station's lower hub, their conversation anonymous in a cacophony of voices and sounds from the busy mall. Steele checked the proximity of passers-by, “Does everybody understand their assignments?” A round of nods and the group split up, the station's layout on their MOBIUS devices. “Stay connected,” he called, tapping on the device wrapped around his wrist as they all disappeared into the crowd. He studied the direction where Chase Holt, Mercedes Huang, Fritz and Allie had melted into the crowd. 
 
    “Ready Mr. Mercury?” asked Ragnaar. 
 
    Steele looked pensive for a moment before his expression lightened, “Sure. Let's go.” 
 
    The station's central bank of elevators served the entire station for patrons and visitors, available at all levels. The outer banks of elevators were for station business, offering a view outside the station through heavy glass walls. Ragnaar and Steele stepped into the elevator car, looking out over the ships moored on the spokes reaching away from the hub. They looked down on the Perseus moored at L-7 as it dropped away, the elevator ascending over a hundred levels up into the sphere midway up the shaft of the station. It was the only place where the outside view disappeared. 
 
    Steel felt slightly weightless as the elevator slowed, his footing quickly returning as the car reached the station's business level, the doors opening into an office complex rivaling any modern skyscraper.  
 
    One of the two women sitting behind the illuminated glass and chrome reception desk rose from her seat, “Can I help you?” 
 
    “We're here to see the station's product buyer,” offered Ragnaar. 
 
    “What category?”  
 
    Steele raised a questioning eyebrow.  
 
    “What type of products are you selling?” she clarified, her aqua eyes sparkling.  
 
    “Liquor.” 
 
    “That would be Druando. Follow me...” Her stiletto heels clicked on the marble floor as she led the way. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase Holt and Mercedes Huang had the two German Shepherds in the corner of the express elevator to protect them from the crush of people in the car. A non-stop to the upper hub, it would save considerable time. “What level did you say it was?” whispered Chase. 
 
    “U-11,” she whispered back.  
 
    He nodded his response and watched the levels tick away as they flew past the residential and administration stops - nearly two-hundred levels. The acceleration was so gradual Chase barely noticed it. But when the car slowed as they approached the upper hub, he reached out to steady himself against the wall of the elevator car. A soft verbal “wheee” coming from the riders around them as the car came to a halt. The doors opened, spilling them out into the trade mall on its lower floor, leaving the foursome alone in the car as the doors closed back up. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Preferring to work alone, Derrik Brighton stepped off the elevator at the seven-level Summit Night Club in the sphere at the top of the station's structure. Dressed in a fine navy-blue Zandurian suit with gold braid on the cuffs and collar, spoke money and status to anyone who had the slightest notion about style and class. The loss of Maria still weighing on his heart made it a conscious effort to do what he was about to do. But he was a professional and a job needed to be done. Sorry love.  
 
    With a keen eye, he studied the people around him as he walked through the first level of the club. Taking a quick glance upward at the flashing lights he realized he was under a dance floor. A glass dance floor. “Well that's an interesting perspective.” 
 
    “Did you say something?”  
 
    Derrik turned to his left, a stunning woman with flowing auburn hair, an elegant red dress and amber eyes studied him, a cocktail perched delicately in her hand. “I'm sorry, did I say that out loud?”  
 
    “You did,” she affirmed with a wry smile. 
 
    “I should probably be more careful about that...” 
 
    “You never know who could be listening,” she mused, whispering. 
 
    “Why...” he smiled, “who is listening?” 
 
    “The walls have ears,” she whispered. Then she laughed at her own joke, the sound falling on Derrik's ears like the ringing of fine crystal. He laughed with her, eyeing her curiously. She looked up at the people dancing above them, “Makes me grateful to be wearing my most beautiful underthings...” 
 
    “I cannot imagine you wearing anything that wasn't worthy of your stunning beauty...” he offered. 
 
    “Oh, you'd be surprised,” she joked, “there are always those days.” 
 
    “The maid's day off,” he smirked. 
 
    “Exactly.” She motioned toward him, “And you?” 
 
    “Silk. But you know men,” he shrugged, “our things are more utilitarian than fancy...” 
 
    She reached out and touched the sleeve of his jacket, feeling the material, “Somehow I don't see anything about you as being ordinary...” She tilted her head back and drained what little was left of her cocktail. She hooked her arm out, bent at the elbow silently requesting an escort, “Buy me a drink?” 
 
    “Of course,” Derrik hooked his arm in hers, guiding her towards the bar, his eyes scanning the crowd. 
 
    “So what brings you here?” 
 
    “I have a shipping business,” he replied. “We're making a delivery. And you?” Derrik selected two drinks on the electronic menu, his eyes flicking around the room. 
 
    “Just passing through.” She set her empty cocktail glass down on the bar. “So do you travel with all of your deliveries?” 
 
    “Heaven's no,” he shook his head. “I have several ships. I travel a little with each from time to time. It gets me out of my office... with a bonus; it keeps my crews on their toes.”  
 
    She nodded, “Smart. But shouldn't you be with your shipment then? To keep your crew on its toes?” 
 
    He handed her a fresh cocktail and sipped his own, 'This is the getting me out of my office part,” he smiled. He was beginning to realize their conversation had swung from hyperbole and innuendo to more of a gentle probing and he wondered what she was searching for. While he searched the faces around them for an indication of who might be the captain or crew of the wounded jump ship. 
 
    “You keep doing that...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Scanning the crowd. Like you're looking for someone... Am I not interesting enough?” she asked, somewhat indignant. 
 
    Derrik wasn't sure if it was mock or real indignation but he didn't miss a beat, laying his hand on her forearm and turning on the charm, “Darling, you are the most ravishing creature in the room. I could not hope to find anyone to compare...” 
 
    “But...” she prompted. 
 
    “But I'm also hoping to spot a friend of mine,” he lied. “He's the captain of that ship down on U-11.” 
 
    “Ooh, the damaged one?” she asked, suddenly becoming more interested.  
 
    “That's the one. You know it?” 
 
    She sipped her cocktail, “I've seen it.” She lay her hand atop his and leaned in playfully, “I bet there's an exciting story to all that damage...” her eyes sparkled, “what do you suppose it might be?” 
 
    Derrik shook his head, mirroring her posture by leaning in, “I have no idea, I haven't spoken to him and I haven't seen the damage myself...” 
 
    “It looked like damage from a fight,” she interrupted excitedly. “Do you think it was pirates?” 
 
    “It's possible I suppose. Though I don't think there are any pirates in this sector. At least we hadn't seen any...” 
 
    She leaned back again, her tone more serious, “And where did you say you had come from?” 
 
    Derrik straightened up, “I didn't.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she snorted, scrutinizing his face. “No, you didn't. I don't think you're going to find your friend... the captain.” She watched the reaction in his face, it was almost imperceptible but it was there if you knew what to look for. And she did. Hmm, he's pretty good.  
 
    “How would you know that...?” he asked, curiosity peaked but cautious. 
 
    She set her empty cocktail glass on the bar and reached to the neckline of her dress, which plunged precipitously in loose draping folds. Upturning the silky material, she revealed the command pips of a Lieutenant Commander pinned to her dress. “Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin. Skipper of the Red Moon. That is my ship,” she hissed, leaning in seductively almost body to body, “And that is a Needler you're feeling against your thigh...” she whispered. “Now I don't know who you are, and I really don't care. But for whatever reason, you've found me. The question of the day is, what the hellion do you want? And it better be a good answer if you want to ever walk on two legs again.” 
 
    Derrik could feel her breath on his cheek, warm and soft, her perfume filling his nostrils - diametrically opposed from what she appeared to be and what she actually was. She was right, the Needler was a wicked little one-shot derringer-sized weapon with a harpoon-like projectile. The harpoon, split down the shaft in three even slices was slightly corkscrewed, the three sections connected by micro-thin, braided tungsten-carbide cables. It could gut a man, the wire cutting through his spine like a saw. In this case, it would likely cut off his leg straight through the femur bone. 
 
    Derrik knew the Needler was relatively silent but the result of her pulling the trigger would be bloody and he was relatively sure, full of someone screaming. It would not be without its theater, impossible to ignore and she would know that. With steely nerve he studied her eyes, “You wouldn't ruin a man's best suit, would you...?” 
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 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    RIKOVIK'S REEF SYSTEM : DEEP BLACK - RUNNING AWAY FROM HOME  
 
    Deep Black, the largest parts supplier and salvage warehouse of Rikovik's Reef, was dwarfed by its secret warehouse a level below their publicly accessible facility. The single largest room on the entire planetoid, the warehouse which doubled as a hangar stretched over twelve-hundred feet long and nine-hundred feet wide. One chiseled stone wall was fitted with enormous bay doors opening to space.  
 
    The level was stocked with small to medium spacecraft of all types in various conditions; some intact, some parted out, only separated by natural stone pillars scattered throughout the massive space. A boxy, two-hundred-foot, salvage and service runner sat facing one of the largest bay doors, the overhead lights in that section lit. Most of the rest of the bay was dark. 
 
    Cheriska Sky dropped the loaded duffel bag at the open door of the squatting Vulture, Deep Black's Scavenger One. “Mouse, did Tinker get everything squared away on this thing?” 
 
    The big man stood off to one side with his hands in his pockets looking helpless. “Yes ma'am. Tink said he covered everything; electronics, hull, propulsion...” he had withdrawn his hands to tick them off on his fingers. “Fuel delivery, control systems...” 
 
    “OK - OK,” she waved, “I get it.” She paused, her hands on her hips staring at him, “Stop sulking - you make that face you look like an abandoned puppy. You're not going and that's that.” He harrumphed, looking sullen. “So,” she continued, “what did he find?” 
 
    “He called Gizmo,” Mouse replied, stuffing his hands back in his pockets. “It was a software issue. Gizmo says the last firmware update corrupted the system.” 
 
    “How did we end up with a parts-eating monster, then?” 
 
    Mouse shrugged big shoulders, “He said the corruption was running some of the systems at the wrong amperages. It burned stuff up. He wiped the system and did a completely new software install off GalNet and everything seems to be back to normal. Tink ran tests and all the power levels are where they're supposed to be now.” 
 
    Cheriska pulled her puff stick from her back pocket and drew in, letting out a cloud of aromatic smoke. “Last time that thing had a software update was by the warranty technician. Jerkoff! Have Cheriska Too call the dealer, I want compensation for all the crap this put us through... You still have the list of all the parts we put into this thing since then, right?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am.” 
 
    “Good,” she pointed at him, “make sure Too has that handy when she chews them a new one.” She took another puff, “So what do we owe Mr. Gizmo for his assistance?” 
 
    “A tank of fuel for his runabout and dinner for two at the CherriPit - he said he has a date.” 
 
    Cheriska shuddered, making a face of distaste, “Ew, who would date that man...” She waved it off, “Never mind, I don't want to know.” She headed back to her office to grab another duffel bag. 
 
    Mouse scrunched his face, following her, “So, um... where are you going?” 
 
    “It's probably best that you don't know.” 
 
    “Unhhhh,” he groaned, rubbing his face, “So, how long will you be gone?” 
 
    “Don't know...” 
 
    “So why are you taking the Vulture, why don't you take the yacht?” 
 
    “Because nobody wants to hijack a salvage rig, there's nothing of any great value. Besides, I might run across some choice part picks along the way.” She wove her way around crates stacked in the aisle. 
 
    “So is this a salvage picking trip, then?” he followed behind her like a puppy. 
 
    “Not telling youuu...” she replied musically. 
 
    Awww, come on!” 
 
    Cheriska Too met her sister at the office doorway, “What's his problem?” she indicated Mouse with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “He wants to know where I'm going.” 
 
    Cheriska Too pointed at Mouse, “You don't need to know, so stop asking.”  
 
    He stuffed his hands in his pockets and pouted.  
 
    “Again with the face?” commented Cheriska. 
 
    Cheriska Too shook her head at Mouse, “Pitiful. Just pitiful.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Despite being smaller than its cousin, the Kondor - Deep Black's Scavenger Two, the Vulture, was considerably more comfortable with a more spacious bridge, much newer technology, more automation and nicer accommodations. With almost a third of its bulk  dedicated to engines, the Vulture was faster and stronger than the Kondor. As long as they could keep it running. Hopefully with Gizmo's software updates Cheriska would have a trouble-free trip. 
 
    Her cargo and bags stored, she dropped herself into the Vulture's command chair, half of the ship's systems already up and running, awaiting main engine startup. Running through the preflight checklist, Cheriska checked the atmosphere quality, hull seal integrity, and power levels. The stasis field in front of the ship flickered, stabilized and became a solid blue sheet of wavering static, the bay doors on the other side of it parting vertically down the middle. Stars glittered beyond the electric haze of the stasis field. 
 
    Cheriska reached to her left console, toggling the landing gear to extend for takeoff, lifting the hull from its squat to a standing position for more clearance. The antigravity active, she rotated the collective on the throttle grip, the two-hundred foot hull lifting off the deck. “Deep Black - Scavenger One is ready to depart...” The doors reached the outer stops, the signal light over the door winking from red to green. 
 
    “Copy, Scavenger One. Your path is clear. Have a good trip, sister... stay in touch.” 
 
    Cheriska smiled, half nervous, half excited for this new adventure. “Will do, sister. I'll try to bring you back something interesting.” She nudged the thruster throttle, the Vulture easing out through the stasis field into open space, a freighter off to her right lining up in the traffic lane for the main harbor bay of Rikovik's Reef. 
 
    “Scavenger One, you are clear.” 
 
    “Copy, Deep Black... And do try to keep Mouse out of trouble.” Cheriska toggled off the antigravity, toggling in the landing gear and listened to the hum of hydraulics as they withdrew into the hull and locked in place. Indicator lights on the left console winked out. Lifting the security covers on the main engine ignition switches, she held the toggles up, the engines firing up, a whoosh reverberating through the hull as they ignited, dropping to a low rumble. She released the toggles and the covers snapped back down into place. Whelp, here we go... She eased the throttles and swung the Vulture in an arc, pointing the nose toward the gate to the Gedhepp System. 
 
    Traveling alone was far from ideal, in fact it was downright dangerous, but there were plenty of scavengers out there who did it. Some people found solace in the solitude. Not for Cheriska so much, she was a social person – and with a clone twin, even when you were alone you never really felt alone. But this was going to be different - she wondered how far that ethereal connection with Too would reach. They could pretty much feel each other anywhere on the Reef. And even across deep space on short parts or salvage runs. But this, this... they were going to be star systems apart. Sure, they could still video comm, but would the connection still be there?  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Captain of the FreeRanger destroyer, DD229, was a thin man with grayish skin and blue-black hair, his pale gray eyes as lifeless as his pallor. “Ms. Skye, what brings you out this way on this fine day?” he flirted. 
 
    Cheriska smiled sweetly at his image on the video comm, “Heading out to visit family, Mr. Pimm.” It was not a total untruth. 
 
    “I see you have your Vulture running again. I hope she proves to be more reliable than in the past?” 
 
    Cheriska nodded, “Got all the problems sorted out, thank you.” 
 
    “Hoping to do a little part picking along the way?” he inquired. 
 
    “One can hope,” she replied. “If I don't pick, you folks don't have parts,” she reminded him with a waggle of her finger. 
 
    “And thank you for finding those sensor pods for us, by the way.” 
 
    “You're welcome, Mr. Pimm. And thank you for paying your invoice so promptly.” He nodded and waved, their niceties complete, the video square winking out. Needing a little something stronger to wash the distaste out of her mouth, she spiked her tea with a splash from a little silver flask she kept on her belt. I need to do something to find a better quality of men out here... She sipped her tea, the liquor successfully washing away the mental ick she felt.  
 
    She thought back a few months; the name he had given was Jax Mercury. He had left a veritable wake of death and destruction behind him as he literally blew through the Reef. But the stories she'd heard led her to believe he'd done it for noble reasons. And anyone who could kick the Syndicate in the teeth and get away with it was alright in her book. Someone worth knowing. She'd searched through the wreckage of the yacht when they got it back to Deep Black in hopes of finding something, anything that might tell her who he really was, but there was nothing. She had to believe he was still alive - despite the lack of any trace of him or the women he pulled away from the Syndicate. Perhaps if Voorlak ever showed up again he might have some answers... 
 
    Pulsating in front of the Vulture, the gate's tendrils of light and color swirled, reaching out to dance across the hull. Next system, Gedhepp. The first of many on her trek to Velora Prime. She hoped the old man was right. She hoped this wasn't all a big mistake, a cruel joke. She'd have to track him down and kill him if it was... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Cheriska Too sat in her office staring at the empty comm screen, deep in thought. The thought of being separated from her sister for so long bothered her, they had never spent more than a few days apart. Ever. Her job was to look after her sister, protect her... Too knew it was more for her sister's legal and financial issues but still, it didn't sit right with her. She would have gone with Cheriska without hesitation, but someone had to run the business... and closing it temporarily was clearly out of the question. The Vulture had only recently been fixed and Too was not convinced that their mechanic, Tink and hired electro-wizard, Gizmo, had been able to rid the ship of all its gremlins. In her mind, one short test drive around the system wasn't enough to prove its reliability. But her sister insisted. “Mouse... Mouse!” 
 
    “What, whaaat?!” he mocked her, running to the office doorway leaning in around the corner. “What...” he said flatly. 
 
    “Pack a bag Mouse. Have Tink pack one too. And make sure the Kondor is ready to go; fuel, food supplies, whatever else she might need.” 
 
    Mouse grinned, “Got it! Where are we going...?” He was hoping they were going to follow Cheriska, he really wanted to know where she was going. Not knowing was killing him. 
 
    “Nowhere.” 
 
    “Huh?” His face dropped. “But...” 
 
    “If that Vulture starts crapping itself again,” she pointed at him, “you and Tink will be out the door the moment her call comes in. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah...” he sighed, disappointed.  
 
    “I don't want her waiting around because we're unprepared.” 
 
    “Yes ma'am.” 
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 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    NELSON'S POINT  STATION : OVERKILL 
 
    Mooring spoke U-11 attached to the upper hub in an outer ring, a section of the station dedicated to repair and service which was a great deal less glamorous and considerably more utilitarian than the rest. It wasn't seedy per se, but a good deal more worn, cluttered, and industrial in appearance - including the dirt and grime that's associated with that function.  
 
    Chase Holt and Mercedes Huang followed Fritz and Allie as they traveled the poorly lit corridor, out of sight of the main mall and all of its visitors. Chase glanced down at his MOBIUS, checking the station map, “He seems to know where he's going, we're headed the right way.” 
 
    Mercedes shook her head, “I know this is all real,” she whispered, “because I keep pinching myself to be sure, but this all just seems too surreal. I feel like I'm in a damn movie or something.”  
 
    “I'm with you there, sister,” replied Chase, his voice hushed. They passed two men in work overalls standing against a wall talking. He waited until they were out of earshot before continuing, “If you had told me a few months ago I'd be doing this... here... I would have assumed you'd escaped from a rubber room somewhere. This is insane.” 
 
    “We just passed U-10 back there, U-11 must be next...” 
 
    Unlike the lower hub, the upper hub's spokes were separated into two levels, service and maintenance access on the bottom and crew or visitor access on the top. As they neared the stairs to U-11 Fritz stopped dead in his tracks, Allie halting next to him. The Shepherd looked back over his shoulder at Chase and Mercedes, “Trouble,” he growled, before slinking around the base of the stairs toward the service access. 
 
    “Uh oh...”Chase snapped his fingers and Allie returned to his side as he moved to follow Fritz, his hand dipping inside his jacket to the grip of his hybrid 1911.  
 
    “Hold on,” urged Mercedes, snagging him by the sleeve of his leather jacket. “This is not the mission. Stay on mission!” she hissed. 
 
    “We don't know that until we investigate,” he replied in a hushed tone. He moved to follow Fritz who had paused, waiting for them. 
 
    “Dammit, Holt...” 
 
    “Objection noted,” he whispered motioning for Fritz to move on with a nod. 
 
    Clearing the solid base of the stairwell, Fritz launched, his legs scrambling on the metal floor like a cartoon character on takeoff. Teeth bared he snarled as he disappeared from sight. Chase leaned into a sprint, Allie already accelerating ahead, Mercedes Huang attempting to catch up while checking behind them. Chase cleared the corner just in time to see Fritz in mid-flight, three-feet off the floor, grab the first of two men by the shoulder, his teeth sinking in, swinging him around and off his feet, the duo tumbling to the floor, the man with his pants down around his ankles screaming in pain and surprise.  
 
    Allie tackled the second man, hovering on his knees over a supine woman on the floor, her multicolored dress pulled up over her head. Allie missed a solid grab, tearing the man’s shirt off his body, over-running him and sliding to a stop beyond him. Chase was right behind her, on the man as he tried to right himself, who folded under a crushing right hook from Chase, laying him out on the floor with one shot. He spun to address the second man who was fighting a losing battle with a very angry forty-two tooth buzzsaw. Fritz's face was covered in the man's blood as he released and reattached himself on any limb swung in his direction.  
 
    Mercedes pulled the semi-conscious woman free of the melee, covering her body back up with her clothing, watching the amazing speed of Fritz as he mauled the first attacker. 
 
    “Fritz, leave!” called Chase. Fritz released and backed up, the exhausted man dropping over on his side in a pool of blood, the floor spattered and smeared from the struggle. Both of his arms had been ravaged, one hand crushed, his calf punctured, his pants shredded and one shoe missing. “Geez, dog, you don't play around...” Chase grabbed the man by the foot and dragged him over against the wall under the stairs with the other man who was still unconscious. “Well, shit...” grumbled Holt, straightening up, examining the mess.  
 
    “I told you not to get involved,” reminded Mercedes.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he waved. “I'm not going to ignore a girl getting raped by a couple rabid little punks like this.” He punctuated his point by kicking the closest one in the groin, watching him curl into a ball in agony. “Bitch.” 
 
    “You know we have to eliminate them,” whispered Mercedes. 
 
    Holt dropped to a knee, “What? No... I'm not executing them...” 
 
    “They jeopardize the mission.” 
 
    “What about her?” asked Chase nodding to the girl who was barely cognizant. 
 
    “We leave her, she's drugged. I don't think she's even aware of what's going on.” She touched his hand, “There's a lot riding on this, we can't risk them telling anyone...”  
 
    Chase was staring at the floor, “I don't like this...” Killing non-combatants was against his training and good conscience - and these two were done. 
 
    She moved in a crouch over to the two prostate men, “Neither do I.” She tore the second man's shredded shirt all the way off and tossed it back at Chase, “Here, clean Fritz up the best you can...” The standard-issue Space Marine survival knife slid cleanly out of the sheath that was tucked into her boot. 
 
    “Wait,” pleaded the shirtless man as his eyes rolled around, trying to focus as he came-to. Mercedes didn't reply or even acknowledge him, placing her knee and weight on the side of his head, forcing the knife blade between the C1 and occipital bone at the base of his skull, producing a juicy bone-scraping sound accompanied a grunt from him as she severed his brain stem. The blade made a sucking sound as she yanked it out, blood pouring onto the floor. The other man, regaining consciousness was wedged behind his friend against the wall and tried unsuccessfully to retreat, fighting back with bloody arms and a broken hand. She viciously pounced on him, shoving the nine-inch blade up into his throat above his larynx, a spray of blood as he gurgled, trying to breathe as she drove the knife to the hilt. She wrenched it sideways, cutting the right carotid artery, a spurt of blood spraying across the legs and feet of his deceased friend. She yanked hard, the blade resisting at first, pulling free with a sickening slurp. He lay there, gurgling, his eyes searching, his body shuddering, finally falling quiet, vacant eyes staring at nothing. 
 
    “This is all your fault,” she pointed the bloody knife at Chase, her hands dripping. 
 
    He unapologetically held the shirt out to her, “Here...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sitting the unconscious girl on the stairs to the upper access of U-11, leaning her against the outer wall, her clutch bag under her head, she looked rather peaceful. Unaware of her previous predicament. “She looks alright,” offered Chase approvingly. 
 
    “She'll be fine. Let's go before someone comes along,” urged Mercedes. “I hope nobody finds dumb and dumber down there...” She scanned the corridor behind them as they climbed the stairs. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Jack and Ragnaar sat in the buyer's office for Nelson's Point Station; a sleek, stark, white, chrome and glass room with a broad floor plan and windows overlooking the docking spokes a hundred levels below them. The buyer's secretary deposited a tray of drinks on the glass coffee table and left the three men to serve themselves. 
 
    “Help yourself,” said the buyer, pulling up a holo-screen from a tablet on his side of the table. “Let's see what you have for us...” The man's black suit, shirt and tie was in severe contrast to his surroundings. 
 
    Steele sat back in his chair, casually crossing his legs at the knee, sipping the soda-like beverage, studying the buyer who was reviewing the offerings from the Perseus. He likes to be the focal point. Desperately wants to stand out. He's overcompensating... 
 
    “I can easily purchase your entire inventory,” the man commented arrogantly, not looking up from his review. “Hmm, most of your prices are reasonable...” 
 
    Ragnaar frowned at the word most, and Steele shook his head nearly imperceptibly hoping the Lieutenant would not voice his objection. “Well then, let's make a deal,” volunteered Jack. 
 
    “You do seem to have some... irregular stock, Mr. Mercury.” 
 
    Ragnaar shot Jack a quick I told you so look which Steele chose to ignore. “How so?” 
 
    “Well I'm seeing some Fed stamps in your inventory. I don't get the sense you're a licensed Fed dealer... Are you?” 
 
     “No, we're not. We sometimes acquire items in... unconventional ways.” 
 
    “I see...” 
 
    “We have friends in some trade hubs that help us in locating these... specialties.” 
 
    The buyer leaned back in his chair and touched his fingertips to his lips, “I suppose we could buy these from you... not something we see too often.” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “Or not. No pressure; if you don't feel comfortable, don't buy those items. We won't hold it against you, we will find other buyers.” 
 
    The buyer waved off the thought, not wanting to lose out on the opportunity for superior product at a bargain price. “No need for that, I think we can come to an agreeable price.” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Wonderful.” 
 
    The buyer waved casually, “The Diterian Brandy for instance...” 
 
    Jack's eyes widened, “I'm sorry, that is private stock, it was supposed to be removed from the inventory listing...” 
 
    “Don't be so hasty,” countered the buyer. “I would be willing to offer, say, three-hundred per bottle.” 
 
    Illustrating his years of pirate experience and his negotiating skills, Ragnaar calmly adjusted his position, leaning forward, “I believe you've left a zero off your offer.” 
 
    The buyer pulled back like someone had taken a swing at him, “Three-thousand per bottle? That's absurd!”  
 
    “What's absurd,” growled Ragnaar, “is that you insult us with the paltry offer of three-hundred!” He stood up, addressing Jack, “I believe, Mr. Mercury, he does not appreciate our offerings and we should take our inventory elsewhere...” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” waved the buyer on the edge of his seat. “Let's not be hasty... one-thousand...” 
 
    “Two-thousand.” 
 
    “Two-thousand,” mumbled the buyer, somewhat uncertain. 
 
    Ragnaar's posture softened some, confident in driving his deal home, “Two-thousand on the Diterian stock, one-thousand on all our other premium Fed-stamped stock and a five percent raise in all our other stock. Final deal or we find another buyer.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” nodded the buyer reluctantly. “You drive a hard bargain...” 
 
    “It's worth every credit and you know it,” replied Ragnaar, satisfied, returning to his seat. 
 
    The buyer rose from his chair, “Excuse me, I will have my assistant prepare a purchasing contract.” 
 
    As the buyer walked toward his office foyer, Jack silently motioned to the time on his MOBIUS, tapping on the screen. Ragnaar replied with a shake of his head and a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Half way down the service spoke of U-11, Chase dropped to a knee next to Fritz, the dog's tennis ball in his hand. “You know what you need to do, right?” 
 
    Fritz nodded with a snort, “Yes.” 
 
    “You sure you can find it?” 
 
    Fritz sighed heavily, “Yes.” 
 
    Mercedes Huang shrunk to a crouch next to Chase, “Are we sure this is going to work?” 
 
    Chase gave her a sideways glance, “A little late to be asking that question.” 
 
    “I just meant...” 
 
    “You do realize his brain is half-computer, right? When we hacked into the station's repair and service network, we were able to locate the ship's schematics on their database. All those plans are in his head... like a road map.” 
 
    “OK, OK...” she said quietly. 
 
    “Ball,” Fritz reminded them. 
 
    Chase gave the Shepherd a pat, “Alright kid, it's up to you... keep Allie safe.” He chucked the heavier-than-normal tennis ball down the corridor, being careful not to actually throw it airborne, keeping it on the floor. The two German Shepherds dashed after it, flashing past the open boarding tube connected to the Red Moon's hull. Chase and Mercedes pulled back out of sight, hiding behind a power station mounted to the floor of the U-11 service spoke. 
 
    “Hey, did you see that?” asked the mechanic talking to a sentry stationed at the mouth of the boarding tube.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don't know,” said the mechanic stepping out into the U-11 corridor. “Something ran past. Something short...” 
 
    Curious, the sentry stepped out behind him, looking left and right, “I didn't see anything. What did it look like?” 
 
    “Not sure. I thought I saw two of them...” 
 
    Fritz appeared from their right, running full out, the fuzzy yellow tennis ball clutched in his mouth, Allie in hot pursuit, weaving their way past equipment and parts stacked near the boarding entrance. The mechanic jumped back with a shout of surprise as Fritz shot past him, turned hard and raced up the tube towards the ship, Allie close behind, the stunned sentry standing mute in disbelief. “Hey!” he shouted ineffectually, after-the-fact. “What the hellion was that?” 
 
    “I don't know... But don't just stand there!” urged the mechanic pointing up the tube towards the ship. 
 
    “I'm not supposed to leave my post!” 
 
    “A little late for that... Go!” pointed the mechanic. 
 
    Keying the mic on his earpiece, the sentry sprinted up the tube, “Sentry One, we have two, um, animals aboard.” 
 
    “Sentry One, did you say animals...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Shooting past the two crewmen was easy and Fritz brushed against the wall of the boarding tube as he turned in, giving him something to push against without having to slow too much. Being taller and faster, he did a quick check over his shoulder, careful not to pull too far ahead of Allie. The CABL system had improved his strength, speed and agility; not to mention the capability of his artificial eye which allowed him to see far beyond his God-given abilities. Having studied the Red Moon's schematics and service information, now stored in his CABL module, the information played back in front of him like a road map on a HUD.  
 
    Entering the ship, Fritz's HUD directed him to the left toward the stern of the ship. He slid on the relatively smooth floor covering and dug in with his nails for traction, scrambling some to maintain his footing. He slowed to allow Allie to catch up before accelerating down the first corridor at a gallop. Leaning left and right like slalom skiers, the two Shepherds weaved past a few startled crew members as they raced past. With most of the Red Moon's crew on liberty aboard the station during repairs, foot traffic was light. 
 
    A ship-wide announcement alert chimed over the comm, “All security teams; we seem to have animals loose aboard ship. Apprehend but use due caution...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Derrik Brighton watched Aleese Portwin's eyes, a look of grim determination on her face, tiny beads of sweat forming on her brow. Derrik eased the muzzle of the Needler off his leg with his index finger before covering it with his hand and gently turning it out of her grip. He leaned in close as he tucked it into his jacket pocket, “If you're wondering why you couldn't seem to pull the trigger, it's called Nepatolin. It's a nerve agent. A little slight of hand, a little drop or two in your drink...” He watched the concern in her eyes, “Don't worry, its effects are temporary; but you're going to feel very drunk very soon.” He looked around the club; no one seemed to be paying any attention to them, the music covering their conversation. “We need to get you somewhere quiet,” he added, helping her to her feet. 
 
    Halfway across the entry lobby towards the elevators, Aleese Portwin's knees buckled and Derrik scooped her up, cradling her in his arms, “Up you go...” Her eyes rolled lazily. 
 
    “Is she alright?” asked someone in passing. 
 
    “Oh she's fine,” he replied casually, continuing towards the elevators. “She's never been much of a drinker.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ensign Tug Widdish was not much of a dancer but he was having fun. The liquor was tasty, the music was great and the crew needed to let off some pressure; the run over Terra having been highly stressful. He was watching his feet as he danced, trying to keep up with the steps he'd been taught when he caught a glimpse of something on the lower level through the glass floor and stopped cold, other dancers bumping into him. 
 
    “Hey Tug, what gives?” 
 
    He pointed at the floor, “Isn't that Commander Portwin?” 
 
    “Those are called feet,” his crew mate replied sarcastically. 
 
    “No, no...” Tug spread his arms out, moving dancers aside, creating a larger window on the floor, attempting to follow the people below, “Who is that guy?” 
 
    “I don't know, he doesn't look familiar...” He elbowed Tug playfully, “Maybe the Skipper is going to get her some...” 
 
    “She fell!” 
 
    “Ah, he scooped her right up...” commented his crew mate with a nod of appreciation. “Nice move...” 
 
    Tug was pressed against the glass wall at the edge of the club looking down at the entry lobby towards the elevators, slapping the glass to get her attention, “Commander! Look up! Look up!” He turned to make his way across the dance floor toward the exit, “Something's wrong, we have to get down there!” 
 
    “Hold on Tug,” said the other man grabbing him by the sleeve, “If she's just drunk and you ruin her little romantic escapade, she's going to have your head...” 
 
    Tug pulled free, heading for the exit, “And if she's really in trouble?” 
 
    “Hellion,” muttered his crew mate, turning to follow him, “I hope I don't regret this...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Fritz paused at the intersecting corridors checking for foot traffic, finding it increasingly difficult to evade the security teams running around the ship. So far he and Allie had been successful in giving them the slip.  
 
    He could hear the hustling footfalls approaching from behind them and dashed across the intersection, Allie close at his side. The schematic on his HUD said the first door was a private quarter and he stood on his hind legs and pawed the door switch, the door sliding open. They ducked inside and the door slid closed behind them, the security team passing outside a moment later. 
 
    “Well hello there,” smiled the woman stretched out on her bunk. “Aren't you the handsome couple...” She pulled off her headphones and propped herself up on one elbow, “What are you, and where did you come from...?” Fritz cocked his head to one side and his tail swayed slowly, hearing the music from the woman's headphones - she hadn't heard the alert announcement. He stood up and pawed the door switch and quickly slipped out. “Come back and see me again,” she called, pulling her headphones back on. 
 
    The duo shot past the elevators and headed for the stairs to descend four levels to engineering. So far there had been no sign of the VIP passengers that were supposed to be aboard the ship... maybe they were somewhere on the station like so much of the crew.  
 
    Coming from Florida where most houses have few stairs, Allie was not accustomed to dealing with them and heading down was the most difficult part. Fritz paced her, keeping her between him and the wall to give her some sense of support. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mercedes Huang tapped on the face of her MOBIUS, her nails clicking quietly on its surface, indicating the time. Chase nodded, staring at a holo-screen floating above his own MOBIUS, “I know, I know...” His eyes followed a green dot moving through the ship's 3D floor-plan.   
 
    Mercedes suddenly wrapped her arms around him in an embrace and pressed her lips against his in a passionate kiss, pinning him against the power station anchored to the floor. It happened so fast and with such intensity he had no chance to react or object.  
 
    Laden with tools, the two mechanics simply laughed as they walked past toward the boarding tube for the Red Moon. 
 
    “What the hell,” muttered Chase, easing her off, rubbing the new bruise in his back from the electrical conduit running along the wall. 
 
    “You're welcome,” she replied, checking their surroundings. “So, where are they?” She pointed at his MOBIUS. 
 
    “Port stairwell, heading down to engineering...” 
 
    “This is taking way too long,” she hissed. 
 
    “Calm down, he has to make his deposit...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mid-step, Fritz froze, pinning Allie against the stairwell wall as a two-man  maintenance team entered through a doorway directly below them. Absorbed in their conversation, they turned away and continued down the stairs in the opposite direction, prompting an exhale from the Shepherd who was unaware he'd been holding his breath. 
 
    Pausing at the landing, Fritz peered out through the open bulkhead doorway, the corridor clear in both directions. His HUD told him engineering was to the right down at the end of the corridor. The blast doors separating the critical section from the rest of the ship stood wide open for the maintenance and repair teams working on the various ship's systems. 
 
    “Here they are! They're headed to engineering!” 
 
    At a full gallop, Fritz checked over his shoulder, a security officer emerging from an intersecting corridor behind them, another man rounding the corner behind the first at a full run.  
 
    “We got them!” 
 
    Fritz's head whipped back around, two men in work suits having appeared in the open entry to engineering, crouched, their arms open wide. Fritz hit the brakes, his butt dropping to the floor, his front legs locked, sliding on the floor, his rear end slipping out underneath him, dropping him to the floor on his side, feet out, kicking wildly. He hit the legs of the man on the left and took him out like a bowling pin, the crash forcing the tennis ball out of his mouth, shooting it across the floor. Behind and to his right, Allie bared her teeth and leapt, the man on the right ducking as she sailed past him in the gap, over the man on the floor, landing on Fritz, the two of them tumbling and sliding across the floor in a heap.  
 
    Scrambling to untangle from Allie and get to his feet, Fritz was more concerned about his tennis ball than the crewmen converging on him from all sides.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Trying to be as nonchalant as possible, Derrik Brighton waited patiently for an elevator, Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin draped across his arms. Another couple standing nearby tried not to stare, looking rather uncomfortable.  
 
    “I'mb gonna killd you, you know...” mumbled the woman draped limply across his arms. 
 
    “Hush my love...” Derrik elbowed the elevator call button again, smiling sheepishly, “She means for letting her get drunk. She doesn't handle alcohol well... It's our honeymoon you know.” The couple nodded sympathetically, smiling weakly. He saw trouble coming before he could hear their calls, two men on the far side of the lobby rotunda running towards the elevators. Hurry up. He said nothing and elbowed the elevator call button yet again. Was one of them a boyfriend? Husband? Crewmates? None of those choices were favorable. If he was lucky he could explain it away and prevent a confrontation. Killing someone in public was an absolute worst case scenario he wanted to avoid, but he didn't want to have to give up his capture. He turned away not wanting to acknowledge them, able to see their reflection in the elevator door. 
 
    “Commander! Commander...!” The other couple turned to see who was calling, the two men waving as they ran, “Wait! Stop!” 
 
    Oh bloody hell... Derrik poked the call button repeatedly with his index finger, his hand sticking out from underneath Aleese Portwin's limp form. 
 
    “I'ma futing ki you...” she burbled. 
 
    “Shut up or I'll give you another dose,” he hissed. A chime announced an arriving elevator as the doors opened one car over. He made it past the opening doors before the crowd of new club-goers poured out, putting their mass in-between him and the men; slipping in as the last person exited. Delayed by the outpouring of bodies, the men attempted to shove their way through the crowd. Derrik pushed the floor and close-door button, “Sorry lads...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Side-by-side, Fritz and Allie whirled, snarling at the group of men surrounding them, a security officer drawing his sidearm, “To hellion with this...” 
 
    A machinist mate lunged at the security officer, successfully grabbing his forearm and steering it away, “Have you lost your mind?” He waved at their surroundings, “Computers, energy banks, ion drive systems...?” Fritz launched through the gap, Allie right behind him as hands grabbed for them, their reactions delayed by the prospect of getting bitten.  
 
    Spotting his worn, fuzzy yellow target, Fritz deviated, diving under a console to snatch it before running along the length of the starboard main drive, the men behind in a losing footrace to keep up. Scrambling up a metal stairway, the Shepherds reached a network of inspection catwalks above the entire engineering section of the ship. Allie looked down through the open mesh which gave her great pause, her canine eyes unable to provide her enough detail. She smelled it, pawed it and tested her footing before tentatively venturing after her companion as someone climbed the stairs behind her. Feeling more confident, she dashed ahead to catch up. 
 
    Fritz peered down into an opening in the catwalk, a ladder reaching downward, the tennis ball invisible, hidden somewhere below... uh oh. 
 
    “Ok we got them now! They have no place to go...” 
 
    Fritz's attention snapped back up, a man cautiously approaching on the narrow catwalk ahead of him, some kind of metal tool in his hand. He was holding it like a club but the German Shepherd's keen nose could smell the man's fear. Allie's butt at his shoulder and her guttural growl told him the situation was similar behind them. Displaying his teeth, Fritz snarled, lunging, his pearly canines clacking together, taking advantage of the mechanic's apprehension, forcing him to stumble backwards out of reach. 
 
    “Now what?” called the mechanic, barely maintaining his footing, trying to gather his composure and muster his courage. 
 
    “You have five pounds of steel in your hand,” replied someone from below, “for the love of the Gods, grow a pair and hit him!” 
 
    Testosterone was thick in the room but Fritz could tell it wasn't from the mechanic. Not allowing him to recover, the Shepherd lunged again, driving the man backward, ducking an awkward defensive swing, creating a gap between him and Allie. “Allie, hup!” he barked. “HUP!” She ducked under the catwalk rail and dropped the six feet to the surface of the control console, the glass surface activating and cracking under the weight of her impact. Doubling back from the way they came, she ran across multiple consoles toward the exit, her feet creating music as she scrambled across the glass surfaces before diving to the floor at a run.  
 
    Stunned, the crew members on the deck stood motionless; as first one, then the other of the two animals dropped from the catwalk above them and raced across the computer consoles heading for the exit. Fast as lightning, they were nearly halfway to the door before anyone could shake themselves free of their amazement. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell are you guys?” Jack's expression spoke volumes and Chase was not sure if he had an acceptable answer, moving the video screen to the right of the 3D map so he could view both. 
 
    “He's dropped the package in engineering, though it's not clear where in engineering, exactly.” 
 
    “I don't care where,” snapped Jack. “What's taking so long?” 
 
    “It's... complicated,” replied Chase uneasily, sensing Mercedes giving him the evil eye. 
 
    “Dammit, then un-complicate it! How soon before event trigger?” 
 
    “About five minutes...” 
 
    “What?! Crap, get them the hell out of there and get your asses back to the Perseus. Now!” 
 
    “Chase...?” Chase waved Mercedes off, wanting, needing to finish his conversation with Jack and get him off the comm. “Chase...” 
 
    “Just a second,” he hissed. 
 
    “Chase!” she punched him in the arm for punctuation. He closed the comm and looked back at her, her eyes locked on something outside the window of the U-11 spoke. He followed her eyes, a halo of color swirling around the middle of the Red Moon, tendrils of electricity reaching out and dancing around the hull of the ship as the plasmic ball of energy grew. “What is that...?” 
 
    A chill raced up his back and a spike of adrenalin hit him like a bolt of electricity as he realized the aurora was reaching through the walls of the spoke and growing in the corridor. “Holy shit, the GOD drive has been activated...” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    “It sure as hell ain’t good.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Facing the prospect that Nelson's Reach security teams might be looking for him and Ms. Portwin, Derrik Brighton made an unscheduled stop on a lodging level. Looking much like any other hotel, the corridor was lined with doors in both directions. The third one he rang offered no response and he slid his card into the passkey slot, an attached decoder the size of an American  nickle, hacking the door lock. It took less than ten seconds and it pinged a tone, the light turning green, the door sliding open. He pocketed the card and entering cautiously at first, unceremoniously dumped Aleese Portwin's limp form on the bed when he realized the room was clear. His arms ached and he flexed them with a wince, stretching. 
 
    Doing a quick check of the closet he found only men's clothes. It would have to do. First things first... He removed and flipped his suit jacket inside out, stripped off his pants and flipped them inside out as well. Re-dressing, his Zandurian suit had gone from navy-blue to silver-gray in sixty seconds. Adjusting his collar, he checked his image in the mirror; well done. He glanced over at Aleese, “Sorry lovey, the red dress has to go...”  
 
    “Toush me an I cut dur balds off...” she mumbled. 
 
    He began unfastening her dress, handling her firmly, stripping it off none too gently, “While I appreciate your sentiment darling, I'm afraid I'm not after your goodie bits... Although I must offer my compliments, good show.” 
 
    “Fug off...” 
 
    He wiped her mouth with the hem of her discarded dress, “Do try not to drool dear, it tends to ruin the illusion...” 
 
    Dressing her in a man's suit, even too large for her, was far more difficult than stripping off the dress - like trying to feed a limp noodle into a straw; albeit a large straw. It took a while but finally complete, he let her drop back onto the bed. With four pairs of socks, the men's shoes finally stayed on her much smaller feet, “Eh, no matter,” he waved dismissively, “you won't be walking anyway...” Calling up the screen of his MOBIUS he called the Perseus. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase and Mercedes ran towards the security officer standing at the boarding ramp of the Red Moon, “Sir!” called Chase. “Have you seen two dogs come by this way? They seem to have gotten away from us...” 
 
    He regarded them suspiciously, “Those two hairy animals,” he held his hand out, “about this high?” 
 
    “Yes, that's it! Have you seen them?” 
 
    “They ran aboard; our people have been chasing those vicious things all over the ship! Where the hellion have you been?” 
 
    “Looking for them.” Chase glanced over the man's shoulder at the growing jump bubble, “We are terribly sorry if they have been any trouble, we can get them - they're OK, right? You haven't hurt them?” 
 
    “Not yet, but they've tried to bite several members of our crew...” 
 
    “Let us help you get them off the ship,” urged Chase, “before anyone gets hurt...” 
 
    The sentry regarded them carefully, it was against protocol but after a moment of deliberation he agreed. “Fine. Follow me...” he turned and trotted up the gangway toward the ship. “I don't know why anyone would own such dangerous animals...”  
 
    Alarm klaxons sounded throughout the ship, the lights flashing amber, the sentry tromping to a stop just inside the corridor past the airlock, “What the hellion...?”  
 
    “GOD drive...” shouted a crewman running past, toward the stern of the ship. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Shepherds appeared down the corridor, shooting past the crewman running in the opposite direction, splitting as they passed him on either side at a full gallop. The Red Moon's sentry suddenly put the puzzle pieces together, realizing the connection between the event and the animals, reaching for his sidearm. 
 
    Chase deflected the blade in Mercedes hand as he grabbed the man by the head and bounced him off the frame of the airlock with a whang, knocking him unconscious and letting him drop to the deck in a heap. “C'mon!” he waved at the dogs, shoving Mercedes toward the airlock and open exit. “You and that knife,” he grumbled, urging her through the airlock and down the ramp, “Go, go!” 
 
    The Shepherds cleared the boarding tube in a flash, turning to head toward the exit of the U-11 spoke. “Run!” roared Chase, guiding Mercedes by the elbow. She leaned into a run, pulling ahead as he looked back; the electric plasma filling U-11 behind them. Chase's MOBIUS screen popped into view, counting down from ten... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Shut it down! Shut it down!” The overload alarm klaxon screeched, the lights flashing red as the engineers of the Red Moon attempted to undo the chaos the animals had created by running across the engine, power and GOD drive, control consoles. 
 
    “I can't just shut it down, the consoles are cracked, they're not responding!” 
 
    “Route the controls to another console, if we don't bleed off the excess power she'll burn down!”  
 
    No one knew what the result would be if a GOD drive actually initiated with a ship at standstill, much less without destination coordinates. “I've got her holding at sixty percent, how long can she handle that? 
 
    “Not long, her natural power curve programming is to reach one-hundred percent for jump...” 
 
    “Look what I found,” said a mechanic climbing down from the catwalk. He held out a fuzzy yellow orb, “I found it in the inspection drop for the energy ramp, what do you suppose it is?” 
 
    “I'm a little busy here... Who the hellion cares?” 
 
    “One of the dogs was carrying it...”  
 
    Conversation stopped abruptly when it split in half, automatically separating with an audible pop, producing a one-inch gap between the halves. Overlapping silver mesh flower petals mechanically swung out one-by-one creating a saucer, a small red counter ticking downward; five... four... three...  
 
    “Ruuun!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Heart pounding, Chase slammed his hand on the emergency button as they passed out of the U-11 airlock into the station, the massive interior door slamming shut, the locking mechanism latching noisily into place. Running down the stairs he realized the girl they left there was gone but they didn't stop, sprinting toward the mall. He glanced at the readout on his MOBIUS as it reached zero, producing a digital message; EMP Event Triggered. The lights around them flickered before going dark, bulbs exploding, showering the floor and walls with glass and sparks. 
 
    They tromped to a stop and froze in the darkness. Chase could see the Red Moon through the observation windows, the glow of the jump bubble casting swirling, colored light across the interior walls. “I have a bad feeling about...” The bubble swelled in an instant and he looked away, pulling Mercedes against him to shield their eyes as they instinctively dropped to their knees, an audible static crackle followed by a vicious snap that momentarily lit the interior like daylight. His hair stood up and he could feel Mercy's hair flow across his face.  
 
    And then it was over. 
 
    Cautiously he opened his eyes and they separated, her black, silken hair, still sticking out wildly, both dogs looking like balls of fluff. Emergency lights flickered on, yellow warning lights flashing throughout the maintenance area.  
 
    Moving to a window, they stared in disbelief. The center half of the Red Moon and most of U-11 was simply gone. No debris, no burn marks, no explosive damage, just... gone. The back quarter of the Red Moon and the portion of the U-11 spoke it was moored to, floated free, drifting slowly away. The bow section was still moored in place, the stub of the spoke still attached to the station. 
 
    Mercedes tried to blink away the image, “What happened? Chase?” 
 
    “I-I'm not sure... Maybe the EMP triggered the GOD drive?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele paced on the bridge of the Perseus. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan watched the Admiral pace. “Sir, comms to our people are still out, the EMP had a larger effect that we expected. Our sensors indicate that for some reason the Red Moon was running tests on her GOD drive...” 
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair in exasperation, “Live? Moored at a station? That doesn't make any sense... Who does that?” 
 
    “Obviously, we don't know the details yet. But it appears the EMP may have triggered the drive to runaway unchecked and it initiated an incomplete jump.” 
 
    “How bad was it?” 
 
    Standing next to his command chair, Reegan pulled up a report on his second screen, “Our people situated at the observation platform in the mall, say the Red Moon has been all but completely destroyed.” 
 
    “Dammit, that wasn't the plan... I just wanted to disable their systems quietly, delay their departure... Have we heard anything from our teams?” 
 
    “Mr. Brighton requested assistance escorting a target back to the Perseus, we sent a two-man team to rendezvous with him and escort him back...” 
 
    “And the team assigned to the Red Moon?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. Would you like me to check with station security? Maybe they have security cams of our people...” 
 
    “No, no, no...” grumbled Steele shaking his head, “we don't want to tell them who to look for. That would incriminate us and our team.” He turned to the officer at science, “We were able to get in to their service database, can we get into the security system? View their cam feeds?” 
 
    “No sir, their security system had much better protocols. If we tried, they would see us coming.” 
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 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    NELSON'S POINT  STATION : RECOVERY 
 
    Chase, Mercedes and the German Shepherds hid under the darkened stairwell of U-13 as the security and service teams ran past, heading to U-11. “We need to get out of here,” whispered Mercedes. 
 
    “Ya think?” he hissed, leaning out of the shadows just far enough to look up and down the corridor, the men disappearing from view. “I just don't know if we're better off mixing in with the people in the mall or moving around back here in the service corridors.” 
 
    “Less cameras back here but if we're seen we stick out like a sore thumb.” She tapped on her MOBIUS with no response, “Still dead.” 
 
    “The EMP toasted them... or maybe the GOD jump. Who knows what that does.” 
 
    “Then why didn't it effect him?” she indicated Fritz. “Doesn't he have one of those computer things in his head?” 
 
    “Yeah, he does, but the power source is his own body so it's not truly electromechanical... and my understanding is the structure is similar to a Faraday Cage.” He stroked the top of the dog's head, “Are you OK buddy?” 
 
    “Fine.” Fritz shifted his weight gingerly, holding up his paw, “Feet hurt.” 
 
    Chase nodded, “I know buddy, it's from all the glass. I think we got it all out but you have cuts...” He wiped his hand on his pant leg, “You're still bleeding too.” 
 
    Mercedes was kneeling next to Allie, “Her wrist is swollen, I think it's sprained. They're not going to be able to walk very well.”   
 
    “I can carry Fritz, think you can carry Allie?” 
 
    “I think so, but...” 
 
    “We're going to stand out like a sore thumb,” he interrupted. “I know. But I'm at a loss for any other ideas. And I really need to find something to wrap his feet; at least the front one, that one's the worst.” 
 
    “I don't understand it,” whispered Mercedes, her mind breaking away from the topic at hand. “Why did the EMP go off at all? We were supposed to trigger it manually when we were clear...” 
 
    “Don't know. Don't much care at this point,” replied Chase. “We have other things to worry about. Like the blood trail from their feet,” he nodded at the floor. “Anybody sees that we're screwed. We gotta move.” He scooped up Fritz and stood. “Grab Allie and let's move. I want to find a better spot for you three while I take a look around the mall and see if I can come up with any ideas. Or a discreet way to contact the Perseus.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Derrik Brighton glanced up at the video panel on the wall when the door chime rang, two men standing outside in the corridor. One man he recognized, the other was unfamiliar to him. Hand on the laser pistol inside his jacket he opened the door from the control on the video panel. “Ensign...” 
 
    “Commander.” 
 
    The door closed behind them and Derrik indicated the other man, “Who's this?” 
 
    “I brought the ship's barber instead of just a pair of scissors.” 
 
    “Well done, Ensign.” He waved the barber toward the unconscious woman on the bed, “She needs to look like a man...” 
 
    “Seems a shame, cutting off all that beautiful hair...” 
 
     “What would be a shame,” countered Derrik, “is getting caught after we've gotten this far. Cut it off.” 
 
    “Who is she?” asked the Ensign, leaning against a tall dresser, watching the barber start his work. 
 
    “Skipper of the Red Moon.” 
 
    The Ensign's eyes widened, “Well you hit the jackpot right there, didn't you?” He motioned toward the bed, “What'd you put her out with?” 
 
    “Nepatolin. It's a nerve agent. She's not really out, she just doesn't have gross muscle control. It affects the major muscle groups.” He lowered his voice, “She can still see and hear everything, so watch what you say.” 
 
    “Hmm,” nodded the Ensign appreciatively, “interesting.” 
 
    Derrik turned to the barber, “How's it coming?” 
 
    “Five, maybe ten minutes.” 
 
    “It doesn't have to be perfect for God's sake...” bemoaned Derrik. 
 
    “But it has to be believable; don't rush me.” 
 
    “How...” Derrik leaned in and dropped his voice, “how are the other teams doing? Any luck?” 
 
    The Ensign cleared his throat, keeping his voice a whisper, “Something went wrong up on U-11; they're reporting an in-place GOD jump...” 
 
    “What? They who? Who's reporting?” 
 
    “Station administration. We have a team of spotters on the observation deck that are confirming the event. Half of the ship disappeared along with a portion of the mooring spoke. And we've lost contact with the team. Mr. Mercury is going crazy.” 
 
    Knowing who was on the team, Derrik chewed the inside of his cheek, “I'll bet...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Despite the power being out in a section closest to U-11, the mall was fairly busy and seemed to be mostly business as usual. Though Chase was noticing more security officers than they had seen earlier in the day. Maybe it was just his imagination. Just the same, he avoided eye contact and kept his distance, trying his best to blend in with the crowd. Being on a main floor, there were several levels above him, rings and partial floors, a network of walkways, bridges and ramps to reach the scores of shops and restaurants. The levels repeated themselves above and below over and over, hundreds of retail businesses, eateries, theaters, clubs and casinos. He made note of his level and the stores near the doors he had emerged from; it would be easy to get turned around. 
 
    In the center of the mall floor a man and a woman played simultaneously on something resembling two grand pianos molded together, though the sound was more akin to a full orchestra. As mesmerizing as it was, he forced himself to break away. He needed a variety of things and finding them in this maze was not going to be an easy task.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    After a short absence, Steele walked back onto the bridge of the Perseus, “Update.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan swung in his seat, “Our team from the observation deck has sent video of the event, we're reviewing it now. Mr. Brighton and his assistants are on the move with the package, they should deliver in about ten minutes; we're tracking their progress. The product delivery to the station is nearly complete, the fund transfer has already been delivered.” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, “Delivered?” 
 
    “Cold, hard, gold credits.” 
 
    “Cash... I wasn't expecting that.” 
 
    “Benefit of being freelance,” volunteered Ragnaar. “Cash means off the books. Which means no taxes. Good for everybody.” 
 
    Jack nodded pensively, “What about...” 
 
    “Nothing yet,” countered Reegan. “I've got three people scrubbing the video from the observers to see if there are any clues.” 
 
    Steele took and released a deep cleansing breath. Which didn't seem to relieve the anxiety he was feeling as he'd hoped. He wanted to do something. Anything. His nervous energy was nearly overwhelming. Jumping jacks... I need to do jumping jacks. Mmm yeah, they'll think I'm nuts... “I'm going to stretch my legs. Keep me apprised.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan waited until the bridge door close before he spoke, “He's wound awful tight.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” remarked Ragnaar, moving closer. “He treats his people like family,” he said quietly. “And the dog... he's killed for that dog before. That man, Chase Holt, is his brother...” 
 
    “Brother? I understand he has a sister on the Revenge, I didn't know he had a brother...” 
 
    “Fraternally. Brother Templars.” 
 
    Reegan dropped into his seat, “As in the Ancient Celestial Order of the Knights Templar?!” 
 
    Ragnaar leaned in to keep his voice low, “The Terran version of the Order, yes.” 
 
    “I didn't know they still existed.” 
 
    “They do, and they walk among us...” whispered the big man. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase couldn't shake the feeling he was being watched. Followed. But he couldn't pinpoint the source of the nagging sensation. And he didn't want to blatantly look for the source of his suspicions and give himself away. He had to slyly look in mirrors, or casually look beyond objects he was inspecting. He had to avoid risking bold or obvious scrutiny. But the source, if there truly was one, eluded his observations, limited as they were. 
 
    He strolled into the next store, open in the front like a stall in a bazaar and walked straight back past the inventory, staring at the glass cabinets behind the counter. He squinted at the glass, suddenly aware of the older man staring at him with large eyes and pale gray-blue skin from behind that counter. 
 
    “Is there something you wanted to see?” he asked, sliding the glass door open, ruining Chase's rearward view. 
 
    Without a word, Chase's expression reflected disappointment, “Ah-oh... no, I'm sorry...”  
 
    “Perhaps you are watching that woman who seems to be rather interested in you?” asked the shopkeeper, sliding the glass cabinet door closed again. 
 
    “Woman?” 
 
    “Over your left shoulder. Short dark hair, rather average looking, drab clothes, keeps checking her MOBIUS and looking through the holodisplay in your direction.” He pulled some items out of the counter cabinet and spread them out for Chase to examine, one eye regarding Chase, the other looking past him.  
 
    Chase found that ability a little disturbing and tried to ignore it, glancing up at the glass cabinet, “I've not been able to spot her...” 
 
    “I'm not surprised, she is remarkably unremarkable. My guess is she's an undercover security agent for the station.” His hands hidden between them, he motioned toward Chase's pants, “Could it have something to do with the bloody hand print on your pants? Or perhaps it's just that you're a messy eater - some kind of sauce?” 
 
    Holt felt compelled to tell him the truth, “No, it's blood...” 
 
    “Hmm, a bloody hand print but no signs of injury to your hands. How interesting,” he smirked slyly. 
 
    “Maybe you are the detective,” retorted Chase uneasily. 
 
    The man's head tilted curiously, “Perhaps in a previous life. No, I am simply a purveyor of trinkets and baubles with a keen eye.” He ceremoniously swapped out the things on the counter for something else, making a show of it. “And I know a man in trouble when I see one.” 
 
    That last statement raised the hair on the back of Holt's neck. If a store proprietor could nail him like that, what chance did he have of getting his entire team back to the Perseus?  
 
    “I can see you're a man with a lot on his mind.” The storekeeper pushed a button under the counter and a section swung outward creating an opening, “Come, come, I have something to show you,” he waved. Chase passed in and the counter swung closed behind him, the owner motioning to his assistant to keep an eye on the store. “I am sure you will find something in the warehouse to your liking,” he announced loudly, leading the way, an apprehensive Chase Holt following cautiously. “You can be safe in the knowledge you have nothing to fear from your conductor or anything that lies herein...” hinted the old man. 
 
    “What did you just say?” 
 
    “Follow me.” The man took him by the arm, guiding him gently back to a stock room that dwarfed the store itself.  
 
    Chase glanced down at his hand, the gold that encircled his finger of his left hand, a seal showing two Knights riding tandem on one horse, “You saw my ring.” 
 
    “Indeed I did, my Brother.” 
 
    Holt's eyes widened, “You...?” 
 
    “Oh, I have not yet reached the Ancient Celestial Order of the Knights Templar,” he shrugged, “but I am a Brother...” He pulled on a gold chain hanging from his vest pocket, withdrawing a fob shaped like an ornate gold sphere about an inch in diameter. He laid it in Chase's palm. “Have you ever seen one of these?” He unfastened a three-fingered clasp and the orb rolled open, the hinged segments shaped like little pyramids, their rounded backs laying against his hand. The connected, open segments formed the shape of a cross and each face of each pyramid was delicately engraved with different tools and symbols of Masonry. “This has been in my family over five centuries, handed down through the generations. I received it from my father the day I was raised to a Celestial Mason, like he received it from his father and so on.”  
 
    Chase examined the engravings, “It's gorgeous. Such detail...” He rolled it up and handed it back, “The oldest one I've ever seen was about two-hundred years old. If I remember correctly, the oldest one I'd heard of on my planet was about three-hundred-fifty years old...” 
 
    “Oh they've been around much longer than that. Probably as long as Masonry; hundreds of thousands of years...” 
 
    Chase felt dumbstruck. “Whaaat...?”  
 
    The holo-screen on the old man's MOBIUS popped into view with a chirp, hovering above his wrist, the store's cameras focusing on the undercover security agent that had grown impatient and entered the store. “I fear this conversation will have to wait for another time...” he said, disappointment in his voice. “We need to change your appearance...” He grabbed a pair of new pants, a shirt and a jacket, handing them to Chase, “Here, these will fit you.” He motioned toward the back of the stock room, “We're going out this way...” 
 
    “Wait,” stalled Chase, “I'm not alone.” 
 
    “But you came in alone...” 
 
    “I know, I was looking for a way to get my partner and two dogs back to our ship on spoke L-7.” 
 
    “Dogs?” 
 
    “Animals,” clarified Chase displaying size with his hands, “about this big.” 
 
    “Oh, that is unfortunate,” lamented the shopkeeper. “Not much chance of disguising them. And where might they be?” 
 
    Chase was hesitant, it was a huge risk, but he didn't see any other options... it was time to go all in.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell is this guy?” 
 
    “This is the Holy Grail of captures, sir...” Derrik motioned to the two men shouldering the limp form of a man between them, “Holding cell two.” 
 
    “Who is he, Mr. Brighton?” asked Steele,  watching the Ensign and ship's barber tote the man down the corridor, feet dragging loosely. 
 
    “She,” corrected Derrik. “Aleese Portwin, Skipper of the Red Moon, our little jump ship up on U-11.” 
 
    “Well, that's where it used to be...” commented Jack, grimly. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard,”  winced Derrik. “Any word from Chase or Mercy?” 
 
    “Steele's lips mashed thin, “None.” 
 
    “I'm sure they're alright. Mr. Holt is a stout lad. And Mercy, well, she's a pretty tough cookie, as you Yanks would say.” 
 
    “I don't think we've said that since 1947,” countered Steele. “And I wish I could be as sure as you are.” He motioned down the corridor, “Did you get anything out of her?” 
 
    “Not yet. We'll have to wait until the Nepatolin wears off. Then we'll have a go at her.” 
 
    “I want to be there when you question her...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell is this? And what the hell are those?” 
 
    “Hush, Yadros,” pointed the old man, “I told you there were two people. And those are their animals...” 
 
    “Animals,” the other man held his hands out, gesturing something the size of a loaf of bread. “Not Animals,” he threw his hand wide. 
 
    “You owe me Yadros...”  
 
    Their voices echoed off the walls of the service tunnels sounding tinny and distorted. Chase and Mercedes stood silently behind the old shopkeeper, holding the two bandaged German Shepherds in their arms, watching the exchange with curiosity. 
 
    “You owe me... blah, blah, blah, when do I get to pay off this lofty debt, Beliot?” 
 
    “You married my sister, Yadros,” the old shopkeeper reminded his friend. 
 
    “Ach,” waved the other, “the cost is too high, you should take her back...”  
 
    “Don't be ridiculous, a deal is a deal.” 
 
    “I want to return her for manufacturer defects,” insisted the man named Yadros. 
 
    “Well she was fine when you married her. She's been fine for ten years. If she's broken now, you're the one who broke her.” 
 
    “She gained weight...” 
 
    “Then stop feeding her so much,” retorted the old shopkeeper. 
 
    “She's grown surly and spiteful...” 
 
    “Then stop making her angry and be nice to her...” 
 
    “She's...” 
 
    Chase cleared his throat rather loudly, interrupting the exchange, “I hate to interrupt, but...” 
 
    Yadros pointed at an open transportation crate, “Get in.” 
 
    Chase's eyes widened, “Excuse me?” 
 
    Mercedes stepped up next to him, Allie cradled in her arms, “Yeah. What?” 
 
    “The easiest way to move you around,” began Beliot, the old shopkeeper, “and keep you out of sight, is to hide you in plain sight. These types of delivery crates are used by all the shops and restaurants to move products and inventory in and out of the station through these service tunnels. This is absolutely our best chance to get you to your ship unnoticed.” 
 
    “Do they ever get searched?” asked Mercedes. 
 
    “Rarely.” 
 
    “Almost never.” 
 
    Chase raised a dubious eyebrow, “Uh-huh.”  
 
    The packing crates were large enough for one person and one dog so Chase took Allie and Mercedes took Fritz. After packing assorted materials around them, Beloit shook their hands and wished them well before covering them completely with towels and linens. Much like a cocoon, there was little room to move but it was comfortable at least. The vented covers were latched down and two uninformed employees were tasked with delivering the crates to D-7 on hover-dollies. They would be alone, as each delivery traveled a separate route for safety. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Arms folded, Steele casually leaned against the corridor bulkhead, “How long has she been awake?” 
 
    “About an hour,” Replied Derrik. “We have her set up for a Level Alpha Persuasion Protocol.” 
 
    Jacked raised an eyebrow, “Come again?” 
 
    “She's been stripped down to civvies, the temp is set at sixty-three degrees, in total darkness with absolutely no sound. No food, no water, no blanket, no bed pad, no pillow...” 
 
    “Just the metal bed flat? She's got to be freezing.” 
 
    The Lieutenant Commander nodded, “When we go in the lights will come up to a comfortable fifty percent, the heat will come up to seventy-six degrees and we'll bring her something to eat and water. When we leave it goes back to the way it was before we walked in.”  
 
    “What's the end game?” asked Jack. 
 
    “To tell us everything we want to know, of course. Willingly, to get it to stop. We can do it all by conditions. Beta gets more severe, Charlie gets worse and Delta is simply hellish. It's all psychological, we never have to touch her. She'll begin to associate our presence as pleasant, and our absence as uncomfortable, she'll welcome us. Beg us to stay.” 
 
    “What are some of the other conditions?” 
 
    Derrik Brighton shrugged, “Really hot, really cold. No light, total light. No sound, lots of sound. Water but no food, food but no water. Then we can alternate, play with her internal clock. Most people don't last until Charlie. I've actually had some fold during Alpha.” 
 
    Steele ran his fingers through his hair, “How long will this all take?” 
 
    “Could be a few hours, could be a few days.” 
 
    “Or we could just beat the truth out of her...” 
 
    Derrik frowned at Steele, “Think you'd really feel comfortable doing that to a woman?” 
 
    Jack sighed, making a face of distaste, “Nooo, you're right.” 
 
    “Now, one rule; you don't talk. Nothing, not a peep. Understand? I will introduce you to her, you still don't talk. You don't talk even if she talks to you. One of the key factors is consistency and I need to be that voice of consistency...” 
 
    “OK, OK, I get it,” waved Jack. His MOBIUS pinged, the holo-screen popping into view. 
 
    “Incoming from the boarding sentries, Mr. Mercury,” reported the female voice. 
 
    “Connect, MOBI.” 
 
    MOBI's face slipped to the side of the screen, the live video opening, the face of the Perseus sentry standing on the deck of the L-7 , appearing in frame. “Mr. Mercury, we have an unscheduled delivery, sir.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A sealed transport crate. The bill of lading says it's from Beloit Curio.” 
 
    “Does the bill say what's in it?” 
 
    “No, sir. It looks to be paid in full... There's something handwritten on it; So Mote it Be... I'm not sure what that...” 
 
    Steele launched into a run, “Stand by, I'm on my way!” he ordered, closing the screen. “Be right back!” he called over his shoulder as he pounded down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The delivery person having vanished as soon as delivery was complete, left the two sentries standing alone on the L-7 docking spoke. “I've been hearing sounds from inside the crate, Mr. Mercury, but I can't tell what it is...” 
 
    Steele tromped to a stop, “Get it open, get it open!” He grabbed one of the fasteners and spun the locking mechanism to release the catch, moving to the next. Each man took a side, releasing the locks. Lifting the top off and dropping it to the deck, a cascade of linens and packing materials swelled up and poured out of the crate, a pair of arms tossing materials clear from inside. Allie's head popped clear as she attempted to clamber free and the three men dug through the materials scattering it on the floor, revealing Chase Holt sitting at the bottom. 
 
    “Man am I glad to see you guys... it was getting a little claustrophobic in here...” He accepted a hand up, pulled to his feet, climbing out, a wash of packing materials falling away from him. “It was getting a little warm in there...” 
 
    “Good to have you back, Brother. Where's Mercedes? Fritz...?” 
 
    Chase looked around, distressed and Allie nuzzled his hand. “Crap. They're not back yet? I don't understand, they left before us...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele was in no mood to sit in on the interrogation of the Red Moon's commanding officer, but it was a necessity. There were plenty of things he'd rather be doing... one in particular; getting everybody back to the ship safely. 
 
    “How many teams are out?” 
 
    Interrupted from his thoughts, Steele glanced over at Derrik as they walked down the corridor towards the interrogation room. “Ten teams of two. We're not leaving here till we get them back.” 
 
    Derrik wanted to remind him there was a mission greater than any one or two crew members. Or that losses should be expected and are acceptable for the greater good of the mission success. But he knew Steele well enough to know that wouldn't go over well. Sometimes the right thing to say is nothing at all. He decided nothing was prudent at this time. He entered the code into the door panel and the door slid open, the lights flickering on, the heat kicking on to reduce the chill. He tossed a packaged sandwich on the stainless-steel table and set a bottle of water on it. 
 
    The two men sat on the stainless steel chairs mounted to the table across from Aleese Portwin, as she righted herself from the bare cot. “Come sit at the table,” said Brighton, matter of factly. She rose stiffly rubbing her arms and sat on the cold metal chair across the table from them, eliciting a shudder. Brighton slid the sandwich and bottle closer to her. “Lieutenant Commander Aleese Portwin, Skipper of the Red Moon... I am Colonel Durock Brithauz, GIS, Galactic Intelligence Service.” 
 
    “I know who GIS is...” 
 
    “Good...” 
 
    “Who's he?” she asked nodding in Steele's direction as she unwrapped the sandwich. 
 
    “His name is unimportant. He's a mercenary who works for the GIS.” 
 
    “Well, tell him to stop staring at me like that,” she mumbled, taking her first bite, “he's creeping me out.” She swept her hand over her severely shortened hair, “And was this really necessary? You couldn't have come up with a better idea...?” 
 
    “You have bigger problems to worry about, Ms. Portwin. You are charged with transporting fugitives guilty of Platricide - planetary murder. That makes you an accessory...” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about,” she countered, reaching for the bottle of water. 
 
    Derrik snatched it out of her reach and stood up, “We'll come back when you feel like telling the truth.” He patted Steele on the shoulder who rose and both men quickly left the room, the lights going out, the heat shutting off as the door closed behind them. 
 
    “Hey wait!” she screamed. “How about a blanket, it's freezing in here!” 
 
    “Now what?” asked Steele folding his arms and leaning against the corridor bulkhead. 
 
    “The room is monitored; audio, infra-red and night vision video feed. We'll keep an eye on her behavior. She's going to be real thirsty later when we go back in...” 
 
    “The sandwich?” 
 
    Derrik nodded an affirmation, “Cured meat and a little hidden spice. She'll be parched when we go back in. I won't have any water, we'll serve her soup. She'll eat it but it'll be seasoned too.” He tapped Jack on the shoulder, “Go ahead, check on your teams, I'll let you know if anything develops here.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    A second unscheduled delivery on the dock had a rather upset young man detained by the sentries, waiting for Steele's arrival. The top had already been removed, a mess of packing materials and linens lay scattered around it, the top leaning against the wall of L-7.  
 
    The Sentry handed Steele the bill of lading, “Says the same thing as the first one did but the crate's empty, sir.” 
 
    Steele locked eyes with the young delivery man and held up the digital sheet, “What can you tell me about this? And why are you nearly two hours later than the other delivery?” 
 
    “I don't know anything mister, all I know is I was ordered to deliver this here... I don't know what was in it, I wasn't there when it was packed.” He waved his hands, “And I didn't open it, honest. It was like that when I got back...” 
 
    “Got back? What are you talking about? You left it unattended?” 
 
    “I had to,” he shrugged. “The hover-dolly broke down. I had to get the crate off the dolly by myself and drag the damn dolly all the way back to Beloit's to get another one.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And when I got back, it was open, all sorts of stuff laying around it like somebody searched it...” He scratched his head, “Sort of the way it looks now...” he noted. “I had to repack it and...” 
 
    “Can it be opened from the inside?” 
 
    The young man scrunched his face like it was stupid question, “No.” 
 
    “Dammit,” hissed Steele. “Where did this happen? Where did you leave it when it was opened?”  
 
    “In a service tunnel on L-42.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Derrik Brighton slid the bowl of steaming soup across the table towards Aleese Portwin who was looking cold and frazzled. “Here, this will warm you up.” 
 
    Her eyes accustomed to total darkness, she squinted, blinking away the tears, the light stabbing her eyes. She pulled the bowl towards her, warming her hands on its sides. “I guess I'm supposed to be grateful, right? A blanket would be nice.” 
 
    He reached for the bowl, “I could trade you a blanket for the soup...” 
 
    She guarded it carefully, pushing his hand away. “Where's your friend?” 
 
    “He's a very busy man,” replied Derrik, “he has other commitments right now.” 
 
    “Since when did the UFW start using mercenaries?” 
 
    “Who said he worked for the UFW?” 
 
    She smirked, pointing her spoon at him, “C'mon, you're GIS... GIS is UFW. So, if he's working for you, he's working for the UFW.” 
 
    Derrik pursed his lips, leaning back in his chair, “The GIS does many things the UFW isn't aware of. We have a very autonomous existence. Sometimes our goals align, but they rarely concern themselves how we achieve those goals. More often than not, they'd rather not know.” 
 
    “Am I one of those... goals?” 
 
    He leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his fingers steepled. “You are. Albeit a minor one. One the UFW would not concern themselves with. Which isn't good news for you.” She sipped her soup, watching him stoically. “You have a unique opportunity however,” he explained. “You can determine your own fate. I have offerings at my disposal that can be either extremely unpleasant or... comfortable.”   
 
    She shivered as the heat in the room continued to chase the chill away. “Well if I have a vote...” 
 
    “Cooperate and we can do away with all this unpleasantness. It'll be much easier for all of us.” 
 
    She eyed him carefully, trying to read him. “When you say easier, are we talking painless?” 
 
    “Painless, comfortable...”  
 
    Aleese Portwin wasn't a fool, she knew the punishment for the crimes of the operatives her crew had recovered was death. But she wasn't clear on what her participation would bring. “Are we talking in life, or in death?” 
 
    “That is your choice. And it depends on your level of cooperation.” 
 
    “Life wouldn't mean much in prison...” 
 
    “No it wouldn't,” agreed Derrik. “If I am satisfied with your cooperation, I have the option to free you.” 
 
    “I can go back to my ship?” 
 
    “I'm afraid, that option isn't available Ms. Portwin. You will be relocated.” 
 
    “What about my crew?” 
 
    Derrik shrugged nonchalantly, “Provide what I need and I don't care about your crew.” 
 
    Still shivering, Aleese Portwin pushed the empty soup bowl away and hung her head, “Can I please have a blanket and some water?” 
 
    Derrik nodded and motioned his hand in the air, the door to the corridor swishing into the bulkhead, a crewman bringing in a blanket and water. Derrik activated his MOBIUS and rotated the screen so it faced her, setting it to record. “Describe your ship in detail. I want the names of all the operatives you picked up and their destinations; any other ships involved in the operation and names of anyone who is connected with the operation on a hierarchical level. If at any time I suspect you're holding something back, the deal ends and things will become very unpleasant for you. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good, start with your name and rank and continue from there...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele was heading back to interrogation to check on the progress when his MOBIUS chimed and announced the bridge was attempting to reach him. He put the screen in front of him as he continued down the corridor, “Mr. Reegan, give me some good news...” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan's expression was strained. “I'm afraid I don't have any, sir. All the teams have returned and checked back in...”  
 
    “Nothing at all?” 
 
    “No sir. I'm sorry.” 
 
    Jack stopped walking, the pit in his stomach tightening, his eyes burning. This was a last resort. “Initiate contact with station security. See if...” 
 
    “It's funny you mention that Mr. Mercury, we were contacted by station security about the same time the teams came back, they are sending over two investigators.” 
 
    Steele's eyes narrowed, “For what?” 
 
    “We were informed it was rather routine, that they interview crews whenever there is a mishap on the station...” 
 
    Steele's brow knitted, “Are they referring to U-11?” 
 
    “That would be my assessment.” 
 
    “Dammit,” he hissed. “They're not coming for tea and biscuits, they're on a fishing expedition...” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “They're not coming to be nice-nice, they're up to something,” explained Jack. He pinched his lower lip in thought, “Double the sentries and put another team inside at the airlock. No boarders without my presence.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Steele started walking again, determined to get answers out of the Red Moon's skipper, on his terms if necessary. He was tired of waiting. “Keep me apprised,” he swiped the screen closed and marched on with purpose, determined to take his frustration out on the task at hand. 
 
      Twenty feet from the door to the room where Aleese Portwin's interrogation was already well under way, Steele's MOBIUS chimed again bringing him to a stop. The screen appeared before him and he swiped the MOBI character out of the way, the image of Lieutenant Commander Reegan appearing. “Yes, Mr. Reegan?” snapped Jack, unable to prevent aggravation from creeping into his voice. 
 
    If the Lieutenant Commander noticed, he gave no indication of it. “Sir, a cleaning service vehicle has pulled up to boarding. Did you or Mr. Brighton request some kind of work done...?” 
 
    “No of course not. Probably a station scam to add more service charges...” 
 
    “The woman says she's from the Beloit Cleaning Service... Oh, aaand it looks like the investigators have arrived as well...” 
 
    Beloit... Beloit... Beloit... why was that name so familiar? He broke into a dead run. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele stood at the open airlock to catch his breath and compose himself. “Don't worry sir,” commented one of the Marine sentries. “The Sergeant out there has them pretty well occupied,” he tapped his earpiece, “I'm listening in on the conversation.” 
 
    “The service vehicle is what we can't figure out, sir,” commented the other sentry. “She absolutely insists she has an appointment and refuses to leave.” 
 
    “Thank you, boys,” replied Steele. He tugged on his leather jacket, took a deep breath and strode down the boarding tube. The two investigators were speaking with three of the sentries next to the entrance to the boarding tube, the fourth, speaking with two women in the service truck; a small, unmarked, boxy, utilitarian hover vehicle. The sentry at the service vehicle discreetly motioned to him, urging his presence. 
 
    One of the investigators reached in-between the sentries at the boarding tube to get Steele's attention as he passed, “Sir, sir!” The sentry shifted his body and blocked the man. “Hey,” he objected, “who is he? I want to talk to him.” 
 
    The Sergeant smirked, “If you don't even know who he is, how would you know you want to talk to him?” 
 
    “We need to talk to everyone...” 
 
    “That's not going to happen, guys. Someone will speak officially for the ship and crew, but that's probably it.” 
 
    “I am a security agent of this station, we are responsible for the safety and security of everyone and everything that comes ashore, including the ships at dock.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, and I hear you've been doing a bang-up job,” shot the Sergeant sarcastically. “But we have a schedule to keep and interviewing members of the crew is out of the question.” 
 
    Steele appeared and entered the conversation with the investigators, taking over. “Jax Mercury, how can I help you gentlemen?” He waved his hand behind him, and turned to the Sergeant, “Would your men assist the ladies with their cleaning equipment? And I'm told it has some sensitive electronics so be careful not to knock it about?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Mr. Mercury.” 
 
    A good head taller than the two investigators, Steele took them by the shoulders in a friendly manner, one under each arm, steering them away from the ship towards the open airlock to the station. “Walk with me gentlemen.” 
 
    “And who are you?” 
 
    “I told you already. Jax Mercury.” 
 
    “Yes, I got that, but who are you?” 
 
    Steele smiled warmly, “The man with the answers. I hear you have some questions.” 
 
    The other investigator looked down at his e-Pad ready to take notes, “And what is your official title on the Perseus?” 
 
    Steele circled the air over the e-Pad with his finger, “I'll bet if you check your station records you'll see that I'm the owner of the Perseus. Or maybe you already know that and just enjoy wasting my time.” 
 
    “And do you have your registration numbers and ship specs...” 
 
    “Again,” said Steele, raising an eyebrow, pointing at the e-pad, “all in the station records including the insurance carrier. I'm beginning to think you two are...” 
 
    “How many crew members are on your ship?” interrupted one of the men. 
 
    Steele's brow furrowed, “How is that relevant to anything...?” 
 
    “Why do you need cleaning services for a brand new ship?” asked the other. 
 
    Jack was happy to see they had moved on from the procedural questions but it still had little to do with anything. As far as he could tell they were wildly fishing but the manner in which they were doing it was completely ineffectual. Perhaps they were looking for incongruities... it still didn't make sense to him. Maybe that was the idea; confusion. “Well thank you, we take pride in maintaining the Perseus. She's actually a couple years old and she was due for some carpet cleaning,” he lied. 
 
    “Exactly how old is the ship?” 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” asked Steele, not attempting to hide his aggravation. “Get to the point. I thought you were investigating something. If not, you're wasting my time and I...” 
 
    “Do you know this man?” The investigator with the e-Pad turned it around, showing a screen capture of Derrik Brighton carrying a woman in a red dress, taken by a station security camera. 
 
    The worst thing to do when answering yes or no questions is to be too wordy, too positive, or too objectionable. Keep it short and concise. Steele shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “How about this man?” The security agent flipped to a screen capture of Derrik Brighton with what looked to be three other men taken by another station security camera. The man in the middle appeared to be dead drunk. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about any of the other men in the picture?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The investigator swiped to a new picture of Chase, Mercedes, Fritz and Allie. “How about this man and woman with these animals?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “So you're not really the man with all the answers then are you?” commented the agent, sarcastically. 
 
    Steele remained emotionless. Blank. Unreadable. “No, is an answer. And it's a perfectly acceptable reply to the questions you've asked me.” 
 
    “How about these two men?” The investigator swiped to a crime scene photo of two bloody men laying heaped together on the floor.” 
 
    Steele pulled back, surprised at the content, “Wow. No...” Steele pointed at the screen, “He doesn't have any pants on.”  
 
    The agent holding the device frowned, “We're aware of that. We're investigating the brutal murder of these two men and the possible kidnapping of the woman we showed you in the first photo. We also believe the murders are connected somehow with the incident on the U-11 spoke. I'm sure you've heard about that.” 
 
    “Yes, it was on a station broadcast. Something about an accident while testing a jump system?” 
 
    “Yes, well, we don't believe it was an accident. And we suspect the man and woman in the photo with the two animals are responsible for the murders.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” interrupted Jack, fishing for details. 
 
    “Both men were covered in bite marks. And not a bite pattern associated with a hominid. We also suspect they may be connected to the incident in U-11; the crime scene was in close proxi...” The other investigator elbowed his partner, prompting him to stop talking. 
 
    “I see...” Steele shrugged. “Well, I'm sorry I couldn't be of more help.” 
 
    “You can. By letting us interview the members of your crew that were ashore during these incidents. They may have seen something that is critical to...” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “I'm afraid not...” 
 
    “Hiding something, Mr. Mercury?” 
 
    “Hardly. No, I have a schedule to keep.” 
 
    “But enough time to clean your carpets?” 
 
    The comment was dripping with sarcasm and Steele knew he was being drilled for a reaction. Either a capitulation to give them free access to his crew, or an angry, defensive response. Either of which they could interpret as due-cause to try to get what they wanted; access to the ship. But Steele had years of playing this game, though from the other side, never as a suspect or person of interest. Still, it was pretty easy to see the emerging patterns and these two were, for the most part, predictable. Amateurs. 
 
    Jack smiled a warm go screw yourself smile, “Gentlemen, I fully appreciate the scope of your task and the difficulties of your position. I really do. And if you can prove to me without a shadow of a doubt, that each and every ship currently docked at this station and the ones that left immediately after the event on U-11, are returning to cooperate in the same manner you are demanding of me and my crew, I will be more than happy to cooperate in kind. If not, I have no reason to believe the Perseus will be treated objectively and we are therefore being targeted as a scapegoat.” They simply stared blankly at him. “Yeah, that's what I thought.” 
 
    “Is that a yes or a no, on speaking with your crew?” asked the agent with the e-Pad. 
 
    Steele was finding he had less and less tolerance for stupid people but more restraint, which could be infuriating at times. He bit his tongue. “That would be a most definite, resounding, no. Thank you for your time, this discussion is over.” He turned on his heel and walked away. 
 
     “Mr. Mercury, one more question...” 
 
    Steele simply waved without looking back and kept walking. Kiss my ass. 
 
     “Mr. Mercury, your ship is not cleared to depart until this matter is resolved! We'll get your cooperation one way or another...!” called one of the men. 
 
    Jack didn't even bother acknowledging, he just kept walking. Yeah, you could try that, let's see how that works out for you. Part of him wanted to go back and tell them how bad they were at whatever it was they thought they were doing. He would call it the shotgun approach; ask a bunch of unrelated, disjointed questions and see if they get any answers. No organization, neither one took a clear lead, no good guy - bad guy... it was sad actually. Of course they were just security. He wondered what that entailed, what training they might have gotten. Obviously not nearly enough. 
 
    The four Perseus sentries stood between the utility truck and the boarding tube, “Everything alright, Mr. Mercury?” asked the Sergeant. 
 
    “We're not out of the woods yet,” he replied. There was nothing but a puzzled look, “We're not in the clear yet,” he clarified. Ah good, there was that look of understanding. “Everybody aboard?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Fritz was taken to the infirmary to attend to cuts to his feet. Ms. Huang is in interrogation with Mr. Brighton and the suspect.” 
 
    “The cleaning ladies?” 
 
    “Awaiting your release, sir. They have been compensated for their time and generous assistance.” 
 
    “Good.” Jack glanced over his shoulder at the empty L-7 dock. “Prepare to get underway, release the ladies now so they have time to get to the station.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
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 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    NELSON'S POINT : BREAKAWAY 
 
    “Let's blow this pop stand, Mr. Reegan.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Get us the hell out of here, Mr. Reegan.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Getting us the hell out of here.” The Lieutenant Commander jumped to his command chair, dropping into its padded contours and activated his screens. “Communications, get us the station's traffic coordinator.” He tabbed to his engineering screen, checking the stats, “Main core temps look good...” he keyed his mic, “Engineering, this is the bridge, initiate main engine startup.” 
 
    On a backdrop of the station in front of them, the same pleasant looking woman that welcomed their arrival appeared as an inset on the big screen, “Welcome to Nelson's Point Trade Hub. I am traffic coordinator Maydena, may I be of assistance?”  
 
    “This is Lieutenant Commander Reegan, of the Perseus. We are ready to get underway...” 
 
    “Wonderful. And might I say, what a beautiful ship.” Maydena smiled politely. 
 
    “Wonderful,” mocked Reegan quietly, tabbing through the holo-screens on his monitors. “All teams reported in, all locks secure, ship pressurized... The dock master has not released the boarding ramp or mooring arm...” 
 
    “Ahh crap...” Steele spotted them on the big screen through the observation windows of the L-7 spoke. “We have company, Mr. Reegan,” he pointed, “looks like a boarding party.” 
 
    Reegan pursed his lips, “Ms. Maydena, we are ready to depart but it appears the dock master hasn't removed the boarding tube or the docking arm...” 
 
    “Stand by Perseus...” Maydena's eyes never left the screen, her mechanical smile never faded. “Perseus, main engine startup has been detected. Active main engines are not permitted this close to Nelson's Point Trade Hub. For your own safety and the safety of the station, please shut down your engines.” 
 
    Reegan's voice was measured. “Ms. Maydena, we are ready to depart. Please have the dock master release the docking arm and the boarding tube.” 
 
     “I am sorry Perseus, we are not releasing any ships at this time...” 
 
    Reegan pointed at the upper right corner of the big screen, “Bullshit! You are releasing a yacht on L-16 as we speak...!”  
 
    Maydena ignored his interruption, continuing to speak, “Station security has yet to complete its investigation into recent events. Please shut down your engines and allow the investigators to board your ship. Please do not risk damage to your ship.” 
 
    “Investigators my ass, that's a military boarding team,” growled Steele. 
 
    Steele blocked his mouth with his hand in case the machine masquerading as a human had some ability to lipread, “Mute sound.” 
 
    “Aye, sound off.” 
 
    “If you don't mind, Mr. Reegan...” 
 
    “Your bridge, sir.” 
 
    Steele stepped to the empty first mate's chair and tilted two of the holo-screens to face him, continuing to block his mouth from view. “Security teams to airlocks, prepare to repel boarders. All gunners to turrets, charge but do not deploy. Charge shields, charge GOD drive. Ready the ARC system...” He tabbed to the docking menu and pulled up the control screen for the upper mooring mount and activated the explosive bolts that held the unit in place. “Helm, plot us an escape vector.” The bridge immediately became a flurry of activity. 
 
    “Escape vector set, sir.” 
 
    “Sound up.” 
 
    When the sound came back on, Maydena was still speaking. “...do not risk damage to your ship and injury to your crew. Shut down your engines. The investigators are ready to board, please comply with their recommendations...” 
 
     “Stop talking Maydena,” commanded Steele. “And listen closely...” 
 
    “Patrol vessel approaching from the other side of the station,” came a whisper. “Her shields are up and guns are armed.” 
 
    Jack gave a subtle hand signal to acknowledge the information. “Maydena, your boarding team has thirty-seconds to reach the station airlock. If I see an attempt at breaching, we will tear the docking tube off your station.” 
 
    “You will most certainly damage your ship.” 
 
    “It's not going to do your station any good either,” replied Steele. 
 
    “You do not have clearance for departure. I urge you to cooperate, the investigation will not take long...” 
 
    “The boarding team has entered the tube, sir.” 
 
    Steele knew a breaching charge was unlikely to penetrate the armor plate covering the airlock door but he wasn't willing to risk it. “You were warned Meydena...” he growled, tapping the execute button on the control screen of the upper mooring mount. All the bolts fired simultaneously, a heavy thump reverberating through the Perseus' hull; the force of the charges blowing the mechanism free of the ship with such force it folded the station's docking arm at its wrist like a crushed soda can. “Helm, full reverse thrusters!” 
 
    The Perseus shuddered, the docking tube moving, extending some as it strained to maintain a hold on the collar around the airlock door on the ship's hull. A team of six men ran from the mouth of the boarding tube and up the L-7 spoke toward the station. “Helm, add some roll, let's twist ourselves free.” 
 
    “Roll, aye.” 
 
    Groaning and screeching metal transmitted its agonizing sound from the station's equipment through the hull of the ship as it tore free of L-7. Observation windows exploded outward from the torsion, casting glitter in space, the lights of the station refracting off the pieces. The mooring tube tore free of the ship with a shrieking squeal as it rolled, the bodies of the boarding team joining the glitter floating peacefully in a strangely macabre dance. 
 
    “Patrol vessel is looking for a firing solution, still blocked by the station.” 
 
    “Activate ARC,” commanded Steele. “Helm, get us out of here - fast.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The thump reverberated through the hull like a hammer on a metal drum and Derrik Brighton frowned, looking up, “What in bloody hell was that?” He was forced to grip the edge of the table and Mercedes Huang stepped back, slightly off balance, catching herself on the wall of the interrogation room as the ship shuddered.  
 
    Aleese Portwin looked up from her dissertation, wide eyed. “What's happening?” 
 
    “We must be pulling out of the station,” replied Mercedes, looking out the door's window seeing crew members hustling past, down the corridor. 
 
    “Continue,” Derrik urged Aleese Portwin. “You've got a lot of ground to cover yet.” 
 
    Aleese began speaking again, only to be interrupted by the sound of squealing, protesting metal. “What is that?” 
 
    Mercedes frowned, listening carefully, “I don't know. Thrusters, I hear thrusters... we're rotating... main engines coming up...” 
 
    “OW! OW! OW!” screamed Aleese grabbing her head with her hands, tears running down her face. “We have to stop! We have to stop! Please! Make them sto...” A sharp pop snapped her head to one side as if she'd been slapped, her eyes separately looking left and right. Blood ran freely from her nose, the corners of her eyes and one ear as her head slowly lolled back to one side and she slipped down in her seat, her hands falling away, dangling limply. 
 
    “Oh my Lord!” Mercedes jumped forward not sure what to do. 
 
    “Dammit! Bloody fucking hell!” Derrik sat back and slammed his fists down on the stainless table, “Damn, damn, damn!” 
 
    “What the hell just happened Derrik? What do we do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he waved in disgust, slapping the table, “she's dead.” 
 
    “What? How? What... I...” Mercedes was at a loss for words and had no concept of what had just transpired. 
 
    “She was chipped,” moaned Derrik. “Somebody pushed the flipping button before we got out of range.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “A micro charge. Some organizations implant their officers that carry sensitive information.” He rubbed his hands over his face, “To prevent the information from falling into the wrong hands.” He sat with his elbows on the table and his chin in his palms, staring at the deceased Ms. Portwin, tears of frustration welling in his eyes. “Dammit, we were so close...” he moaned. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Shields up,” commanded Steele. 
 
    “Shields, aye.” 
 
    Flying manually by flight stick, Ragnaar rotated the Perseus, pitching the bow downward, her hull parallel with the station as he accelerated away from Nelson's Point. “Patrol craft giving pursuit...” 
 
    “Second patrol craft being launched,” announced Lieutenant Commander Reegan. 
 
    Steele dropped into the first officer's command seat, adjusting its screens. “Helm, full throttle. Tactical, prepare a decoy...” 
 
    “First patrol vessel is firing...”  
 
    Intense crimson slashes passed the hull high and to the left. “Looks like they're guesstimating,” commented Jack.  
 
    “It's just a patrol vessel, their sensors aren't as advanced as a military ship,” announced the tactical officer. “The ARC system is enough to give us a decent edge.” 
 
    “Firing again...” Crimson slashes passed the Perseus low, directly underneath the hull. “Firing again...” There was a jolt, the lights flickering. “Direct hit astern, shields ninety percent...” 
 
    “They cannot match our speed,” commented Ragnaar, “we will be out of range in thirty seconds.” 
 
    Jack ran his fingers through his hair before calling up the readied decoy on one of his screens and setting an oblique flight path from their exit route to the gate for Citra 5. 
 
    “Grid clear, Mr. Mercury.”  
 
    Since the Perseus has considerably superior sensor systems, both in accuracy and reach, it was certain the pursuing patrol vessel had lost track of the Perseus long before the Perseus did of it. They would stumble across the matching energy wake for the slower decoy and hopefully follow it. 
 
    Steele tapped the launch button on his glass keyboard, “Decoy away.” He paused, tracking its flight path on the plotting screen, an inset window showing a live, reverse camera feed, the Perseus shrinking as the decoy and ship went their separate ways. “Flying true,” he commented, satisfied. “Helm, break for Citra 5, reduce speed to minimize our energy wake.” He turned to the Lieutenant Commander, “Mr. Reegan, the bridge is yours; I expect you can retire the gun crews now.” He stood, leaving the first officer's command chair, “Well done everyone. Mr. Reegan, prepare a damage report and let me know if there is anything that needs attention.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders, Jack took a deep breath as he walked the corridor, headed down to the medical bay to check on Fritz. He made a mental note to talk to Chase and Mercedes to see what the hell happened on U-11 to turn everything sideways so hard. It was almost inconceivable to him how much of a crapfest it turned into. Of course it nearly went from crapfest to shitstorm. They were that close. He didn't want to destroy the Red Moon, he wanted to disable the GOD Drive and track her in normal flight to see where she went. He resigned himself to the fact that everything happens for a reason, even if it wasn't immediately obvious. Yeah, well, he sure wanted to know how that reason played out, because he sure couldn't see an upside to it. Nothing he could do about it now though. 
 
    Derrik Brighton and Mercedes Huang were outside the interrogation room in the corridor quietly discussing something as Steele approached. “How's it going?” he asked casually, walking past, fully intending to let them continue their conversation. Without a word, Derrik held his hand out, stalling him, tapping on the security keypad with his other hand, the door sliding into the bulkhead. Derrik waved him in. 
 
     Jack's heart sank, the pit of his stomach doing a somersault at the visual of Aleese Portwin slumped back in her chair, covered in blood, mouth open, eyes staring in different directions. “Is... Aww, what the hell...” he groaned, turning back to Derrik and Mercedes still standing in the corridor. “She's a bloody mess! What the hell did you do to her?” 
 
    “Her head exploded,” blurted Mercedes. 
 
    Jack heard the words but the comprehension was slow in coming, “Her head did what?” 
 
    Derrik rubbed his forehead with is fingertips, “She was chipped. Some of the agencies out here do it to prevent their officers from divulging their secrets. It has an explosive charge...” 
 
    “Oh my God, who agrees to something like that? How did it get triggered...?” 
 
    “Remote control or range limit. Get too far from the transceiver and it automatically detonates. Like if they're kidnapped...” 
 
    “When...” 
 
    “When we were pulling out of the station,” interrupted Derrik. “No way to really tell for sure how it was triggered...” 
 
    “Doesn't really matter at this point, does it...” grumbled Steele, his jaw clenched. It wasn't really a question that begged an answer. “Please tell me you got something out of her first?” He took a deep breath, closing his eyes hoping for a positive answer. 
 
    “Some,” replied Derrik. “Probably about twenty percent of what she was capable of giving us.” 
 
    Jack rolled his head trying to release the sudden tension in his neck, “I guess it's something,” he lamented. He took a deep breath, letting it out slow, his jaw clenched. “Both of you; my office, half an hour.” He walked away, his hands flexing. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Carrying the bandaged Shepherd carefully, Jack dropped to a knee, lowering the cradled dog to the sofa, gently setting him down. “Now, no picking on your bandages...” he admonished. 
 
    “Hello,” mumbled Fritz, looking drunkenly around at the office full of people. 
 
    “The Doc gave him something for the pain,” admitted Jack, 'he's a little loopy.” 
 
    “Allie too,” added Chase, “I left her in my quarters, she's out cold.” 
 
    Steele dropped into the chair behind his desk with a weary grunt, “So... anybody want to explain to me how we blew up a ship with something little more than an EMP grenade?” Everyone started talking all at once and he was forced to whistle to bring the cacophony to an end, “Enough...” 
 
    “To be fair it didn't exactly blow up...” offered Chase after the cross-talk stopped. 
 
    Jack pointed at him, “It no longer exists, therefore the difference is merely semantics...” 
 
    “Actually,” interrupted the Chief Engineer, “an in-place jump, which is what is most likely, transported that section of the ship, intact, somewhere...” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    He shrugged, his hands wide, his expression uncertain, “Possibly wherever the last jump was logged - if it was still in the control system's cache memory. Or if something had been accidentally entered... in either case, if it was too far to reach it could drop out of jump almost anywhere... known or null space.” 
 
    “That,” pointed Jack, “does not answer the question; how something so minor could trigger something so major.” 
 
    “Placement,” replied the engineer. “Perhaps if we review the digital playback from Fritz's CABL system we will find answers there.” 
 
    Jacks' eyes widened, “We can do that?” 
 
    “Certainly.” He turned to the holo-chart table behind him and called up an administrative panel only an engineer would know how to access, his fingers dancing across the pop-up holographic controls. An empty video frame appeared, hovering above the table, numbers in the lower right hand corner running backwards. The engineer slowed the backward roll, finally stopping about fifteen minutes before the event, a still frame appearing; Fritz's eye-view somewhere in a corridor aboard the Red Moon. 
 
    Steele looked over at the Shepherd sleeping peacefully on the couch. “Can he tell...” 
 
    “No,” replied the Engineer, taping the play button on the controls. “He is totally unaware.” 
 
    The group watched the events unfold in crystal-clear holographic detail with high definition audio as Fritz and Allie made their way through the ship; hiding, sneaking and running. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Engineer began narrating technical highlights as the two Shepherds entered engineering, the group oohing and aahing as events unfolded, leaning back and forth with the motion of the playback, as the dogs, working as a team, aided and protected one another. He rattled off some statistics about the engine size and energy to power ratio; good but not comparable to the Perseus. The unique configuration had two smaller GOD drives, each running in alignment with one of the two main engines – as opposed to one larger, independent unit like the Perseus. He estimated it was to conserve space on the ship. “Oh!” he exclaimed, pausing the video and putting his hand on top of his head. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Look where he dropped the device!” he pointed, pausing the video, Fritz's view looking down into an access opening from the catwalk. “That's the alignment crawlspace for the starboard GOD drive and main engine!” 
 
    “That's bad?” 
 
    “It couldn't get much worse...” replied the Engineer, un-pausing the playback. Fritz's eye-view looked up at an approaching crewman, glanced over his shoulder at Allie and back at the crewman. They could hear the shouts from the crew as Fritz lunged at him, his teeth clacking, the man retreating. With encouraging shouts from below the catwalk, the man advanced on Fritz a second time, swinging a heavy metal tool at him, a swish of air as the dog deftly ducked under the swing, lunging at the man's face, driving him stumbling back in fear. Fritz ordered Allie to jump and his gaze followed her down as she dropped to the consoles below, running across them. “Oh, I think it just got worse...” he paused the video. “She just jumped down on an engineering console and ran across several more. She may have inadvertently activated something...” He un-paused the video again, Fritz taking one last glance at the man staggering to his feet before ducking under the catwalk railing and dropping himself, to the surface below; making everyone watching, sympathetically feel the fall. The Engineer paused the video just before the moment of impact, Fritz's feet and the surface in focus. “The console is cracked, a GOD drive spool-up has been initiated...” he pointed at the program on the screen. 
 
    He un-paused the video yet again and the glass surface spidered under the Shepherd's feet, the eye-view changing, focusing on the exit as he ran across the consoles, musical notes matching his foot-falls before he dove to the floor and accelerated. “And there it is,” he waved, closing the video frame. “A jump was initiated. The console was rendered inoperable, preventing them from regaining control. The close proximity of the EMP probably negated the system safeties and triggered an early event...” 
 
    “Couldn't they have used another console?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Possibly. It's on the other side of the bay... maybe with all the confusion it happened too fast. Or the broken console locked them out.” 
 
    “Why would the EMP trigger without the remote?” 
 
    The Engineer looked at Chase, “You didn't?” 
 
    Chase Holt shook his head, “Nope. It started counting down all on its own.” 
 
    The Engineer pursed his lips in dissatisfaction, “I didn't think that - what did you call it? Tennis ball? Would offer enough protection glued around the device. That fall into the inspection shaft from the catwalk is a good ten feet or more. It probably destabilized the mechanism.” 
 
    “Best laid plans of mice and men...” remarked Jack sarcastically. 
 
    “No plan survives the first shot,” added Chase. 
 
    “So what now?” asked Lieutenant Commander Reegan, leaning against the wall with his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    “You want to take that, Mr. Brighton?” 
 
    “Certainly Mr. Mercury.” Derrik initialized the holo-chart table, “The Skipper of the Red Moon gave us some useful information; including all the names of the operatives they picked up off Earth. The hit the Red Moon took, destabilized their atmospheric control and cut their operation short by about half of their assignment. It required them to deviate to Nelson's Point for repairs. Realizing she couldn't fully fulfill her contract, two FreeRanger destroyers rendezvoused with her at the station to pick up the operatives and transport them home; they agreed to split the rescue bonuses. Each ship took a number of individuals and went their separate ways. She was not informed which operatives were on which ship - a security measure.” He reached in and cycled through several star systems, “The only lead we have is, that one of the destroyers is headed here,” he pointed, “Wyandek in the Ardollis System.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan took the nod from Jack Steele and left the room, walking out onto the bridge, the door to the ready room hissing closed behind him. “Mr. Ragnaar, plot a course to the Ardollis System, we're going to Wyandek.” 
 
    “Ardollis, aye. You are aware Skipper, that is well inside FreeRanger...” 
 
    “Dark territory,” Reegan interrupted. “I am aware, Mr. Ragnaar.” 
 
    “We'd better not be entering dark territory empty-handed, Skipper.” 
 
    “I agree. We'll have to pick up something along the way, then...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    EARTH - CHICAGO, ILLINOIS : THE COLLAPSE 
 
    It wasn't that the North American power grid was the only damaged electrical system on the planet. In fact, there were large swatches of the globe without power; but it was the only one that directly affected Bobby Fortuno's life. Chicago had power even through the riots, until the grid's cascade failure put it in the dark along with a good portion of the country's Midwest. Chicago was a huge drain on an already damaged and overtaxed system, but no one seemed to care about, or follow, the new power usage guidelines set forth by Department of Energy, or the pleadings of the Mayor to reduce the strain. So now they were paying the price. Blackout. No food or clean water, business or communications. Banks were shut down, credit cards didn't work, and people were desperate. In some areas, neighbors worked together, in others it was complete anarchy. 
 
    That's when Bobby called it quits. He almost called it quits that night on the south side, before the SWAT truck rolled through the neighborhood and rescued him, Nick Omanski and the good Samaritan, Denny Wilson. But he held on to the hope that things could turn around; that the police department would somehow be able to regain and maintain control of the city. But he had to face facts; the police department couldn't hope to do the job without proper communications, fuel, food or pay. Surprisingly enough, some guys were sticking with it. But the city had become a war zone and anyone in uniform was a target. Bobby had long since lost his adrenalin addiction, he wanted to get to his daughters and find a quiet, safe place to ride things out. 
 
    “Ready, Ski?” Bobby slammed the tailgate of the plain, unmarked, police SUV, packed tight. Sans cage, the detective's unit he liberated from the motor pool with the help of a friend who worked there, should be roomy enough and rugged enough to get him and his family to that safe place. Wherever it might be. 
 
    Without family or ties, Nick Omanski had no reason to stay any more than Bobby Fortuno. “Ready Sarge.” Nick slid carefully into the back seat next to Bobby's ex-wife, Sharon, being careful not to disturb his two broken ribs. “Whoof,” he grunted, settling in. “We stopping by to see Pop-Pop and Nanna before we head out?” 
 
    Bobby glanced over at Denny Wilson in the passenger seat as he stuck the key in the ignition, “Owners of Romano's Sub Shop,” he explained. “Almost like family...” 
 
    Denny nodded, hanging his baseball cap on the muzzle of one of the M-4 carbines in the vertical weapon rack mounted to the dash, “Jus along fo da ride, boss. I be good wherever we go; so long's as it's outta' here.” Despite his gentle giant demeanor, Bobby saw Denny's true character when things went sideways. When the big man expressed a desire to be included, Bobby Fortuno did not hesitate to adopt him into the extended family. 
 
    Casting a final glance in the mirror at the house behind him, Bobby eased the SUV out of the driveway. Bye, house. He sighed mentally, And the mortgage was almost paid off... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Surface streets were the best bet with the most options. The expressways, with their limited access on and off, creating a gauntlet of sorts with few exits, were littered with wrecks and intentional roadblocks of destroyed and burned out cars. Riding an overpass crossing the expressway below, Denny indicated an area on his side of the vehicle, “Damn, looks like Beiruit. Never thought I'd see dat kind of mess here... Makes me sad,” he lamented. “I don't pretend to know anythin' about politics, but it pains me to no end knowin' our government sold us out to the aliens.” 
 
    “I don't think it's all that simple Denny,” replied Bobby. “There's a lot more here than meets the eye, and we don't know the whole story...”  
 
    “I don't think we know much at all,” interrupted Nick. “I don't know that we ever will... Like your friend Steele, Bobby. What's that all about? Whose side is he really on? Maybe you shouldn't have let him go...” 
 
    Bobby twerked his mouth sideways in contemplation. “Jack? I rode with him for a couple years before he went to the Canine Unit; knew him for several years before that. Graduated the academy together, went on double dates; hell, we were at each other's weddings... Nah, Jack was always a straight shooter, always a stand-up guy. I can't ever remember him doing something that wasn't on the up-and-up.” 
 
    “People change,” offered Denny. 
 
    “Maybe some,” agreed Bobby, shaking his head, “but not Jack. I refuse to believe it. I gotta believe this planet still stands because he did all he could.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    There was a fire somewhere, the smell hanging in the air, hitting the back of the throat and making it itch. Bobby Fortuno rolled up the windows of the SUV and flipped on the A/C. The streets were uncommonly quiet, devoid of sirens or traffic; either vehicular or human. It was beyond unnaturally still, it was downright creepy. The North Side neighborhood was traditionally a quieter section of the city, but then again it didn't take much to trigger events of desperation or mayhem. “This is just eerie,” Sharon mumbled, looking down a passing side street. “It looks like two in the morning instead of two in the afternoon... Where do you think everyone is?” 
 
    “Personally, I'd rather it stay like this,” replied Nick. 
 
    The street was blocked ahead with abandoned cars extending several blocks, a traffic jam of silence. Bobby steered the SUV up over the curb, across the grass and idled down the sidewalk.  
 
    “You gots a crowd of people midway down the next block, boss,” pointed Denny. 
 
    Bobby nodded, “I see 'em. We'll take the next right, cut around them through the neighborhood...” 
 
    “What if they need help?” asked Sharon. 
 
    “Not my job anymore,” replied Bobby. 
 
    “So we're just going to ignore people who need help?” Sharon replied incredulously, annoyed at her ex-husband's callousness. 
 
    “We don't know they need help, Sharon...” 
 
    “You think everybody's gone bad, Bobby? Why don't you just see if...”  
 
    “Dey've spotted us, boss...” interrupted Denny. 
 
    “Maybe it's just me Sarge, but they don't look friendly,” commented Nick from the back seat. 
 
    “No. No, they don't...” Bobby was already on the gas, giving it a goose to beat them to the corner, the V8 launching the SUV, the tires ripping up the grass, fences along the sidewalk whipping past, the vehicle barely fitting past the oak trees that lined the street on the curb side. “We got this...” He hit the brakes to make the corner, having to mash them hard, a blockade of cars scattered like a Tetris puzzle, blocking the street from sidewalk to sidewalk. “Dammit,” he hissed. He glanced in the rear view mirror contemplating a retreat, only to see two motorcycles racing up the sidewalk a half block behind him. Small rocks and bottles started raining down around the SUV and he felt a familiar pang of distress, the group in front closing quickly. The crosswalk was open to the sidewalk on the other side of the blocked intersection and it only took a microsecond for him to make the decision. “Not this time,” he growled through clenched teeth, dropping his foot off the brake pedal and stomping the accelerator. “Never play chicken with a two-ton truck,” he muttered, steering straight through the center of the melee.  
 
    “Good God, Bobby, don't kill them!” shouted Sharon from the back seat. 
 
    “Sharon...” thump. “Honey...” thump, thump. “Please...” thump. “For once in your life...” thump, thump, thump. “Shut the hell up...” thump. And they were through, most of the group splitting like the Red Sea to get out of the way of the rampaging SUV. There were a few unlucky souls who paid the price for their attempt; bouncing off the vehicle like rag dolls, the wrap-around push bar protecting the front of the truck as it plowed through them like the armored tank that it was. 
 
    “Motorcycles are right behind us,” announced Nick looking over the back seat out the back window. 
 
    “Got it. Everybody hold on...” Bobby let the SUV slow, drawing them in before slamming on the brakes, the ass-end of the SUV rising momentarily as he stomped on the gas again.  
 
    One brake check was enough. The motorcycles split; the left one glancing off an oak tree near the curb and careening into the traffic jam of abandoned cars, the bike imbedding itself in the side of a minivan, the rider catapulted over the top, disappearing from view. The motorcycle on the right ran through a picket fence, up the stairs of a house, off the porch and flattened itself into the side of a neighboring house, the rider bouncing off like a crash test dummy. 
 
    Bobby didn't slow. A couple blocks down, he crossed the grass and dropped the SUV off the curb, back onto the street beyond the stranded cars in a peacefully empty street. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The seven girls sharing the Myrtle Beach, beach house were no longer having fun. It wasn't a vacation any more. It wasn't a reprieve from their college studies, it was a nightmare. The world had gone mad during their stay and they were trapped there. There was still water and electricity, although there were restrictions. For them it was food that was the most limited. Many people had left the beach, attempting to get back to their homes, the lives they left behind. What little news was available, told Annie and Tina Fortuno that the lives they had left behind before vacation no longer existed. As far as they could tell, they were on their own. And though picturesque as it was here on the beach, the future didn't look very promising. It was going to be survival of the fittest. 
 
    The girls had taken to foraging the empty houses along the beach for food and supplies left behind by those who fled. They kept notes and a hand-drawn map on the living room wall of all the houses they'd visited, and the ones still occupied in an attempt to make the best use of their efforts.  
 
    Having found fishing poles and a cast net at one of the houses, they'd had meager luck fishing from the shore, meaning tonight's dinner included some unknown, unidentifiable fried fish with their Ramen noodles.  
 
    Annie Fortuno strolled through the open front door from the deck, “Well it smells good at least.” 
 
    “I hope so, said the tall redhead with freckles. Better than those clams we dug up...” 
 
    Tina Fortuno wrinkled her nose, “I know we're trying to consume protein, but those things were disgusting.” 
 
    “I've had worse,” said the petite blond pulling her hair back and tucking it up. “I just wish we could run the air some...” 
 
    Annie shrugged, “Nice breeze, I'm OK with it.” 
 
    The blond made a face of resignation, “In San Diego we run the air most of the year, you get used to it.” 
 
    “Were not in San Diego,” snapped Tina sharply. “And if we get caught using it, they'll cut off our power altogether.” She checked her watch, “Half hour till power curfew, is dinner almost done?”  
 
    “Almost,” replied the Brunette from Georgetown University. “About five minutes.” 
 
    Tina nodded with a sigh, glancing at the blond, “Sorry.” 
 
    The blond shrugged, “S'okay.” The circumstances, uncertainty and pressures they felt were wearing on them all. 
 
    Though it was still light, well before sunset and a half an hour before power curfew, the lights flickered briefly before going out completely, the electric stove shutting down.  
 
    “Ahh, what the hell,” grumbled the brunette cooking the fish. “It's not time yet...” 
 
    “Maybe they're having problems again,” said the redhead. 
 
    Annie ducked back outside to the deck, looking up and down the beach, “Uuhhh... what the hell is that?” Everyone suddenly became aware of an uncomfortable low frequency hum which seemed to penetrate flesh, reaching into the body, making the skin crawl and tingle. The progress of dinner temporarily forgotten, the girls poured out onto the deck.  
 
    The long, dark, silent alien ship sidled sideways over the beach from the water, mere feet off the surface. The hum was more a feeling than a sound and it was disturbing to see something so sizable move so effortlessly and without sound. A blue glow reflected off the water and illuminated the sand beneath it. 
 
    Annie Fortuno reached out and grabbed her sister's hand, Tina giving a little reassuring squeeze though she was petrified, herself. “We're alright,” she assured herself in a whisper. The girls moved closer to one another, many holding hands, terrified. 
 
    “I have to pee,” whispered the brunette. 
 
    “I think I just did,” admitted the petite blond. 
 
    “We should run and hide...” 
 
    “Don't be stupid,” hissed Tina. “You can't possibly think that would work...” She swallowed hard, feeling more vulnerable and insignificant than she had ever felt in her life. “Whatever happens, we stick together. Understand?” 
 
    Silent nods were the only reply as they watched the frightening visage move closer to the house. There was a unified gasp as a panel the size of a garage door on the side of the ship popped open and slid up over the hull, an opening appearing behind it, a ramp extending to the sand. The ship continued to float there, now motionless.  
 
    “Whose is it?” squeaked the redhead. 
 
    “It's not ours,” whispered Tina. “It's not from here...” Her eyes searched for something recognizable but there were no markings on the hull that were readable or made any sense. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Whatever they tell us to do,” hissed Tina.  
 
    A group of armored figures ran down the ramp, their footfalls sounding metallic. Out onto the sand, they still sounded robotic as they spread out in all directions, taking positions between the house and the ship. It was difficult to tell if they were live beings or mechanical. They looked artificial, but they certainly moved like they were human. Or at least some kind of human-type beings.  
 
    “It's the Borg,” wept the brunette.  
 
    A flash of lightning with accompanying thunderclap erupted from a cloudless sky nearly made the girls jump out of their skin, a second ship appearing out of thin air, becoming visible above the first as it exploded out of a spontaneous cone-shaped cloud of compressed air. It streaked past, arcing around and returning, floating several hundred feet above the one on the beach. They could clearly see blue glowing panels on its belly. Much smaller, it was very sleek, with wicked, evil looking lines. Several girls began to cry as one of the things on the beach approached the stairs of the deck. 
 
    “What do you want?!” called Tina, as forcefully as she could, finding her voice. The thing waved at her, a come here wave. She shook her head, no. “Tell us what you want!” It shifted what appeared to be some kind of weapon in its hands and circled the group with the finger of its free hand, pointing to the sand at the bottom of the stairs. “You come up here,” demanded Tina. 
 
    “Are you nuts?” hissed Annie. “For what?” 
 
    There appeared to be some dialogue between the units on the sand before the one addressing them turned its attention back to the girls above him on the deck. Its armored head shook a slow no and motioned to the stairs making a motion that Annie guessed meant he was too heavy. “He can't,” she whispered. “He's too big.”  
 
    He pointed directly at her and nodded. 
 
    “I'm not leaving without my stuff,” lamented the blond, turning back to the door of the beach house. “This face,” she defiantly vogued her fingers around her face, “doesn't go anywhere without makeup...” 
 
    A shrill, earsplitting squeal made the girls cringe and cover their ears, stopping the blond in her tracks. The armored thing at the bottom of the stairs pointed at her and shook his head, no. With one finger he made a stern come here motion, pointing to the sand with an aggressive right now motion. She began to cry, terrified, but did as she was ordered, followed by the rest of the group, sticking together, holding hands the best they could, descending the stairs. 
 
    The thing nodded, making a show of stepping aside and waving politely toward the ship with an after you, motion. It made a show of politeness but Tina's gut told her this was not going to end well. She felt a coldness, a finality... she wanted to run. But Annie's vice grip on her hand reminded her she could not in good conscience abandon her sister. Or any of the other girls for that matter. Whatever happened, they would all go together...  
 
    Tina Fortuno, always her father's daughter, critically scrutinized when she passed, what she could only sum up as a walking tank. They were bulky and metallic, with no discernible sound but moved fluidly like a man. Could it be a suit? She hardly thought so. How would a human being move something that heavy? She avoided eye contact, or rather, avoided looking at the gold visor where she expected the eyes to be. She shivered at the prospect of actually seeing the alien face behind the visor - if there was one. 
 
    When she turned her attention to the ship it became apparent, even in the fading light that the ship wasn't as completely black or smooth as it first appeared. The closer they got the more detail she could see, the more alien it became, the more insignificant she felt. Dread gave way to near panic, her heart hammering in her ears, the low hum of the ship making her skin crawl. 
 
    “You're crushing my hand,” complained Annie. 
 
    “Sorry,” mumbled Tina, “I'm afraid if I let go of you, I'll run...” 
 
    “I thought you were trying to keep me from running...” 
 
    “Yeah. That too.” 
 
     Nearing the ramp leading to the opening in the side of the ship, the team of armored aliens withdrew from their positions on the beach, closing around the young women.  
 
    An armored hand pressed on the center of Tina's back, urging her and her sister up the ramp, producing terrified gasps from the girls behind them. “Hands off, tin man,” barked Tina, pulling away, immediately regretting her outburst...  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It took nearly forty minutes for the ten-minute drive over to Romano's Sub Shop and Bobby wondered how long it would take them to get clear of the city at that rate. Sitting on the sidewalk a few doors down from the restaurant, Bobby put the SUV in park. “Denny, stay here with the vehicle, keep your eyes peeled. Ski, you're with me.”  
 
    “What about me?” asked Sharon.  
 
    “Stay in the car and do what Denny tells you to do,” replied Bobby, opening his door and stepping out. 
 
    “How long will you be gone?” 
 
    Bobby shook his head and sighed, waving off her question dismissively.  
 
    Nick waved at Bobby from the front of Romano's “Sarge, I think their lights are on inside...” 
 
    “Can't be. There's no power, Ski.” 
 
    “Maybe they have a generator...” 
 
    The front door stood propped open with a worn wooden wedge, lights on, a cool wash of air-conditioned air drifting out across the tile entry between the glass front windows, the restaurant empty. “Man, there's a whole lot wrong with this picture...” Bobby swept his windbreaker jacket aside, drawing his Glock from its holster, Nick Omanski doing the same. Cautiously entering, Bobby ventured a peek over the counter for anything or anyone hidden. Nothing. Fresh coffee brewed in the twenty-cup maker against the wall behind the counter. He touched the ice-cold glass of the refrigerated deli counter with his free hand as he passed, still full of meats, cheeses and drinks.  
 
    “This is creepy,” whispered Nick. 
 
    Bobby nodded and did the silent sshh signal. He pointed to the open doorway leading to the back.  
 
    The stainless kitchen was spotless, everything in its place, upright glass coolers full of refrigerated food supplies. The sink, dishes, glasses and coffee cups in the drying rack were still wet, as if someone had just finished them.  
 
    Fearful of what he might find, Nick opened the stainless refrigerator from one side, his Glock trained on the opening. It was well stocked with milk, butter, fresh pies and a cake. He motioned to Bobby and shrugged, who shook his head in return, a puzzled expression on his face. 
 
    “Where the hell are Nanna and Pop-Pop,?” whispered Nick. 
 
    Bobby indicated a door at the back of the kitchen and made an upwards motion, “Maybe their apartment,” he whispered.  
 
    Turning the handle gently. It opened with a squeak and he hesitated to listen. Nothing. Hallways and narrow stairwells are a cop's nightmare; a deadly funnel, a shooting gallery with no place to hide. “Let's go...” 
 
    Moving slowly, they backed up the stairway towards the first landing, looking up the next flight of stairs to the second floor and the apartment door. Though it was only a two-story building, the stairs continued up from there, probably to the roof.  
 
    Huffing in pain from his ribs, Nick was sweating profusely. “You OK, Ski?” hissed Bobby. 
 
    “Nick wiped his face on his jacket sleeve, “Yeah, Sarge. Keep going, I'm good.” 
 
    Moving up the second flight of stairs nearly back-to-back, Nick Omanski covered the apartment door as Bobby backed up and covered the flight of stairs to the roof. With his foot on the top stair to the landing, the apartment door swung open startling Nick into a flashback of the ambush. He had to fight his reflex to fire, “Jesus Christ, Nanna!” 
 
    She froze in his sights, bags in hand, “Boys, you're late,” she said with an uncharacteristic tone of irritation.  
 
    Bobby holstered his Glock and reached out, patting Nick on the shoulder, “Put it away, Nick.” Omanski relaxed slowly, the sights falling away from his line of sight. “What do you mean we're late? Late for what, Nanna?” asked Bobby. 
 
    “We called you hours ago, Sergeant...” 
 
    “Called us...?” 
 
    “Ahh,” interjected Pop-Pop, appearing in the doorway. “What she means is telepathically - with prayer...” 
 
    Bobby frowned in contemplation, “What? I don't understand. What are you saying?” 
 
    “Nanna sometimes has the ability to communicate with people through thought. She wanted...” 
 
    Nanna harumphed as she headed up the stairs toward the roof with her bags, “Tell them the truth Poppa, they need to know. There's no time for this foolishness, we need to be ready to go...” 
 
    “Fine,” he sighed. The old man waved them into the apartment, “It will be easier to understand if I show you.”  
 
    “You're leaving? Where are you going?” asked Bobby following Pop-Pop into the apartment. 
 
    “Wait,” said Nick, “why is she taking bags to the roof?” But Bobby and the old man had already entered the apartment, leaving him on the landing alone. “Great,” he mumbled, “just stand out here and talk to yourself, Nick...” 
 
    Ultra-modern and exceedingly high tech, it was not what Bobby would have expected of a couple in Nanna and Pop-Pop's age bracket. He envisioned dark, hand carved, old world furniture, a curio cabinet full of antique knick-knacks, musty oriental rugs and cuckoo clocks. Not glass, black lacquer and an entire wall of flat screens. “You must have a serious sports addiction, Pop-Pop...” Then the question came back to him, “How do you still have power?” 
 
    “We have a solar generator on the roof. But that's not important right now, Sergeant,” explained the old man. “We are Watchers...” 
 
    “What the hell is a Watcher?” asked Nick staring at the wall of big screen televisions. 
 
    “And what are we supposed to be late for?” asked Bobby. 
 
    The old man held out his hands to stop the questions, “We are...” 
 
    “Oh for heaven's sake!” exclaimed Nanna, walking back in empty handed, continuing to admonish the old man in their native language, causing Bobby and Nick to frown; perplexed. She shooed Pop-Pop away from the conversation, “Take those bags up to the roof,” she pointed. “Look boys,” she began, motioning them together to stand side-by-side, gathering their hands and holding them in her own. “We don't have much time... so I have to make this brief and you have to understand me without questions, understand?” She did not wait for a confirmation or acknowledgment from either of them, continuing on. “Pop-Pop and I are something called Watchers. We are observers,” she pointed up at the ceiling, “from out there. No matter our appearance to you, we are not humans from Earth. We did not come from the old world... At least not the one you're thinking of,” she smiled. “I am sorry we had to lie to you about that, but it was necessary to...” 
 
    “You're aliens?” interrupted Bobby, still trying to reconcile that in his mind. 
 
    “No questions,” she reminded him. “But yes, by your definition we are aliens. As I was saying; we were sent here to track your world's development and any difficulties created by outside interference. It hurts my hearts that intervention could not have come sooner on behalf of your people to prevent this fall...”   
 
    Nick's eyes widened, “Hearts?” 
 
    “That's what you heard?” complained Bobby. He turned his attention back to Nanna, “So you're just leaving us now? Like this?” 
 
    “That's why we called you here...” began the old woman, “we had chosen...” 
 
    “How did you do that, exactly?” interrupted Nick. “Call us, I mean.” 
 
    Nanna opened he mouth to reply but all Bobby heard was a burst of automatic gunfire from the street below. “Denny!” he shouted, suddenly remembering he and Nick weren't alone. He broke away from Nanna's grip and headed for the stairs, Nick right behind him. 
 
    “Get to the roof!” screamed Nanna. “We don't have much time!” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Standing outside the SUV for a better view in all directions and improved situational awareness over sitting in the vehicle, Denny spotted the group of foraging young adults well up the street from his position. Unaware they were being observed, they raided cars, smashed storefront windows and busied themselves with searching for things they thought of value. It appeared to Denny much of their action was simple wanton destruction for the sake of destruction. And he knew what that looked like, he'd seen enough of it before. First hand. It never ceased to amaze him how quickly the human condition descended to animalistic, vindictive behavior. The fact that the behavior fed on itself, breeding increasingly more violent acts that quickly spiraled out of control, transcending even hate, put him on edge.  
 
    With no way to alert the Sergeant or Nick without calling attention to himself, giving away his location and risk the all-important vehicle asset he was tasked to protect, he  was going to have to do something contrary to his training; defend in place. He eased the passenger door of the SUV open, sliding over in his seat. 
 
    “What's happening?” asked Sharon from the back seat. 
 
    “Ssshhh,” he whispered, unlocking an M-4 from the weapon rack, “slide youself down and stay dere...” 
 
    “Why? What do you see?” 
 
    “Jus do it. And stay quiet...” he hissed, sliding down in his seat.  
 
    “Shouldn't you just talk to them?” 
 
    “No offense ma’am, but d' anyone ever tell you, you ask too many stupid questions?” 
 
     “You don't have to be rude,” she replied, looking between the front seats. 
 
    Sitting on the edge of his seat his knee against the door, Denny positioned his foot on the bottom of it keeping it slightly ajar, the M-4 in his lap pointing at the floor between his legs. “I count ten of dem,” he said, thinking out loud. 
 
    “There's two across the street to our left, too.” 
 
    “I counted dem,” he replied, “but thanks.” Not only did he need to protect their only asset, the vehicle, but he could ill-afford to let them enter the open sub shop and possibly take Bobby and Nick by surprise. He kicked the door open as they approached, sliding himself partly off the seat, hidden behind the windshield pillar. His foot held the armored door opened just far enough for the use of cover and a place to sight the carbine through the V made by the door and body of the SUV. Sighted in, he yanked back the charging handle in one clean stroke, chambering a round, a sound almost as distinctive and iconic as a pump-action 12ga shotgun. “Dat's far enough...” he thumbed the safety off, two clicks to full auto. “Turn yo ass around and head back d' way you came...” 
 
    The group of four in front of him stopped in their tracks. “Or what, old man?” snapped the kid in the front, waving his arms. 
 
    “Yo gonna have a bad day, sonny...” 
 
    “Look here,” rapped the loudmouth, waving his arms again, “we got us a old nigga upin our hood... Go home nigga...” 
 
    “I don' much like dat word, sonny,” interrupted Denny. “I sugges' you pick another; or maybe your momma dint' teach no better manners...” Denny was not fooled by his antics, watching the group as a whole, his peripheral vision tracking others as they moved to his left flank. “Dey do somethin' stupid, you go first, sonny...” 
 
    “Unless you go first, nigga!” 
 
    The kid behind the loudmouth had a sawed-off shotgun and Denny saw the barrels appear as the kid stepped out from behind his friend. A minor sight adjustment and Denny squeezed the trigger briefly, the M-4 barking out about five rounds, stitching him from his sternum to his collarbone, twisting him, his white t-shirt dotted with red splotches. The double-barreled sawed-off shotgun roared, as the kid's grip tightened, roaring again as its recoil wrenched it out of his hand, the loudmouth screaming in agony as the first blast caught him, nearly point-blank in the back of the calf, blowing it apart across the sidewalk. The second blast caught him in the back as he fell, gutting him from behind and he continued to scream as the others scattered like cockroaches. He continued to scream as a pool of blood bloomed out from under him, spreading across the sidewalk, while he tried to hold in his shredded intestines, his foot and ankle barely held on by sinews.  
 
    Denny quickly realized the additional screaming was coming from the seat behind him, “You hit lady?” The absence of a response instantly angered him, “Jeeezus, woman, shut the hell up!” He thumbed the M-4's selector switch to single fire, and casually put a round through the kid's head, ending his pain. “Shoulda gone home to yo' momma, kid,” he muttered. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Sharon wailed from the back seat, “Why did you do that? He was just...”  
 
    “Trying to kill us,” shouted Denny, finishing her sentence. “Sides, he was dead already; I jus' ended his pain...”  
 
    “You're a monster!” she shouted, “An animal...!” 
 
    Denny flinched as 9mm rounds smacked the windshield on an angle from his left flank, oblong bullseyes appearing in the glass, sharp flakes of dust filling the cabin. “You are free to seek better company...” he growled, leaning out, sighting in and returning fire. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Gun drawn and at low ready, Bobby slid to a stop at the restaurant's open door, dropping to a crouch to take advantage of the deli counter, the only cover in the all-glass storefront. “Denny?!” he called, shouting over the gunfire. 
 
    “Still here...! Don't come out, boss, they're all over the place!” 
 
    “Sharon?!” 
 
    “Annoying as hell, boss!” 
 
    Nick who was crouched beside him burst out laughing, clearing his throat upon receiving a scornful look, “Sorry Sarge.” 
 
    “How many you got?!” called Bobby. 
 
    “Two down. At least eight left. Maybe more comin'.” 
 
    “Can you make it in?” 
 
    “That ain't happenin', boss.” 
 
    Spotting motion across the street, Nick stepped around Bobby, “Tango, twelve o'clock...” They fired simultaneously, empty casings pinging off the deli case to their right, the target dropping behind the parked car he emerged from. “Did we hit him?” 
 
    “Don't know...” 
 
    The plate glass store window behind the counter exploded, showering the deli cases with knife-sized shards of glass, the window collapsing with a crash, slugs whacking the back of the counter behind them. Bobby could see Denny standing on the rocker panel of the SUV's open door to get the elevation he needed to effectively return fire, the M-4 cracking off rounds in select-fire, the ex-Marine picking targets and spreading the love.  
 
    Screaming profanities, Sharon ran across the front of the store and Bobby reached out, grabbing her by the wrist, yanking her through the doorway; a sudden darkness falling across the street and buildings. “He's a maniac! A lunatic...!” 
 
    “Shut up and get back in the kitchen,” he commanded, pushing her towards the back of the restaurant.  
 
    “He's going to run dry pretty quick,” said Nick, watching Denny duck back into the SUV to reload. “How the hell are we going to get him in here?” 
 
    “I don't know,” growled Bobby. “But if these clowns wise up, they're going to cut through the alleys and get behind him. We're blind here and we have no cover...” 
 
    “We'd have a better vantage point from the roof...” 
 
    “We have handguns Ski, not rifles. We're not going to be much help from the roof.” 
 
    “We can keep their heads down long enough for him to make the run... we just can't leave him...” 
 
    “We're not going to leave him, Ski, we just need a viable plan...” Bobby's face blanched as Denny stepped out of the SUV, one M-4 carbine in each hand. “Holy crap,” he groaned. 
 
    Nick Omanski leaned forward to see what Bobby was seeing, his body snapping rigid, “Oh Jesus!” 
 
    Denny left the cover of the armored SUV heading for Romano's doorway and the street erupted in a mad riot of criss-crossing gunfire, flying glass, ricochets, shouts, screams, smoke and deepening shadows. Bobby Fortuno and Nick Omanski fired at anything that moved, all but oblivious of the bullets that buzzed by, smashing windows, deli cases, thudding into walls, tables and counters. Denny staggered then dropped to a knee, fighting to get back up before toppling over on his side, losing his grip on one of the M-4s, still firing the other while laying on his side. 
 
    “Denny's down! Denny's down!” announced Bobby, desperation creeping into his voice.  
 
    “My last mag, Sarge...” announced Nick, slapping a fresh magazine into his Glock's magwell. 
 
    “Keep shooting, kid... Crawl Denny, crawl!” 
 
    “Should we pull back?” 
 
    “Not until we run out of...” his slide locked back with an audible clack, the naked magazine follower staring up at him through the open ejection port. “Son of a bi...” 
 
    A brilliant blue streak momentarily illuminated the shadow that had fallen across the street and buildings, a parked car on the opposite side of the street disintegrating in an explosion that shook the ground, producing a fireball that rained smoking parts down in a hundred-foot radius. It was the first of many, appearing from above, riddling the street, obliterating cars, trees and building fronts, erasing nearly any place to hide, along with the gang of attackers. Bobby and Nick lay on the floor of Romano's, arms covering their heads, debris flying in all directions. As suddenly as it had started, it was over, a tart electric smell so palpable it could be tasted, mixed with the smell of burning metal and rubber.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” grumbled Nick, pushing himself up off the floor, looking around, a smoking tire laying behind them on the floor of the restaurant. 
 
    “Don't know, don't care,” mumbled Bobby, getting up, a hubcap sliding off his back. “Not looking a gift horse in the mouth...” He ventured outside cautiously, scanning the street; swept clean of cars for a block, smoking craters in the street and sidewalk, trees blown into matchsticks. 
 
    Denny was covered with debris and Bobby gently rolled him over, “Denny?” He motioned to Nick, “He's hit, let's get him inside...” 
 
    “Ain't nothing but a thing, boss,” mumbled Denny with a weak smile. He blinked, trying to focus on the sky, “What th' hell is dat, boss?” 
 
    When Bobby looked up he could actually feel the color drain from his face, a giant black shape hovering directly above them, mostly obscured by the building. “What... What in God's name am I looking at?” 
 
    Nick helped Bobby scoop Denny off the ground, getting him up on one leg, “Sarge, I think the technical term is UFO.” 
 
    “Don't be ridiculous, Ski...” snapped Bobby. 
 
    “You heard Nanna...” he replied, “she said she was an alien.”  
 
    “You actually believed that story?” Bobby shouldered Denny, Nick under the big man's other arm. “Shame on you Ski, you don't recognize batshit crazy when you hear it yet?” 
 
    “You gotta admit it's a pretty strange coincidence.” 
 
    “It's one of our military transports...” 
 
    “You sure you want to stick with that Sarge?” 
 
    “For the sake of my sanity, yes...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
     It took them a good five minutes to haul Denny up to the roof, Sharon complaining the whole time about the humming in her head and her itchy skin. Having been exposed to as much noise as they were, none of the men could hear anything. And each made note of feeling odd but wrote it off to gallons of adrenalin and its after effects.  
 
    Personally, Bobby felt drained but his anxiety about what was actually on the roof kept a trickle of adrenalin flowing. Stepping through the open stairwell door to the roof and into the sunshine made his knees weak, a dark ship the length of a football field hovering just a couple feet above the roof, the nose sticking out over the street. At least it looked like the nose. If that wasn't disturbing enough, two large armored robots stood at the far edge of the roof overlooking the street. His heart began to hammer in his chest and he felt light headed. 
 
    Nanna trotted toward them from what appeared to be a boarding ramp, more spry and agile than her advanced years should allow, calling them, “Quickly, this way boys,” she waved. 
 
    “We're getting in that thing?” asked Bobby. 
 
    “Yes, of course...” she replied, turning and walking with them. 
 
    “Nah, I don't think so,” he countered. 
 
    “You're not even curious?” 
 
    “I... no.” 
 
    “You are lying to me Sergeant Bobby Fortuno,” she teased. The old woman put her arm around his, walking at his side, “You have no reason to be fearful. Besides, your friend is wounded, he needs medical attention. He will get excellent care with these people.” 
 
    “Fine,” agreed Bobby, gritting his teeth. “But then I'm getting off...” 
 
    “Why? There is nothing left for you here; at least not right now...” 
 
    “My daughters. I have to find the girls...”  
 
    “They are not lost,” she replied, matter of factly. 
 
    “What do you mean? How would you know tha...” 
 
    With a knowing smile, Nanna gestured toward the top of the ramp without speaking, a massive armored figure standing there, an alien weapon cradled in his arms. Two girls appeared from the muted light of the interior, appearing in the sunlight, silhouetted by the dark opening.  
 
    Bobby's eyes widened in astonishment, “Annie? Tina?” 
 
    “Daddy...! Mom...!” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    NEW VANUS SYSTEM : DEEP BLACK'S - SCAVENGER ONE 
 
    Cheriska Skye's Vulture pushed through the corona of the gate into New Vanus with an explosion of color; only to be replaced by the striking, motionless waves and swirls of iridescent blue dust that stretched across the system. The tendrils of electricity washed across the ship's hull, releasing its grip, disappearing as the Vulture slid away. It took a moment for Cheriska to realize the colors she was seeing were not part of the gate transition, but the unique nature of New Vanus. It was breathtaking. A relatively new system in its terrible two's, counted in eons of course, the closest thing to habitable was a Class 12a planet which was relatively primitive and not terribly stable yet; a Class 14 being optimal in maturity and stability with an atmosphere suitable for most humanoid life. That Class 12a would need a couple more eons to develop into a safely habitable Class 14. 
 
    Cheriska Skye hadn't exactly led a sheltered life, but she had begun to realize what a narrow scope it had been. It was painfully obvious she needed to get out more. Reflecting on her childhood growing up, she recalled the joy of gravity. Real gravity. And real air. The kind that rustled the leaves of trees with a quiet hush, the sound of night insects singing you to sleep... She was a young adult the last time she was planet side. Until now, so close to her destination, she hadn't realized how much she was looking forward to it. How much she missed it. She'd lived more than half her life in space. And not to be unkind, because Rikovik's Reef had provided a good living, but it didn't qualify as a planet. You could call it a planetoid all you wanted, it was still little more than a rock-ship hybrid monstrosity.  
 
    And nothing pointed out Rikovik's faults and shortcomings faster than visiting a real station, like Resurrection back in Irujen. Sure, it had been converted from a cruise liner, but the class, the style, the cleanliness... the difference was night and day. 
 
    Less than an hour from the gate into Irujen System, her Vulture had been greeted by a patrolling flight of armed UFW combat drones that assessed her ship before politely inviting her to visit the station. One drone escorted her ship, allowing her to communicate directly with the station while the rest of the drone flight continued on its patrol. The landing bay had been nothing short of spotless, the flight services exceptional, and the accommodations for visitors; professional, warm and friendly. Of course, as much as Cheriska would love to move Deep Black, lock stock and barrel, to a place like that; her particular breed of clientele would never venture within two systems of a place like Resurrection Station. Their business and survival often relied upon complete anonymity. So unfortunately, Rikovik's Reef, despite its societal miscreants, had a unique, shall we say, charm... that necessity dictated she call home. Of course, maybe it was time for a branch location. Certainly something to think about. 
 
    But Resurrection Station had shopping!  Lots of shopping. And not the bazaar, haggle with the natives in a cave shopping; but the would you like a glass of champagne while you shop, kind of shopping. There had also been the Ecosphere - a park under a massive dome; a place that took her back to her childhood, laying in the grass, looking up at the stars. She walked barefoot across a meadow of soft grass, through swaying trees, feeling a breeze, discovering a small waterfall feeding a babbling brook that wound its way a quarter of a mile across the park. It was the closest thing to planet side she could imagine, and it only made her want it more. Spending a few days lounging, relaxing, and shopping was a necessary diversion from the confines of the Vulture, and put her mind in motion. 
 
    Resurrection Station was a bit of cultural shock to Cheriska after spending nearly two decades on Rikovik's Reef. No dust and grunge, no rust, no crime to speak of, air that smelled like, well, air. Fresh - not like poorly filtered, recycled, metal stink. She wondered if she could bottle that scent and take it with her wherever she went. Like back to the Reef. The thought of returning to that armpit wasn't an appealing one. Of course, the sky is always bluer on the other side of the planet, or so the saying goes. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Mesmerized by the swirls of iridescent color reaching across New Vanus and still basking in the afterglow of a shopper’s high, Cheriska turned her seat sideways, stretching out and kicking her feet up on the arm of the empty copilot's seat, admiring her new boots. The autopilot navigated the Vulture across the system toward the gate to Velora Prime. 
 
    “Deep Black, Deep Black to Scavenger One, are you out there?”  
 
    Cheriska reached out and without really looking, tapped the comm, the vid-screen winking on, “I'm here. What's up, Too?” 
 
    “Just checking in, seeing where you're at. How are your travels going?” 
 
    Cheriska turned the screen a little, “Fine. I'm in New Vanus.” She held up one foot, “Like my new boots?” 
 
    Too's face registered surprise, “Are they red?” she squinted. “I saw a few things come through the account...” 
 
    “It's called oxblood,” replied Cheriska, turning her foot and admiring the color, “whatever that is.” 
 
    “They're nice...” 
 
    Cheriska detected something other than appreciation, “You don't like them?” 
 
    “They're okay.” 
 
    “Hmm, maybe I should send yours back then...” teased Cheriska. 
 
    Cheriska Too stifled a hopeful smile, “You bought me a pair?”  
 
    “You didn't think I would forget my sister, did you?” 
 
    Too shrugged sheepishly, smiling, “Thanks. I can't wait to try them on...” Her expression suddenly turned serious, “What the hellion is that?” she pointed at Cheriska. 
 
    Not thinking, Cheriska glanced over her shoulder, realizing Too was referring to the sleeping creature laying across her shoulder, it's tail wrapped loosely around her neck. It had been so quiet and still, she had forgotten it was there. “Oh, yeah, it's a Love's Dragon. Isn't he cute...?” 
 
    “A what?!” 
 
    “A Breedlove's Dragon. They just say Love's Dragon for short. Remember that explorer, Dr. Breedlove? He's the one who discovered them... I forgot the name of the planet they come from...” 
 
    “Haven't some of those things killed their owners?” interrupted Too. “Eaten their faces or something?” 
 
    Cheriska waved her hand dismissively, “Thirty years ago, maybe. The original dragons were larger, more aggressive, unpredictable. He's since developed the species to be domesticated.” 
 
    “How do you develop a species?” asked Too, dubious.  
 
    “I don't know; gene splicing, altering DNA, selective breeding I guess...” 
 
    “Pretending to be the creator,” snarked Too. “That's playing with fire.” 
 
    “They took that out too.” 
 
    “Took out what?” 
 
    “Their ability to make fire...” 
 
    “They can make fire?!” exclaimed Too. 
 
    “No, not anymore,” corrected Cheriska. “They no longer have the gland that produces the gas they could ignite with their clicker...” 
 
    “Oh this is a bad idea...” lamented Too. “Clicker...?” 
 
    “Calm down. The breeder I bought him from assured me he was harmless. The clicker is a metallic bone-plate on the roof of their mouth they would scrub with a sandy part of their tongue for a spark. But without the gland, nothing happens. What I thought was fascinating is that their saliva protected their mouths from burning...” 
 
    Too rolled her eyes, “Wonderful, he can torch your face without burning his lips...”  
 
    Cheriska shook her head, “You're impossible.” 
 
    “Just remember that when he cooks your face before he eats it.” 
 
    “Stop...” Cheriska stroked his long neck, and he stretched, still asleep, gurgling contentedly, “He wouldn't do that, look how beautiful he is...” 
 
    Too's eyes widened, as the sleeping creature flexed itself, “By the Gods, he has wings? He can fly too?” 
 
    Cheriska looked indignant, “Of course. I thought that was implied. If he didn't, he'd just be a Love's Lizard. What part of dragon didn't you understand?” 
 
    Cheriska Too rubbed her temples, “Sooo many ways this could go wrong...” 
 
    “How's the shop?” asked Cheriska, changing the subject. 
 
    “Everything's fine. We sold the good engine off the Syndicate yacht you reclaimed...” 
 
    “Really? To who?” 
 
    “Back to the Syndicate. To rebuild one of the yachts damaged back when that Jax Mercury guy torched their hangar. Did you know they lost five ships? Not including the one we salvaged.” 
 
    “Do they know it was originally their engine?” 
 
    Too shook her head, “No, the boys had it pulled from the wreck and stripped down to the powertrain already. It was cleaned up and in inventory when they called.” 
 
    “Good deal.” nodded Cheriska. “It probably wouldn't go over well if they knew it came from one of their own ships.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Cheriska woke from a disturbing dream with a start, feeling for the wetness on her face, not fully awake. The Love's Dragon sitting in her lap stared up at her with piercing green eyes, wings folded against his body. Disoriented, the dream still vivid in her mind, she examined her hand for blood. Nothing. Damn you, Too, for putting that image in my head... She had to force the dream out of her mind. 
 
    “Where you licking my face?” she wondered aloud. The Love's Dragon stood on his hind legs, his tail resting on her thigh, front feet on the breast of her flight jacket, one wing wrapping her upper arm for support as he reached up to bump his forehead against her lips. The breeder had instructed her to watch for this behavior. “Smart little man,” she smirked, “let's go get you something to eat.” He scrambled up her arm, circled over her shoulder and perched himself up next to her ear, tittering excitedly, clicking his teeth. Cheriska had already learned the difference in sound between his teeth and the clicker. “Thank you for not eating my face,” she joked, the dream fading from her thoughts. Rising from her command seat, she did a precursory check of the autopilot and progress on their route to the gate to Velora Prime. Satisfied, she headed to the ship's galley. “You know,” she said reaching back to rub his chest, “we still haven't come up with a name for you... How do you name a dragon, anyway?” 
 
    Hand feeding him and watching him closely, it suddenly became apparent to Cheriska that his coloring had changed. He had turned from a brownish color resembling her leather flight jacket, to a gray similar to the stainless galley table he was standing on. She was sure she would have remembered the breeder mentioning that. Maybe he forgot? Or maybe it something he wasn't aware of? In any case, it was fascinating. She decided it was time to review the video file her MOBIUS had received about the Breedlove's Dragons. 
 
    Full and content, he gurgled, something that resembled a quiet chuckle. Arching his back he momentarily extended his wings before settling. Staring passively at her with sparkling green orbs he instinctively click-clicked, the little burp that escaped igniting in a puff of fire. 
 
    “Oh, damn...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    CITRA 5 SYSTEM : PERSEUS 
 
    Jack Steele leaned back against the desk in his suite, his arms casually folded across his chest, the accommodations a little more spacious than the ready room off the bridge.  “So we're doing what now?” 
 
    Commander Reegan, Derrik Brighton, Mercedes Huang, Chase Holt, Torn Dado and  Ragnaar congregated around the chart table, Ragnaar reaching in and manipulating the holo-chart. “I recommend we make a detour; stop here,” he pointed at a planet, “on G'Naroth Sarat in Bengaloo. Amanpoor to be exact.” 
 
    Steele raised an eyebrow, Amanpoor is...?” 
 
    “A commerce port on G'Naroth Sarat.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said flatly. “And why in the middle of a pursuit would we do this?” 
 
    “We need to pick up some kind of cargo. Goods for...” 
 
    Steele's face went blank, “So we need to go shopping, Mr. Ragnaar? Is that what you're telling me?” he scoffed sarcastically. “I hardly think...” 
 
    “Bloody hell, hear him out,” interrupted Derrik, “it makes sense.” 
 
    “Sir,” continued Ragnaar, respectfully, “as soon as we leave Citra 5 we're in confirmed FreeRanger territory. We're headed to Wyandek in the Ardollis System; that's five gates and nearly ten systems deep into dark territory. We need to make some preparations before we enter dark territory...” 
 
    “Alright, Mr. Ragnaar, you have my attention. Talk to me.” 
 
    “First off, no one deadheads empty into dark territory. Ever. We need to have a respectable cargo load of marketable goods to trade or sell. We have to act like we look. Second, we need to transfer funds from our operating account to cash. Gold. About a million credits. Outfits out here don't take IOUs, they don't issue credit and they won't take transfers. Everything is cash only, off the books. Nobody wants a bribe they have to share with the FreeRanger Council.” 
 
    “Steele nodded appreciatively, “Got it. What else?” 
 
    “As capable as this ship is, we may want to look up an escort company, see if we can find one with contacts or stations in the territory. Even if it's just for appearances, having friends, even if they're paid friends, never hurts. Start them off with a retainer, even though we don't need them right now.” 
 
    Steele rubbed the stubble on his jawline, mulling over these new operational requirements. “Do all traders use hired guns?” 
 
    Ragnaar withdrew his hands from the holo-chart and straightened up, “Many, not all. Some have the benefit of a name the FreeRangers recognize. Companies that are friendly and cater to their needs are left alone for the most part. Some Captains travel in groups or convoys, some have full-time escorts. And then there are the ones that use the hired guns, as you put it. That money goes into the FreeRanger economy though, so some respect comes from the knowledge that you are already dealing with an accepted service. Quite often the fact that you are under escort contract is enough, the escort doesn't even need to be present.” 
 
    Jack's expression was dubious, “Well isn't that convenient. Sounds more like a safe passage tariff than a protection service.” 
 
    “Doesn't really matter how you look at it,” offered Derrik, “as long as it works. Right?” 
 
    Jack ran his fingers through his hair, “I suppose.” He turned his attention back to Ragnaar, “So what types of cargo should we be looking at?” 
 
    “Liquor is always a safe bet - some brands more than others; you saw that in Nelson's Point. We should be able to get whatever we want in Amanpoor. Then of course, there's parts, foods, delicacies; medical supplies; I've taken the liberty to create a list.” The big man paused for a moment, weighing his next words carefully, “And there's something else that will give us credibility... buy us considerable favor almost anywhere we go...” 
 
    Steele saw the change in his demeanor, the Lieutenant was waiting for a prompt, “What would that be, Mr. Ragnaar?” 
 
    Ragnaar cleared his throat and shifted nervously, “Dust.” 
 
    Dust. Glacier. Ice. Blizzard. It had an assortment of names; a blue-white powder that sparkled like freshly fallen snow. The premium illegal drug of choice throughout most of the known universe. So now we're going to be drug smugglers. Swell. Steele's first reaction was to say, no. In fact, hell no. But he was going to have to trust Ragnaar's experience and expertise. They were in the former pirate's backyard now. In for a penny in for a pound... He pursed his lips, the decision distasteful though he knew it was a necessary evil, “OK.” He ignored the stunned faces looking back at him and pointed to Commander Reegan, “New course; G'Naroth Sarat in Bengaloo. Look to Mr. Ragnaar for directions for Amanpoor.” He clapped his hands, “Let's get this done people, we don't have time to waste, we're in the middle of a pursuit here...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase Holt hung back after everyone else left the suite, “Ok, I may be way outta my element here, Jack, but how do you expect to catch up to that destroyer if we're going on a shopping excursion?” 
 
    Jack was leaning into the holo-chart, the port of Amanpoor on G'Naroth Sarat enlarged so he could examine the detail, rotating the beach-ball sized planet with his hand. “We're pretty close to them right now. According to the integrity of the energy trail we're tracking, we're estimating they're just beyond our sensor reach. They don't know they're being pursued so they're cruising not running. We're faster than they are and we can GOD jump; they don't have that capability. We can still catch them - as long as we don't get stupid and waste a bunch of time...” 
 
    “Or Murphy's Law doesn't...” 
 
    “Bite your tongue,”  scolded Jack. Changing the subject, he went back to studying the holo-chart. “According to the charts, G'Naroth Sarat is governed by the UFW, but being on the border, Ragnaar says they play the neutral card, dealing with both UFW and FreeRanger clients. I have a feeling that most of the FreeRanger clients are supplied by third party deliveries though. I don't see them venturing here and setting a ship down on a planet where they might be caught vulnerable.” 
 
    Chase peered closer at the images, circling the holographic planet with his finger, “No station, huh?” 
 
    “Not here.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The cockpit of the P-57 was snug but relatively comfortable and it was an unlikely but convenient place for a little undisturbed solitude. Perfect for a little studying, the only light coming from Steele's holographic MOBIUS screen, the bay dark around the fighter. “MOBI, what can you tell me about the history of the FreeRangers?” 
 
    “Stand by, Mr. Mercury, synching with the ship's historical database...” MOBI's dark-haired character looked back at him with a pleasant expression, a data stream scrolling across the screen underneath her. “Files found.” 
 
    “Summarize, please.” 
 
    “Detail is limited, Mr. Mercury, but according to the corroborating information in the database, the FreeRanger concept was born on or about interstellar date; 69037.281. That is one-thousand-four-hundred-eighty-five years, two-hundred-forty-seven days ago according to the interstellar calendar. The initial concept was in flux for several decades as support grew and became more mainstream. For the first century there was no structured leadership, merely a groundswell of support and interest. It became apparent some kind of structure and hierarchy was required to keep the various factions from infighting and cannibalizing the weaker groups. In fact, the organization didn't even have a formal name until, 69154.473. They initially called themselves the Dark Raiders...”  
 
    “Is that why pirate held sectors are called Dark Territory?” 
 
    “There is no mention of that anywhere in the historical files, but reasoning suggests that is quite possible.” 
 
    “Continue, MOBI.” 
 
    “By interstellar star date, 69317.186 they were battling a public relations image crisis bordering on nightmarish, brought on by decades of overzealous freelancers and very little control over the bulk of their membership...” 
 
    “Imagine that,” snorted Jack, “they got a bad rap for robbing, stealing and killing.” 
 
    “Bad rap?” MOBI's head tilted to one side in a familiar human fashion. 
 
    “Never mind. Continue.” 
 
    “Later that year, with an organized council in place, the members were polled and a new name voted on, including set codes of conduct. The FreeRangers emerged as a cleaner, more civilized, business-driven model focused on profitability, led by a council of twenty-five members arranged in a hierarchical court. The Council President has the final vote as a tiebreaker if the council is split on a decision. The word free in the name reflects free men doing work unhindered by restrictive laws and taxes. It appears the ranger part of the name was found to be more positive than the negative connotation associated with the word raider. It was also perceived that they would police their own members to make sure their new code of ethics was followed. ” 
 
    Even criminals have a code of conduct, though calling it a code of ethics might be a stretch. “When they were originally founded, what was the purpose of the organization? What were their goals?” asked Jack. 
 
    “According to the records, the initial goal was not only to insure their ability to conduct free, unfettered business and trade in whatever they wanted - wherever they wanted, but to completely avoid UFW taxes.” 
 
    “Mmm, yeah, nobody likes paying taxes...” Steele rubbed the young beard on his jawline, compelled to shave, but put it out of his mind; knowing he needed to look the part. He was never really comfortable with a beard. “So they went from an advisory council to having a Navy. How did that happen?” 
 
    “The FreeRangers made a shift from a disorganized band of misfits to one with an educated and experienced leadership. Those freelancers who were originally raiders and opportunists were tasked with protecting FreeRanger interests like ships and stations from UFW interference.” 
 
    “How do the protectors get paid?” 
 
    “The council implemented a flat rate tithing on all FreeRangers except the protectors. The Council reinvested those funds to expand FreeRanger territories and pay protector assignments. Protectors accept missions and assignments both with flat rate pay schedules and performance bonuses. They are also allowed to freelance. Funds received for freelance work are subject to the tithing rate but most contract work of that type is cash based and rarely reported.” 
 
    “Tithing...” repeated Jack. “You can call it whatever you like, they're paying taxes. Hm, so the very thing they fought against, they accepted.” He pinched his lower lip in contemplation, “You said they reinvested in expanding their territories, how or what did they do exactly?” 
 
    MOBI paused momentarily, the data stream scrolling under her animation. “Some money was invested in legitimate businesses, some was invested in equipment, ship development, stations...” 
 
    “So they have an entire economic base?” 
 
    “Oh yes, the BOFFIE manages...” 
 
    “BOFFIE?” interrupted Jack, frowning. 
 
    “Bank of FreeRanger Financial Investments and Economy. It is run by a sub-council on finance. They make recommendations to the FreeRanger Council based on economic trends, business development, technology advances and fleet needs.” 
 
    “Yeah, let's get back to the fleet thing. So, they have freelancers... but we've encountered ships that looked more like organized Navy than amateur...” 
 
    “Searching...” MOBI's face cast a downward glance, looking like she was searching the data stream below her image. “Information found,” she said, looking back up. “On or about interstellar star date, 69531.232, the very first FreeRanger shipyard went on-line. The facility had complete plans for five different ship designs and began building its first ship the day it went live. Ships produced were available to any FreeRanger or freelance entity and could be financed through the BOFFIE. Captured ships could be reconditioned at this facility, for a fee of course, and any new or unique design would be reverse engineered - the plans added to the production lineup.” 
 
    “So the Navy?” Steele reminded her. 
 
    “The greatest portion of the production in the first several years, were armed ships. It is believed the largest military ship available at the time was an escort destroyer. There are no known statistics on production numbers or ship specifications in the database.” 
 
    “How is their Navy structured?” 
 
    “The command structure is similar in configuration to what you would expect, except that the Navy is a combination of both, actual FreeRanger Navy and freelancers. In some cases, the freelance ships may be identical to those in the Navy with the same specifications, purchased or financed by their captains or owners through the BOFFIE. FreeRanger Navy must follow mission orders; freelancers have more freedom to accept or decline mission assignments and have more latitude on mission execution. Navy resupplies are provided; freelancers must pay for resupply - or acquire their own sources.” 
 
    “Then that's their weakness...” 
 
    MOBI tilted her head again, “Mr. Mercury?” 
 
    “The fact that a large sector of their Navy is profit driven as opposed to duty driven. The lack of honor, integrity and dedication can make a big difference in the will to fight...” 
 
    The bay lights flickered, coming on, a soft muted glow illuminating the nearly empty bay. Steele squinted, Lieutenant Loech Braskus strolling up to the nose of the fighter  and around the side to the ladder. “Can't sleep Mr. Mercury?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “Just a quiet little place to do some studying, Lieutenant. How about you?” 
 
    The Lieutenant smiled crookedly, “A strange place to study, if you don't mind me saying...” He didn't wait for a reply, “I just thought I'd come down and check the birds before I hit the rack. We've got a little over four hours till we emerge in the Bengaloo System. Another three or four to G'Naroth Sarat. Being on the fringe of Dark Territory,” he tapped absentmindedly on the fuselage with his knuckle, “it seemed like a prudent...” 
 
    “Oh, I totally agree,” nodded Steele, closing his MOBIUS screen. Grabbing the frame of the canopy's windshield, he pulled himself to his feet in the cockpit. “I should probably get some bunk time too... I'll leave you to it.” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
    TERRAN SYSTEM - UFW REVENGE : PICKING UP THE PIECES 
 
    Off to her left, the Man-In-The-Moon smiled brightly at Lisa as she eased the Reaper underneath the Revenge and held it steady when prompted by her HUD. A pair of docking clamps reaching down from the belly of the frigate, locking onto the fighter with a clank, drawing it upwards. The throttles, now controlled by the docking computer, zeroed themselves and Lisa released the flight stick. Fitting into the impression in the hull of the Revenge, the Reaper became part of the bigger ship. 
 
    A sliver of light appeared from above, widening as the frigate's hull plating opened, a face peering down through the top of her canopy. “Seal is good Ensign. You can release your canopy...” 
 
    Shutting down her systems, she pulled the canopy release, the seal popping with a quick hiss, the pressure equalizing. While it motored back out of the way, hands reached down from above to help her and then Draza Mac step up and out of the cockpit. Standing on the deck, Lisa unlocked her helmet, wriggling it off, her reddish-auburn hair cascading out onto her shoulders. 
 
    The deckhand accepted her helmet, “Skipper wants you on the bridge, ASAP, Ms. Steele.” 
 
    “What about me?” inquired Draza Mac. 
 
    “Nope, just the Ensign.” 
 
    Lisa fist-bumped the Sergeant, turning for the elevators at the front of the bay, “I'll catch up with you later Mac.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa exchanged nods with the Marine sentry outside the bridge door before passing through onto the bridge, the door disappearing into the bulkhead. She stopped, waiting to be acknowledged when the Ensign in the First Officer's command seat looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Skipper?” asked Lisa, not seeing him anywhere. 
 
    “Ready room,” she replied, thumbing over her shoulder before turning back to her duties. 
 
    Lisa couldn't really primp before entering; she was still in her flight gear. She mentally shrugged and walked in, the door sliding open, then closed behind her.  
 
    “Sup?” Brian flipped a small box in her direction, “This is for you...” 
 
    Lisa caught but bobbled the box before it settled in her hands. “What is it?” she asked, lifting the top open. 
 
    “Your new pips... Lieutenant JG.” 
 
    Lisa's eyes widened, “Wow...” 
 
    “I talked to Pappy, since you're the only pilot for the Reaper, we thought it would be a good idea to have a couple more jockeys familiar with her. And we all know how well pilots take instruction from someone of an equal or lower rank; Pappy agreed the senior pilot needed a bump up.” 
 
    “Wow...” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that,” he joked. “So... you will be responsible for their familiarization and instruction on the Reaper. Flight scheduling shouldn't be too complicated, and then you can spend a little more time on the bridge as well.” 
 
    “That's fantastic!” 
 
    “I'm glad you agree,” he nodded approvingly. “The other pilots will be shuttling over later this evening; you can introduce yourself then.” He motioned to her flight suit, “You might as well get changed, I have something else for you to do. And don't forget your new pips...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The deck above the Revenge's small flight deck, if you could even call it a flight deck, was a catchall of sorts; cargo deck, staging area, deployment or recovery area... and fairly humble in size compared to any of the spaces on the Conquest. But today, its limited open space was filled with a cacophony of shouting, arguing and crying. Lisa raised her hands above her head for a futile attempt at attention. It garnered her nothing and she gave up on decorum. “SHUUUUT UUUUP!” she screamed, her fists balled. Ok that worked a little too well...  
 
    People froze in mid-argument, Marines froze in mid-stride or mid-conversation; all eyes shifting to her. She gathered herself up, smoothing her uniform tunic, “I am Lieutenant Lisa Steele... I understand you may be confused and frightened. There is nothing to fear here, you are safe.” She turned to the Marines, still in their assault armor, saluting them, “Thank you gentlemen, you are dismissed. I will handle it from here.” They returned her salute, glanced around the area, at each other, the group of frightened civilians and back to her with a nod before stepping away. 
 
    The group shifted, moving toward her, giving her a moment of pause. Maybe she had released the Marines a little too soon. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said calmly, her hands out-stretched. “I need you all to relax and stay calm, I will explain everything to you...” 
 
    The group parted as someone pushed through their midst, “Lisa? Lisa Steele - Jack Steele's sister?” 
 
    “That's right,” she replied. 
 
    The man thumbed his chest as he approached, “Bobby Fortuno...” 
 
    “Oh my God, Bobby,” smiled Lisa, “I almost didn't recognize you out of uniform.” They reached out and shook hands, the crowd closing ranks but remaining respectable.  
 
    “My friend Denny, they took him away...” 
 
    “He was shuttled over to another ship,” replied Lisa, “and last I checked, he was still in surgery...” 
 
    “What have you heard? Will he make it?” 
 
    “Honestly Bobby, he's in the best hands imaginable; the Conquest has one of the finest medical staffs in the fleet. I've seen them do amazing and remarkable things...” 
 
    “Fleet,” muttered Bobby, deadpan. 
 
    “I know, I know, it's a lot to take in all at once.” She turned to address everyone, “This will all be clearer soon...” 
 
    “Lisa, what, who are these watchers? And where did they go?” asked Bobby. 
 
    “They were sent for a debriefing, everything will be clearer soon...”  
 
    “Yeah, you keep saying that...” 
 
    She looked out over the crowd, “Can everyone hear me? Can everyone understand me?” Several couples raised their hands, puzzled looks on their faces. “Englais?” she asked them. 
 
    “Parlez-vous francaise...” 
 
    “Sprechen zie deutch...” 
 
    “Mowimy po popolsku...” 
 
    Lisa held up her hands stalling any more responses, “Bobby,” she whispered, “I'm going to need your help keeping everyone calm and orderly, can you do that?” 
 
    “There's over a hundred people here, “ he whispered back. 
 
    “I'm aware of that. It's either that or the Marines come back. Understand?”  
 
    He nodded, motioning Nick Omanski to his side. “This is my partner Nick. My ex-wife is the one over there in the red shirt,” he indicated, “with my daughters.” 
 
    Lisa admired the attractive family, “She looks like a keeper...” 
 
    “Yeah, you'd think that,” he interrupted, “but no.” He shot Nick a shut up look with a quick glance. 
 
    “Look,” insisted Lisa, “If we can get everyone to just sit and relax I can bring crew members in to distribute translators, food, water, and get everyone comfortable. 
 
    “Translators?” 
 
    Lisa raised an eyebrow, “If you're going to question everything I say, this is going to take forever. You're going to have to trust me...”  
 
    “Because I should trust kidnappers?” hissed Bobby. 
 
    “No, you should trust rescuers,” she corrected him. “In case you've forgotten, your ass was in the frying pan.” She placed her hands on her hips, “So do I get your help or not?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    With a handful of temporary translator disks, Nick Omanski, Bobby Fortuno and his daughters helped Lisa get the people who didn't speak English, equipped to understand her so she could explain what was happening. It took a little patience but their diligence paid off, allowing her to communicate freely and keep everyone calm as members of the crew trickled into the bay.  
 
    Sitting on the floor with food and water, the group was wary but relatively calm, the initial case of cow-eyes having faded as the alien medical team moved from person to person to implant permanent translators. Bobby and his family opted to go first to demonstrate to the others that the procedure was safe and relatively painless; his ex-wife, of course, feeling the need to complain. Surprisingly, having heard just about enough, it was Nick Omanski who stepped up and silenced her with a few choice words whispered in her ear. Curiously, when Bobby inquired, his partner refused to repeat the magical, harpy-silencing words, responding with nothing more than a wink and a wry smile. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” said Lisa sitting on a polycarbonate crate, scooting back, “I expect everyone can understand me now? Understand the crew around you?” Her questions were met with quiet nods. “Good. As you have seen, aliens are as real as you and me. Just like people on Earth, there are good and bad. And the way they look is just as varied out here as on Earth - in many cases even more-so as their genetics have adapted to the unique circumstances and environments from which they came. There are aliens living among us on Earth, and there are humans living out here in space. There are of course other planets like Earth, and...” 
 
    “Have you been to any of them?” asked a French woman. 
 
    “Just one so far. An absolutely beautiful planet called Veloria...” 
 
    “How many?” someone shouted. “Planets like Earth?” 
 
    “Hundreds... thousands,” she replied. “Plus space stations the size of cities, habitable planetoids, ships that dwarf anything you can imagine... Some people out here have been born in space and lived their lives having never set foot on a planet.” 
 
    “When you say people...” 
 
    “A general term for other beings you will meet,” explained Lisa. “Just like different races on Earth, there are different races out here - as varied as the planets and solar systems they come from scattered across the universe. What you've seen today is just a grain of sand on a beach by comparison. For all the ways we differ, there are as many ways we are the same - quite remarkable when you think about it.” 
 
    “These watchers, were they aliens?”  
 
    “Yes. They were here to monitor our technological progress to determine when we might be suitable for entry into the space-faring community. They also observed what was happening with the infiltrators...” 
 
    “So why are we here? Why us?” 
 
    Lisa thought about how to frame her answer, “Well, you all had the... unique opportunity to know a watcher in your area. Over the years, you and your families formed a mutual bond with them that reached a familial level. You were chosen, adopted as extended family - to such an extent that when things got desperate, they could no more leave you behind then they could their own flesh and blood.” She held her arms out indicating size, “Remember the metal men? Those are our Marines in heavy armor. They were there to not only extract our watchers but to protect them and you. Our teams knew you were coming. They knew who you were. And as some of you saw,” her eyes flicked over to Bobby and Nick, “they didn't hesitate to protect your families to get you safely out of harm's way...” 
 
    “So what the feckin' shite do we do now?” asked a barrel-chested Irishman with a red handlebar mustache. 
 
    “There are plenty of opportunities out here...” answered Lisa, her hands folded neatly in her lap. 
 
    “Don't be yanking me clackers, Molly, we don't know feck about space!” 
 
    “Lieutenant Steele,” she corrected him, hopped off the crate, slowly strolling across the deck in front of them. “Look, I'm a prime example,” she began, “I was in the same place you are now, about a year-and-a-half ago. Now I'm a pilot. I found something that fascinated me and they gave me every opportunity to make that happen. Anything you did at home you can do out here. And more.” 
 
    “What if we just want to go home?” called a voice from somewhere in the back. 
 
    “Realistically, you're here because it was so bad where you were, that home currently doesn't exist for you. It's gone...” 
 
    “But wait...” said a woman waving her hand. 
 
    “If,” continued Lisa, “or when circumstances change, and things calm down and we have some semblance of order, you will have the opportunity to go back. If that's what you really want. You may also be given the additional opportunity to do liaison work between the surface and the assets out here in an official capacity.” She watched the woman lower her hand. 
 
    “If we decide to go back...” began Nick, looking introspective, staring at the floor in thought, “would we go back to where we came from?” 
 
    “You would most likely go back to the area you are most familiar with. But it will be open for discussion... especially if that area is still in flux.” 
 
    “If we decide to stay out here, where would we end up?” 
 
    Lisa stopped, her hands clasped behind her, “The government of Veloria has graciously extended an open invitation to resettle there. Knowing of course that you left with little to nothing, there will be preparations made for you and your families, both in housing and career possibilities based on your experience...” Lisa could sense a but coming, “If you ever want to come back to Earth, you have to remember, space flight between planets is not so much different than airline travel between countries on Earth. It takes a little longer but the accommodations are much nicer.” 
 
    “Like how long? How far is this... Veloria?” asked Annie Fortuno. 
 
    “About three months.” 
 
    “Nah shite, that's a long feckin' time to be settin' on yer arse twiddling yer pipe without a nice Sally to feak,” complained the red-haired Irishman. “And I won't be rattlin' some manky tramp with a face like a cats arse... No knobrot for this Mick, I like me plums jus' the way they are.” 
 
    Despite her translator not being able to decipher all of the Irishman's colorful slang, Lisa got the general meaning in context, as disturbing as it was. She just wasn't sure how to respond. 
 
    “No indifference to your, uh, plums, I can... appreciate your concerns, Mr...” 
 
    “Shamus,” he thumbed his chest.  
 
    “Mr. Shameless - Shamus,” she corrected herself. Shameless, oh boy. She couldn't help herself, it just popped into her head.  
 
    “Ballsbridge, Dublin,” he nodded proudly. 
 
    Balls-bridge... Oh God, this just keeps getting worse. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, redirecting the conversation away from the redhead with the handlebar mustache. “We are at an extremely pivotal point in Earth's history. And like almost all significant times in history, it's messy. It's scary. It's dangerous. It's also remarkable and exciting. You have an opportunity to be a part of it or to be a bystander. You stand at the crossroads of one of the most remarkable points in man's time on Earth.” She decided to use a conversation Jack had described with Voorlak. "You can choose to be like a man named, Herman Shimp, or take a leap into history with both feet like, George Washington." 
 
    "Who the shite was Herman Shimp for feck's sake?" 
 
    It took a conscious effort on Lisa's part not to roll her eyes. “No one knows. A nobody. He stood aside and watched history pass him by...” 
 
    “Aye brilliant, Lassie! Ya titsmacked me with that one... Though I s'pose I'd prefer St. Patrick o'r your Washington...”  
 
    Oh, God... shut up, shut up, shut up... Lisa took a deep breath and resisted even looking in his direction. “Man and Earth will recover. We will rebuild, better and stronger. We will be more prosperous. And we will join the interstellar community. Medical and technological advances will be staggering...”  
 
    “What would we be doing?” asked Nick Omanski, his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    “In some cases, you would be the new watchers in your area. Of course, we wouldn't send you back down until some stability has been reached. In your and Bobby's case, you would be our liaisons with the police and local government in Chicago. Not only to determine their needs and supply them the necessary tools required, but to help and guide them...”  
 
    Bobby was shaking his head, “No offense. Really... But I'm just a Sergeant and he's a Patrolman,” he indicated Nick, “with two years on the job. You're dreaming if you think they're going to give two shits about what we think or say. No one under a Commander is going to...  ” 
 
    “You let us worry about that,” she interrupted with a grin. “We can be very convincing.” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    BENGALOO SYSTEM - PERSEUS : G'NAROTH SARAT 
 
    Jack Steele opened his eyes, a giant black nose filling his sleepy field of vision, “What the...” 
 
    “Bengaloo,” rumbled Fritz, staring down at him. “Why you sleep on couch? Bed right over there...” 
 
    “I dunno,” mumbled Jack, “I was studying...” 
 
    “This not studying,” corrected Fritz. 
 
    “I know - I was, I must have fallen asleep.” 
 
    “You get up now?” the dog asked, still standing over Jack. 
 
    “Have I been paged?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are we on fire?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then, no. I not get up now,” insisted Jack. 
 
    “I'm hungry,” grumbled Fritz. 
 
    “Then go to the galley and eat breakfast,” muttered Jack. 
 
    Fritz hopped off the sofa to the floor, “OK, fine.” 
 
    “Wake me when we get to G'Naroth Sarat,” grunted Jack, rolling over on his side. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Squeak - squeak. Squeak - squeak. Squeak - squeak - squeak - squeak - squeak - squeak... “Oh my God, stop it,” scolded Jack, his eyes still closed. “Where did you get a squeaky toy?” he mumbled, still mostly asleep. 
 
    “Allie gave to me,” replied Fritz, his mouth full of soft, fuzzy plushiness. 
 
    “Or did you take it?” 
 
    “She gave,” insisted the Shepherd. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Steele could feel hot breath on his face and opened one eye, a giant black nose filling his field of vision. His other eye opened, revealing a continuation of the picture; a stuffed plush toy resembling a cheeseburger in his mouth. Jack snorted a chuckle.  
 
    “You still on couch.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You get up now...” 
 
    Steele stretched, “We're at G'Naroth Sarat?” 
 
    “Orbit.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    G'Naroth Sarat was a marvelous example of terraforming technology even though it was still a work in progress. About half the planet's landmasses were covered in a rich green tapestry of agriculture; the other half, sharp mountain ranges and dry, rolling, arid deserts. The weather control system produced clouds and rain once a day to cool the mean average temperature from the mid-eighty degree range to the mid-seventy degree range, and provide the needed precipitation for efficient crop development. 
 
    Not without its urban and industrial districts, the largest city on the planet,  Amanpoor, ringed the space port like a bowl; the buildings reaching up like a wall around it. All approaches to the port were from the ocean side, crossing over the rippling blue water to the dull gray landing pads surrounded by emerald green ground cover.  
 
    A video inset flickered into existence on the main screen, “Ground control to Perseus, good afternoon,” began the traffic coordinator. “We have you on final approach. Feeding you approach and telemetry control information... now.” An overlay of telemetry data appeared on the big screen with navigation lines, speeds and coordinates. “You are cleared for set-down on pad, zeta-three-seven - indicated on your screen. Please be aware of possible cross traffic.”  
 
    “Zeta-three-seven, confirmed,” replied Commander Reegan.  
 
    “Current temperature in the Amanpoor area is eighty-six degrees, wind from the west at ten. One hour of rain scheduled this evening at seven, sunset at eight-fifteen. Should make for an interesting sunset...” 
 
    “Thank you, ground control.”  
 
    The video link with the traffic coordinator winked out. “He looked so real,” remarked Chase standing next to Jack behind the Commander's seat. 
 
    “He was,” replied Reegan, watching their descent. “They're not all AI like the one at Nelson's Point...” 
 
    “Bit of a Chatty Cathy, though,” remarked Steele. 
 
    “A what?” asked Ragnaar. 
 
    Steele frowned, “Chatty Cathy - it's a doll from... never mind,” he waved. 
 
    The spaceport grew as they approached, the gray concrete oval landing pads of all sizes, surrounded by rich green landscaping that stretched for miles to the edge of the city. Low hangar-like buildings dotted the spaceport, dwarfed by the ships parked on the landing pads. All of it was toy-like, a perfect diorama, the colors so vivid, the wall of skyscrapers silhouetted against a turquoise sky. The flashing navigation lines directed them down to a pad several rows inland from the water.  
 
    A target icon flashed on the left of the screen moving right, “Cross traffic left, altitude thirty-four-hundred.” 
 
    Ragnaar nodded, “I saw him. He'll pass over us by seven-hundred.” He double-checked their glide slope and rate of decent. 
 
    “There have to be almost a hundred landing pads down there,” whispered Chase, his eyes trying to take it all in at once. 
 
    “A hundred and seventy square miles of space port,” remarked Commander Reegan. “And I'm counting five FreeRanger ships so far...” 
 
    Steel leaned over his shoulder, “Where?” 
 
    “Patrol gunships here and here,” Reegan marked them on his command screen, the identifiers appearing on the big screen. “A cutter here,” he pointed, “a destroyer here, and an armed transport over there...” 
 
    “Keep looking, see if you can find any more. And see if you can find any history on any of them..” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Z-37. The bright yellow numbers painted on the concrete stretched for fifty feet under the hull of the Perseus, nearly unreadable at an angle standing at the base of the ship's ramp. But in case you had a brainfart and forgot where you parked your ship, an illuminated can-sign marked the entrance to the underground metro, and another on the front of the low warehouse building that was nothing more than a sloping entrance to the underground shipping system. Cargo shuttles sat in the always-open doors waiting for tasking. Just beyond the concrete; manicured hedges and tailored ground cover.  
 
    Stepping off the ramp, Steele looked up at the graying sky. He knew what time it was, he didn't have to look, “Right on time,” he observed. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    He shot Ragnaar a bemused smirk, “The weathermen at home can't even predict rain for the right day much less down to the minute...” 
 
    “Well to be fair, Mr. Mercury, they have the benefit of actual weather control here.” 
 
    Steele watched the first few drops splatter on the concrete, “Our Air Force has a program that can make weather, it's called HAARP - High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program.” 
 
    “That doesn't sound much like a weather system,” interrupted Ragnaar. 
 
    “No it doesn't, does it...” replied Jack. “That's the innocuous public name the government uses hoping not to scare the citizens. HAARP actually stands for, High Altitude Active Rain Production. The problem with it is, they can create the weather... but they can't stop it once they start it. And they can't steer it. They were hoping to create destructive weather as a guidable weapon and in the process of testing created a few rather devastating hurricanes, two of which hit our own country doing extensive damage. Not to mention the hordes of tornado spawns...” 
 
    “That is... regrettable. Is it still in use?” 
 
    “It was announced a couple years ago that the project was being discontinued. That the antenna arrays and equipment were being dismantled - but that was a lie to appease the conspiracy theorists, who've since developed new ways of detecting HAARP's ELF and VLF radio transmissions.”  
 
    “What are we talking about?” asked Chase stepping off the ramp to the landing pad followed by Mercedes Huang. 
 
    “Weather control,” offered Ragnaar. 
 
    Chase had to decide whether to feign interest or not. Not. “Ah,” he nodded blankly.  He held his hand out, rewarded by catching some hefty raindrops, “We'd better get going before it opens up on us...” 
 
    “Mmm,” grunted Jack, turning for the underground metro entrance. “You guys got your shopping list?” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” confirmed Ragnaar, exchanging glances with Chase. 
 
    “I'm still not real clear on what we're doing Mr. Mercury...” inquired Mercedes, trailing the three men. 
 
    “Fishing, Ms. Huang. We're going fishing.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele wasn't sure what to expect but the tunnels leading to the underground metro were clean, mostly smooth, featureless concrete. Well-lit, lined with digital video screens the thickness of a sheet of paper, bombarding visitors with advertisements and commercials for every conceivable product, attraction, restaurant, club and business in Amanpoor.  
 
    Pedestrian traffic came to a sudden halt just before the entrance to the metro station and Steele eyed the other people around them coming from other landing pads headed into the city. “What's going on, Mr. Ragnaar?” he whispered. 
 
    “Security checkpoint.” Ragnaar glanced at his shipmates, “Nobody is carrying anything, right? No weapons? Being on the border, they're very strict here.”  
 
    “Wait,” whispered Steele, “I thought you could get almost anything here? Small arms included.” 
 
    “You can,” replied Ragnaar, moving up in line. “But everything is transferred directly to the ship. No one can take personal delivery of a weapon.” 
 
    Steele eyed the armed security team as they neared the checkpoint, “Doesn't seem to apply to them though does it...”  
 
    The team leader waved people through the checkpoint, “Keep walking, the train is waiting. That's it, move along...” He occasionally glanced over at the officer watching the scanner screen for any sign that someone might need to be stopped or questioned. 
 
    Approaching the open doors of the train, Steele took a deep breath, not realizing he'd been controlling his breathing. He felt naked being unarmed, and this place which had previously seemed shiny and welcoming, suddenly put him ill at ease. His little voice had been silent for a long time... months. But suddenly it felt the need to whisper in his ear. He wondered what it was trying to tell him. 
 
    Sitting in front of Jack and Mercedes, Chase and Ragnaar turned sideways so they could converse discreetly over their seat backs. Ragnaar glanced around and lowered his voice, “We'll be getting off before you at the Trade Exchange building, it's an underground stop. You'll be getting off in the city at Central Street Square after the train leaves the tunnels...” 
 
    Nearly silent, the magnetic drive of the underground metro propelled it through the tunnel on an antigravity bed across the width of Amanpoor's Space Port, stopping occasionally to pick up more passengers heading into the city from the landing pads. 
 
    “You've been here before,” offered Jack, glancing at the people around them.  
 
    “I have,” replied Ragnaar, leaning closer. “It's a fairly safe city but don't get complacent. The Black Hole Bar & Grille is an eight block walk from your stop. Walk it - no ground transportation and no shortcuts. It's in your MOBIUS,” he added, tapping on the unit around Jack's wrist. “Don't forget to use it.” 
 
    “No ground transportation?” 
 
    “It's not worth the hassle or the cost. The cabbies will drive you around the city for an hour for a ten-minute walk...” Steele nodded his understanding. “And for the love of the Gods, don't buy anything from anyone on the street...” 
 
    “Got it...” 
 
    Chase heard the announcement for the next stop, “That's us...” 
 
    “Hey,” said Jack reaching out as Chase and Ragnaar rose from their seats. Chase shot his friend an inquisitive look. “Whatever you do, don't buy any Tribbles,” teased Steele. They shared a knowing chuckle and a brotherly fist bump. 
 
    As the train rocked to a swift but gentle stop and the two men shuffled toward the open doors to the platform for the Trade Exchange, Ragnaar nudged Chase Holt's elbow, “What the hellion is a Tribble?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    In its day, the G'Naroth Sarat Security Service building was not only a work of art but a technogeek's dreamworld. Like any other government entity anywhere, it had seen better days... but the view was still good. Even though it was less than a third in size among the other buildings surrounding it, it held a prominent spot in the city skyline overlooking Amanpoor's Space Port, its all-black structure striking a somewhat sinister silhouette. 
 
    The Sergeant walking past the Inspector's office saw the rain pattering across the windows, the city lights and buildings distorted through the rain-slicked glass. “Damn, raining pretty good... Seems early today...” 
 
    The Inspector's attention did not stray from the report on his computer screen, “Uh-hum... Nah, seven-fifteen...”  
 
    The Sergeant neither criticized nor commented on the disjointed reply from the man in the windowed office. Perhaps one day, the Inspector would move over to the coveted side of the building that overlooked the Space Port and the ocean beyond it and he could eventually have the windowed office - even if it did overlook the city. “Say Inspector, did Data Bridge get a hold of you? They were looking for you earlier...” 
 
    “Yeah, sure...” The words sunk in and Inspector Brooker's attention snapped away from the report he was engrossed in, the dark stubble on his jawline marking a long day. “Wait, what? Who was looking for me?” 
 
    “Somebody over at Data Bridge. About an hour ago...” 
 
    Brooker ran his hand over the top of his shaved head in exasperation, “Dammit. Did they think of looking for me in my office?” He pushed away from the desk and rose to his feet, his chair rolling back and banging against the wall. “Do I always have to hold their hand?” He brushed past the Sergeant in the doorway, “Thanks Sarge...”  
 
    The Sergeant watched him disappear down the corridor, glancing out the twenty-third-story window at the soggy city one more time before heading off to resume his duties. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Brooker swung the door wide, strolling into the Data Bridge, lined with rows of security techs monitoring scores of monitors, large and small, recording data from all over the Amanpoor Region. “So who's the freaking genius that couldn't find me hiding so cleverly in my office?” he exclaimed. No response, the deafening roar of silence - broken only by the sounds of the digital video feeds. “Alright, fine. I get it. Nobody wants to admit to being so stinking bad at hide and seek... Does anyone have something for me, or did I just walk all the way over here for my frigging health?” He waved his arms , “So the Sarge just made it up...?” 
 
    A woman with short-cropped platinum hair rolled away from her work station waving him over, having called up the video playback. “Inspector...” 
 
    “Oh, good, I was beginning to think I was invisible,” he snarked, sauntering over. 
 
    “Apologies, Inspector, we've had a shift change. This is what was caught in the incoming Zeta checkpoint.” She directed his attention to the video. 
 
    “Help me out here, Sweetness, what am I looking at?” 
 
    “Here, this man,” she pointed, “he has an implant.” She switched color frequencies to something resembling night vision, catching a vibrant glow in the man's left eye.  
 
    “What's your point?” asked Brooker. “Lots of people have implants...” 
 
     She drew his attention to the readouts, “His heart rate changes but his breathing remains even. It just appeared odd to the operator.” She indicated the other people with the man in the video, “These three people with him had no such reaction. Now, the data cores are still checking facials but this man, the big one with the face tattoo, is a known pirate. We haven't seen him here in five or six years...” 
 
    Brooker rubbed the stubble on his chin, “Well, being a pirate isn't a crime, at least not on G'Naroth Sarat. But it might warrant a look. Nothing on the other three then...” 
 
    “Not yet, Inspector.” 
 
    “Send this to my office - and stay on this. It's probably nothing but this is your assignment until we know more. If I'm not in my office, use my MOBIUS.” 
 
    “I understand, Inspector.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It wasn't until the train emerged from the tunnel and rain splattered the roof of the train that Jack and Mercedes realized the roof of the train was glass. It curved over the top and down the sides to about waist level, allowing an uninterrupted view of the city around them. The metro system rose several stories above the streets, the antigravity bed supported by the surrounding buildings. When a vehicle passed overhead he involuntarily sucked in, quickly realizing traffic passed around them at multiple levels, above and below. 
 
    “Hoh,” huffed Mercedes, “It's - it's like Blade Runner or the Fifth Element... This - this is unbelievable.” 
 
    Steele chuckled, “Says the woman who flew here across space. Through jump gates. Across multiple solar systems. On a star ship.” 
 
    “Yeah, well... allow me my amazement, will you? I've just stepped into a movie I grew up with.” 
 
    “What I find remarkable,” whispered Jack, “is the amazing accuracy of foresight in some of our Hollywood directors like Ridley Scott and George Lucas...” 
 
    “Makes you wonder if they knew something we didn't,” replied Mercedes, glued to the window. 
 
    Steele tugged on her elbow as he rose from his seat, “C'mon, this is our stop...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    At street level, clear awnings extended over the sidewalks, automatically activated by the rain. Under their protection, Jack Steele and Mercedes Huang wove their way along the crowded sidewalks past shops, businesses, massive corporations and the occasional sidewalk vendor selling all manner of goods.  
 
    “Smells good,” commented Steele, his stomach reminding him it had missed an earlier meal. 
 
    “Remember what Ragnaar said,” reminded Mercedes, wagging her finger at him. 
 
    “I know, I know. Just saying.” Steele paused, looking in a shop window at nothing in particular. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Mercedes wondered aloud, standing next to him, looking at the same nothing. 
 
    “I think we're being followed.” 
 
    “The woman in the navy-blue jacket?” 
 
    Steele glanced at Mercedes out of the corner of his eye without turning his head, “No, where do you see her? I'm talking about the guy in the gray suit and hat across the street.” 
 
    “I see him,” said Mercedes shifting her body, looking at the reflection in the glass over her shoulder. “Are you sure about him?” 
 
    “He moves when we move, stops when we stop...” 
 
    “Hmm,” snorted Mercedes, “Not too obvious then, huh?” 
 
    “Where's the woman?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Same side as we're on, about thirty-feet back. She ducked into a business when we stopped.” 
 
     Jack took her by the hand and they walked leisurely, hand-in-hand trying to catch glimpses in the windows they passed. They paused and Jack gently spun Mercedes into a hug, looking over her shoulder. “Yep. Got her.” The woman quickly hailed a cab, the vehicle descending from an air-lane above the street. “Dammit,” he groaned, “she knows I made her.” 
 
    “What do you suppose they want?” asked Mercedes as they unwrapped and walked on. 
 
    The cab eased past, ascending back into an air-lane above the street, the woman peering at them through tinted windows. Steele couldn't help but smile, catching it out of the corner of his eye. “I don't know...” It just reminded him how naked he felt without a weapon on him. Suddenly intrigued, he steered Mercedes through the front doors of a business with oversized spaceship models decorating the lobby and interior.  
 
    “Toys?” she asked, a sarcastic tone adding volumes to the single word inquiry. 
 
    “Dealership. I think.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Having been summoned on his MOBIUS, Inspector Brooker strolled back through the Data Bridge door, “What have you got for me, Sweetness?”  
 
    “You be the judge, Inspector...” Motioning to an empty chair, the female Data Bridge officer with the short platinum hair pulled up digital reports on her twin screens as he rolled up next to her. “The guy with the facial tattoo is a pirate named Ragnaar. He has, or had, a brother named Deeter, also a pirate. There are no records of either one having being seen in the last five to six years - either here or anywhere else... Until just recently.” She tapped Ragnaar's image on the screen, “Our friend here, was spotted at Nelson's Point with this man,” she tapped on Jack Steele's image. 
 
    “What about the other two?” asked Brooker. 
 
    “They were also seen together at Nelsons Point...” 
 
    “So they've switched partners?” 
 
     “It appears so. And these two,” she pointed at Chase Holt and Mercedes Huang, “were  wanted for questioning about an incident that happened at one of the station's repair docks...” 
 
    “What kind of incident?” he interrupted. 
 
    “Nelson's Point wasn't terribly forthcoming with the details, but the best I could gather, two bodies were recovered in the maintenance ring and it was in the same vicinity that a freelancer's ship was destroyed, right at the repair dock.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “I heard mysterious explosion, I heard GOD jump malfunction where a section of the  ship jumped leaving the rest behind in segments. Depends on who you talk to...” 
 
    Brooker shook his head, “I've never heard of a jump malfunction like that - I wonder if it's even possible.” He motioned toward their pictures, “Do we have names for these two?” 
 
    “No. But here's where it starts to get involved...” She pointed at Steele's photo, “This guy, Jax Mercury, is the one who refused the station's requests for crew interviews. It's not clear if he's the captain or owner of the Perseus. When the Station refused to let his ship depart until the security teams could conduct the interviews, the Perseus forced itself free, tearing off a docking arm and destroying a docking spoke that was still attached. Then it outran a gunship that tried to pursue it...” 
 
    Brooker pointed to an image of the Perseus, “That thing?” He pursed his lips, “Sounds awfully guilty to me... Send out a service crew to visually inspect the exterior of their ship. See if we can confirm any damage without tipping our hand.” 
 
    She nodded. “But there's more...” 
 
    Brooker's eyes narrowed, “More...” he repeated, deadpan. 
 
    “There's another hit on his name, about a year ago. It's lengthy. It occurred at Rikovik's Reef...” 
 
    “Ugh,” he grunted, “garbage heap.” 
 
    She pulled up a rough outline of the Revenge. “He docked in a frigate called the Raven, it was reported they were searching for salvage parts.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable enough...” 
 
    “Except there was some kind of firefight in the industrial sector near the establishment they had been directed to and several locals were killed. Video footage from a transport vehicle placed him in the vicinity. While security teams were searching for the suspects, his group temporarily disappeared. Mercury reappeared later, on the Island...” 
 
    “That's the Syndicate side of the Reef...” coughed Brooker. 
 
    “Aaand,” she continued, “another firefight ensued. He broke out a harem of the Syndicate's girls, killed several of their men, stole a yacht, severely damaged the yacht basin, and destroyed two security patrol craft in the process of escaping to Aegeron Pass with the assistance of his ship, The Raven.” 
 
    Brooker ran his hand over his shaved head, “Who, what is this guy? Pirates don't even mess with the Syndicate.” He stared at Steele's picture on the screen, “Mr. Mercury is either lucky or crazy...” 
 
    “Or both,” offered the Data Bridge officer. 
 
    “In any case he's dangerous.” Brooker's stare persisted, “What are you, Mercury... Pirate? Freelancer? Contractor...?” He snapped out of his thoughts, “Where are they now?” 
 
    “Looks like the pirate and the other man got off at the Trade Exchange building, here,” she pointed at the Metro map on the screen. 
 
    “Then they split up. Where's Mercury and the woman?” 
 
    “Got off the Metro at Central Street Square and proceeded up Central on foot. They don't seem to be in any hurry...” 
 
    He tapped on the edge of the monitor, “Cameras?” 
 
    She made a face of distaste, “That whole sector of Central has been a problem. Maintenance doesn't know if it's our controllers up here, or bad lines out in the field. They've been working on it for almost a week. Again.” 
 
    The Inspector cursed under his breath, “Do we have anybody out there?” 
 
    “Two plainclothes observing.” 
 
    Brooker straightened up and tapped on his MOBIUS, “Good, link us up. I'm heading out there.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele examined a model perched on a pedestal, admiring the ship's lines as he glanced past it through the showroom window across the street at the man in the gray suit and hat. The woman in the blue jacket had returned, sitting at an open-air cafe not far from her partner. The rain had stopped and the awnings were retracting against the buildings. 
 
    “Welcome to Zin's. Isn't she a beauty?” asked the salesman, as he strolled casually across the sales floor. “I'm Zin.” He was impeccably dressed, and his pale, flawless, smooth skin, looked uncomfortably drum-tight. “I have one to test fly sitting on alpha two-two...” 
 
    “Tell me more about her,” said Steele, running his finger along the lines of the ship while keeping an eye on the darkening street, lights flickering to life as the shadows deepened. 
 
    “You have a good eye, sir,” complimented Zin, “the Velocitor is in a class by herself. She accepts a crew of four, with accommodations for two more, for a total of six...” 
 
    “Just in case you have... passengers,” commented Steele with a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    “Exactly,” continued Zin. “Designed for rather long range for a ship of her size, she has a small, shielded, cargo capacity, for that more... compact, extra-valuable cargo,” he smirked smugly. “Very popular with certain sectors of the business delivery community.” 
 
    Steele nodded his appreciation. Like smugglers. “Armor, shields, armament?” 
 
    “She comes well equipped, and she's very fast.” The model lit up in sections as he spoke of the highlights; “Four gimbal-mounted forward guns, with a twenty-degree arc. One top turret with two guns - unobstructed firing arc. And one bottom turret at the stern with two guns that has a forty-five-degree arc. Her armor is a light composite - but very sturdy and she has very special, fourth generation, Garland-Pulmon particle shields. Very tough, very fast recharge.” 
 
    “Power system?” 
 
    “Heavy duty, also by Garland-Pulmon. Well suited to keep all her systems fed with plenty of reserve. Even adequate for the optional GOD Drive...” 
 
    Steele was casually eyeing a third man who had joined the other two, a hover car lifting away, leaving him at the sidewalk cafe. “Can the ship you have in stock accommodate the drive unit?”  
 
    “Our demo does have a GOD drive. However, if you purchased a standard Velocitor it could be retrofitted with some modifications,” nodded Zin. “With the drive, you sacrifice the extra two seats and a small portion of your cargo space...” 
 
    “A fair tradeoff,” smiled Steele, turning away from the windows.  
 
    “You would of course have to bring her back here to the dealership for the upgrade...” 
 
    Steele nodded, “Of course...” He pinched his lower lip, “Uhh, considering you accommodate, er, clients from all walks of life...” 
 
    “Yes...?” 
 
    “I'm assuming you have a back exit...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    After a circuitous route to be assured they hadn't been followed, the customer service driver for Zin's dealership descended the limousine from an air-lane to the entrance of The Black Hole Bar & Grille. Opening with a hum, the vehicle's door swung up over the roof, allowing its riders an effortless exit.  
 
    Stepping out, Mercedes Huang smoothed her hair, “That was... interesting.” 
 
    Steele gave a nod to the driver as the door dropped, stepping up next to his partner in crime, “Yes. Yes, it was...” 
 
    “I'm not sure I understand how he knows when he's in his lane up there or not. Have you driven something like that?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “No, in fact I was wondering the same thing. It feels a little unnatural in a car... Not like driving, not like flying...” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed, “just... weird.”  
 
    Steele pulled on the heavy wooden door for The Black Hole Bar & Grille, “I'm glad no one was following us - can you imagine what a chase would feel like?” 
 
    Mercedes shivered, “Frightening thought...” 
 
    Sandwiched between two much larger buildings, it felt like the Black Hole Bar & Grille was a historical survivor of some sort, from another era. It wasn't modern steel and glass, it was old school dark wood and roughhewn stone with a polished marble bar and dimly lit booths. Considerably more expansive inside than the outward appearance revealed, a three-man band played somewhere off in the darkness. The smells drifting through the restaurant only served to reawaken Steele's grumbling stomach. His artificial eye switched to night vision, revealing the extent of the crowded interior, groups of people congregated around the bar two and three deep, standing in between tables and booths.  
 
    “This is going to be a needle in a hay stack...” whispered Mercedes. 
 
    “Just drink, wander around and listen in. Shoot me something on MOBIUS if you hear anything interesting.” 
 
    “You going to order something to eat?” 
 
    Steele took a deep breath, “If it tastes half as good as it smells, yes. You?” 
 
    Mercedes smiled wryly looking over her shoulder and winked seductively, “Somebody will feed me...” She disappeared in the moving crowd headed for the bar. 
 
    Finding an available high top table, Steele took some time to eat while he watched the crowd, scrutinizing, carefully searching for anyone in uniform, listening to the conversations of the people around him and passers-by. Mercedes drifted past, drink in hand, plucking a morsel of food off his plate as she passed, “Uniforms on the other side of the bar...” She kept walking, melting back into the crowd. 
 
    Finishing off the food on his plate, he rose and casually headed around the bar in search of FreeRanger Navy uniforms. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sitting with her back to the bar, an empty seat to each side of her, watching the people on the dance floor, Steele instantly took notice of the redhead in uniform. “Excuse me, I don't mean to bother you, but my knee is killing me,” he lied, “might I sit for a couple of minutes?” The Ensign looked up at him and silently nodded at the seat on her left while sipping her drink. Jack eased himself into the chair, playing the wounded soul, indicating the pips on her collar, “Ensign?” 
 
    She regarded him cautiously, “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you for the seat, Ensign.” Steele held out his hand,  “Jax Mercury...”  
 
    She shook his hand, wary of his politeness, “You're welcome. Grinleeah,” she offered. Steele was shocked by the intensity of her green eyes and he took a moment to consider where the reflections were coming from that created the glowing effect. “You're staring...” 
 
    Steele looked away reflexively, “Sorry, your eyes are so green...” He glanced back, “Probably sounds stupid but it almost looked like they were glowing - I was trying to figure out how...” 
 
    “I was flash-blinded as a child. My eyes are genetic implants from a large cat called a Corsicat.” 
 
    Steele raised one eyebrow in surprise, “I didn't know that was possible.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “They are lab grown nowadays, they make excellent replacements for a multitude of reasons. The most distinct advantage, of course, is I see very well in the dark...” 
 
    “Who sees what now?” asked a man in uniform appearing on her other side.  
 
    “We were discussing my eyes,” replied the woman. “I guess they're glowing in the lights from the dance floor.” 
 
    The man with the Commander pips on his collar smiled, “Mesmerizing, aren't they?” 
 
    “Hypnotic,” agreed Steele.  
 
    “Mr. Mercury,” motioned the Ensign, “my husband, T. B. Yafusco. Tibby, this is Jax Mercury.” 
 
    The two men shook hands, “I'm sorry Mr. Yafusco...” 
 
    “Tibby.” 
 
    “Tibby. I'm sorry for intruding, I was just needing a few minutes to rest my knee...” he began to rise from the seat. 
 
    Tibby dismissed the idea with a casual wave, “Sit, sit. Grinah and I don't mind.” He looked out toward the dance floor, “Besides, I think the Lieutenant will be out there for a while.” Following his gaze, Steele realized the FreeRanger Lieutenant out on the dance floor was being entertained by Mercedes Huang. Tibby motioned towards Steele's nearly empty snifter, “What are you drinking there?”  
 
    “Diterian brandy...” 
 
    “Ah, a lady’s drink.” He waved at the bartender for an additional glass. “Try something new,” He poured a clear liquid from a bottle on the bar into a small glass with two cubes of ice in it and handed it to Jack. “Sip, don't gulp.” 
 
    It felt cold on Steele's tongue but going down it was like flaming razorblades and his eyes watered almost immediately, a flush hitting his face and forehead. “Hoh...” It took his breath away. 
 
    Tibby grinned, “That's all right, Kleer grows on you,” he waved. “So, I don't see any rank on you,” he indicated Jack's collar, “what do you do?” 
 
    “Ship owner,” wheezed Steele, still trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Ah,” nodded Tibby. “Who do you work for... fly for?” 
 
    “My company,” replied Jack, regaining some of his composure. Need to take smaller sips of this stuff. “Mercury Transport,” he fibbed. 
 
    Still half-seated in his own chair, Tibby leaned in across Grinah, “You're about the same age as we are, how did you manage that?” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “I was kind of sucked into it actually. My first ship was a wreck when I first got her. We sort of rescued her from the previous owner who had left her in such disrepair... It took us weeks with a full crew of volunteers to make her livable and flyable...” 
 
    “Volunteers?” frowned Grinah dubiously. 
 
    “Friends and family,” offered Jack. “Lots and lots of friends. Engineers, mechanics... a lot of hard work, but she eventually flew. Then it was a matter of searching reclaim yards for parts to get her really ship-shape.” 
 
    Grinah's green eyes sparkled in the play of the lights,“How long did it all take? To get her ship-shape?” 
 
    “About a year. Now the second ship...” 
 
    “Second ship?” Interrupted Tibby. 
 
    “Yes. The second ship we found about a year later...” 
 
    Grinah's head tilted, “You found a ship...” 
 
    “Brand new as far as we could tell,” continued Jack, sipping the Kleer gingerly. Each time it seemed to be a little easier than the sip before it - though it always had a bite. “It was left in an abandoned hangar. Must have been there for some time, nearly all her cells were dead. We had to plug her in,” he gestured, “just to get aboard her.” 
 
    “Amazing,” mumbled Grinah, not sure if she believed the tale or not. 
 
    “What type of ship was it?” asked Tibby. 
 
    “A nice little frigate.” 
 
    “Whaat?” Tibby pulled back looking gobsmacked. “Who abandons a perfectly good frigate?” He moved back in, ”Did you search her records for ownership?”  
 
    “That's the thing,” offered Jack, “all her record files were wiped.” He swiped his hand through the air, “Clean as could be. Universal charts, star maps, travel logs, crew roster... all gone.” 
 
    T. B. Yafusco straightened up scratching his forehead. “You are one lucky... did you look for the owner?” 
 
    Steele shrugged again, “We stayed in the area for at least another month, flew her around; nothing.” 
 
    “By the Gods,” muttered Tibby, sipping his Kleer. “So now you've got two ships...” 
 
    “Probably a good thing,” added Jack. “Because the first one wasn't doing well. We didn't expect her to last forever, but she was falling apart fast. We couldn't keep up with all the repairs and maintenance she constantly needed. We had to retire her.” 
 
    “Mmm, a pity.” Yafusco straightened, “Sometimes even the professional shipyard reconditions don't hold together for very long. Something about the original hull integrity never being quite what it was...” 
 
    “And the stresses of space,” added Grinah. 
 
    Steele accepted a refill of Kleer, missing the silent signals from the bartender. “Now the third ship...” 
 
    “Third?” objected Tibby, pausing the refill mid-pour. “You joke, no?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “No, she's the one we came in on,” he flipped his thumb in the direction of Amanpoor's port. He looked around and adjusted his thumb-point to what felt more right. 
 
    “And how did you get this one?” asked Grinah. 
 
    “I got this one from my Uncle Sam. His firm wanted us to test this new transport design - it's kind of a lend-lease deal. Whatever we profit during testing we share with his firm...” 
 
    “And if it breaks apart during use?” inquired Grinah. 
 
    “Yeah,” smirked Jack, “That would be bad.” He chewed on his tongue and bit the inside of his lips realizing they were going numb. That can't be good. 
 
    “So do you still have the little frigate too?” asked Tibby, leaning in again. 
 
    “Sure,” admitted Jack. “She's under contract doing security escorts...” he fibbed. “More profitable than using her for our own escort. We just hire local if we need it.” 
 
    Tibby nodded his appreciation, “Smart.” He leaned against the bar, half standing half sitting on the tall barstool. “So why aren't you sitting behind a desk in a comfortable office somewhere?” 
 
    Steele smirked crookedly and waved at their surroundings as the lights flickered to the beat of the music, “What, and give all this up?” They all laughed. “So what about you two?” He circled the two of them with his index finger, “What's your story...?” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    VELORA PRIME SYSTEM : VELORIAN NAVY FLAGSHIP, WRONIN 
 
    Closed to other visitors, the Wronin's Officers Club was empty except for one extended table. Alité Galaýa Steele, Queen of Veloria stood at the head of the table, surrounded by the ship's senior staff, the UFW Commander who had bought the Wronin to Veloria with his crew, and an assortment of senior UFW instructors. She glanced at the faces around her as she sat, “Gentlemen,” she waved, “please, be seated.” Lifting a warm bread roll out of the basket in front of her she set it on her plate and tore it open, steam rising from its sweet dough. “So tell me Commander,” she began, looking to the UFW Officer at her right. “How is our ship, is she ready? Is our crew ready?” 
 
    “The ship is doing very well, your Majesty. And her crew,” he indicated Walt across the table from him at the Queen's left, “as your Captain will confirm, has done exceedingly well. They have studied hard and worked even harder. My instructors are very pleased with the results. And though it was a bit crowded at first, it was a brilliant idea to parallel-train a secondary crew in preparation for the arrival of the Hyperion...” 
 
    The queen tore a morsel off her roll and set it on her tongue. “When is she due to arrive, Commander?” 
 
    “Twenty-three days, your Majesty, I checked this morning. She is currently running time trials and equipment testing near the Naval Yards on Tanzia.” 
 
    “Wonderful! And the Wronin, when have you scheduled her shake-down cruise?” 
 
    Walt cleared his throat, “We have already done that, your Majesty. We have run her across Velora Prime thru to and around New Vanus and back, and through to Cariloon and Zender's Trek and back...” 
 
    “Aww,” she pouted momentarily, “I should have liked to participate in that milestone of our Navy's rebirth...” 
 
    Walt's brow furrowed, “I apologize, your Majesty, I had no idea...” 
 
    “No matter,” she rebounded, gesturing politely, “I will take great pleasure in the shakedown of the Hyperion, then.” She glanced over at Commander Walrick a few seats down the table from Walt, “Commander Walrick, how is the Wronin's squadron progressing?” 
 
    “We have two squadrons aboard the Wronin, your Majesty. And they are settling in quite nicely; I do not foresee any issues even if we were to deploy tomorrow.” 
 
    “So they are ready then...” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Splendid,” she smiled, turning back to the UFW Officer at her right. “Commander, will you be staying on with us to familiarize our second crew to the Hyperion when she arrives?” 
 
    The Commander leaned back momentarily to allow a food server to deposit a plate of salad in front of him. “No ma'am. The Hyperion will have her own training crew to familiarize your people with her. Honestly, considering how well your secondary crew is doing, I don't expect that to take long... maybe two weeks.”  
 
    Prime Minister Nitram Marconus paused, his salad-laden fork suspended above his plate, “Your Majesty, have you decided on a commander for the Hyperion yet? Perhaps the Admiral?” 
 
    Alité's eyes darkened at the mention of her husband, “The King is otherwise occupied with the UFW for the foreseeable future, Boney. You, Mr. Edgars and I, will have to discuss other possible options...”  
 
    “Have you heard from...” A sharp glance flashed in his direction from the Queen, cut Boney off mid-sentence and he wisely let the topic drop from the conversation. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” offered the UFW Commander, “I am sure we could supply you with a list of viable candidates; officers with years of experience who have retired from UFW service but may not be entirely ready to give up the life...” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer Commander, please see that the Prime Minister Marconus gets that information...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander Walrick was watching over the shoulder of the traffic control officers in the Wronin's flight tower, an armed shuttle with a purple stripe on it positioning to launch off the fantail. “Hold the Queen's shuttle there, wait for her escort flight.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.”  
 
    “Clear her escort flight as soon as they're in position.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    A set of four, heavily armed Warthog D series fighters with purple tails maneuvered past the waiting shuttle, snaking past in a line, heading for the fantail. A P6 Spectre with a six-man crew, set up for electronic and sensor dominance warfare, jagged purple slashes decorating its hull followed in close trail. 
 
    “Royal Guard you are clear for launch...” 
 
    “Royal Lead, copy.” 
 
    The blue glow of their anti-gravity systems reflected off the deck as they eased out through the shimmering static of the stasis field and over the fantail into space. Handpicked flight crews, the Royal Guard were tasked with escort and protection of the Royal family and government officials like the Prime Minister whenever their craft left the ground, a personal security detachment riding with them on their shuttle. 
 
    “Royal Shuttle, you are clear for launch...” 
 
    “Copy that - launching. Thanks for the hospitality, Wronin.” 
 
    Walrick let out a silent sigh of relief that things had gone well. Not that the Queen made him particularly nervous, no, they had grown up together. The layers of their friendship ran deep - only blood could bring them closer. No, it had more to do with making sure he lived up to the trust she had put into him. Quite often the burden felt suffocating, crushing. But she always took notice of his efforts and that always seemed to lighten the load. 
 
    “CAG, the bridge has a ship with no broadcast ping entering sensor range...” 
 
    Walrick moved over to the plotting table, “Show me.”  
 
    “Here,” pointed the traffic officer. 
 
    “How many flights are out?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    Walrick pinched his lower lip for a moment as he scanned the holo-chart, eyeing the progress of the Queen's flight, heading to the surface. “Send Gray Flight to say hello,” he ordered, touching their holographic icon. “And launch a third flight.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “I just don't like the timing of their arrival...” he watched the movement of the Queen's flight. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, CAG,” he indicated the unidentified craft, “they don't seem to be in any hurry...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The shuttle's co-pilot looked back over his shoulder, Incoming message for you, your Majesty...” 
 
    “Send it to my TESS, please,” replied Alité, sitting reclined in a semi-private cubby away from the other people on the flight. The holo-screen popped open and she grabbed a corner, angling it. TESS didn't even have time to announce the call, the video feed pushing her image to the side, filling the screen, the face of the Grand Matron of the Royal House looking a little disheveled. 
 
    “Lady Phyllis...” 
 
    “Your Highness...” 
 
    Alité glanced at the time on the corner of her screen, “It's past midnight your time, what is it that could not wait until morning?” 
 
    “It's that boy again, your Highness... I can't... I just... Ooooo...” 
 
    “The Prince?” 
 
    “Yes...” sighed the woman, trying to gather her composure. “I don't know what I'm going to do about that boy...” 
 
    “Alright, calm down Lady Phyllis. What did Colton do this time?” 
 
    “He's disappeared again. He's been gone for hours, and it's dark...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Colton Steele was not your typical six-year old. Well, nearly six. There was nothing typical about him. Half Velorian and half human, his genes were quickly pushing him past his friends and classmates to the size of an average ten-year old, just barely under four feet tall already.  
 
    With a strong independent streak in him, he had few fears and an intellect far beyond his age. He learned quickly, was highly inquisitive, physically gifted, adventurous and he adapted easily. Despite all that and the fact that he was a Prince, it was harder than one might think to live up to all the expectations. None of his friends or classmates could understand, his teachers and instructors couldn't understand... But nature? Nature didn't judge. Nature didn't care one way or the other - it had no opinion. It was patiently waiting for him when he arrived, no matter how long it had been since his last visit. It didn't complain, it simply was. Perhaps that's why he loved it so much; it offered such a wide array of wonders without demanding much of him. It invited exploration, introspection and close examination without expectation. Of course, it required respect. You couldn't go running around willy-nilly without nature reminding you occasionally that she was not to be trifled with - like the day he trudged through that field of nettle flowers. In shorts. His legs were swollen and itchy for days. Who knew? That was the day nature taught him to be more observant. And, to wear long pants. 
 
    He learned something new each time he ventured out, far more than when adults were around... Don't touch that, don't climb that, don't go in there, don't wander too far...  Adults could be such killjoys. 
 
    About twelve feet off the ground, Colton climbed into the no-spin hammock he'd hung from solid limbs of neighboring trees. It had taken a couple of tries to get it just right so he left it up permanently, his go-to resting place for days when he didn't make it back before dark. Another lesson nature had taught him; don't wander aimlessly in the dark. Find a place to rest. And as an addendum; don't rest on the ground, there are dangerous things in the forest that come out to hunt at night. He didn't fancy the thought of being something's midnight snack. 
 
    He hung his knapsack on a branch within easy reach above his head, along with his walking staff by its leather wrist strap. But his training Katana never left his possession, it lay alongside him in its sheath.  
 
    Laying back, the leaves above radiated light. A soft, barely discernible glow, a canopy of nightlights, their photo-reactive cells absorbing the light from the sun and storing it for the night. A breeze played through the trees with a hush, the leaves moving gently, their light dancing to the sound of chirping insects and twitters of night birds flitting through the branches high above.  
 
    But beyond that, it was the stars that twinkled through the gaps in the canopy above that fascinated him most. His mother was up there, in orbit, visiting Veloria's new ship, the Wronin, or something. And farther out there somewhere, his father. Whom he hadn't seen in about a year. He reflexively looked for his TESS, remembering he'd left it in his room so they couldn't track him like they did last time. He tried to remember the pictures of his father that he kept on his TESS - but try as he might, the face wasn't clear in his mind. Oddly enough, he could remember Fritz well enough. He missed his father. It seemed he was gone more than he was home. According to his mother, father had a duty that took him away. Something very important. Though he wasn't so sure he understood all of that. Or cared all that much what the reasons were. 
 
    The sudden howl cut through the forest like a knife, Colton's hair instinctively standing up on the back of his neck. “Volken,” he whispered reverently. He'd only seen pictures of them, but he'd heard the story of how his father had barely escaped being killed by them. Terrifying. There was another howl coming from another direction, a little farther away. He looked up at the branches above him, then down at the ground below, was he high enough? 
 
    Fear is a necessary emotion to keep you safe, he remembered his father telling him. You have to pay attention to it, but you cannot let it let it govern your actions. You must learn to control it. Panic is your worst enemy. If you panic, you cannot think. “Your mind is your best weapon and your best defense,” he whispered to himself, repeating his father's words.  
 
    The howls continued, echoing through the forest, some close, some farther away. He thought he could hear a chase, squealing, crying as some animal was caught and killed amid growls and howls. It gave him chills and he pulled his jacket up around him. The forest finally fell quiet again, the sounds of the birds returning and the hush of the breeze lulling him to sleep as weariness overtook him. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Queen's shuttle had settled down on the grass at the top of the hill, inside the gates of the palace at the end of the long, tree-lined drive that snaked up from the city. Most of the charred lifeless trees that lined that drive and surrounded the grand residence had defied death, returning to bloom during spring rains of that year. With one major change... Their leaves were no longer green. They bloomed in shades of red and deep burgundy with veins of purple. At night, their photo-reactive canopy of leaves cast soft purple halos on the ground.  
 
    It was not known to occur anywhere else on Veloria and a fast spreading rumor was quickly becoming legend... The trees, having absorbed the blood of the murdered royal family came back to life to rejoice in the birth of the new Queen, as a constant reminder to her and the Velorian people that Veloria would survive and flourish. 
 
    It was never lost on Alité that the trees she had grown up with and played under had miraculously chosen to return to life in the national color of the Velorian people. She glanced over her shoulder halfway between the shuttle and the stairs of the palace, her heart quickening, having heard the legend - that somehow seemed all too possible.  
 
    “Your Majesty...” 
 
    The voice of Lady Phyllis snapped her attention away from the trees and she glanced at her TESS as she reached the stairs, looking up to where the Lady stood at the landing. “It's nearly two o'clock, have you located him yet?” 
 
    “No your Majesty.” Lady Phyllis held out her hand, Colton's TESS resting in it. “He left it behind. I think he did it on purpose...” 
 
      Alité plucked it from her hand as she passed, “I'm sure he did. What am I going to do with that boy?” 
 
    “I am terribly sorry...” 
 
    “Not your fault, Phyllis,” interrupted Alité. “It's painfully obvious he is growing up far too quickly...” They passed through the doors into the grand foyer, “What we need to do, is figure out how he's getting out without being seen... maybe our security is compromised somewhere.” 
 
    “I don't understand how a boy his age...” 
 
    “That's the problem, Phyllis,” countered Alité as they crossed the open gallery headed for the north wing, “we're not a boy his age. We don't think like a boy his age...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Angular slivers of rosy warm light played through the canopy of leaves, dancing across Colton's face as dawn chased away the darkness. His face and jacket damp from the morning dew, he opened his jacket and dried his face with his shirt. Looking over the side to the forest floor he listened intently, scanning the shifting shadows - the forest was still asleep. If he was lucky, he could get back to the palace and his room before anyone noticed he was gone. He sat up in the hammock, his legs hanging off either side and slung his Katana over his head, laying it across his back before collecting his other things from the branch above him. With the knapsack buckled in place, his sword underneath sticking out above his shoulder, he let the walking staff fall to the ground below, barely hearing it hit the forest floor.  
 
    Dropping off the tree and collecting the walking staff that equaled his height, he strode off in the direction of home with the barest of light reaching through the trees. His father had a special electronic eye that allowed him to see in the dark... he could see a definite use for that.  
 
    Even at a hustle it was still probably a thirty or forty-minute hike back to the palace. And that didn't include getting back in. Unfortunately, in this light, a hustle probably wasn't wise, he'd have to make up time as light improved. 
 
    As the forest awoke it came alive with sounds; birds, insects, animals, flitting, scurrying running... running? Colton jumped off the trail and peered around a tree. Nothing. Shifting quietly, he peered around the other side. Nothing. Was he hearing things? No, he heard it again along with the thudding of his heart in his ears. With a crush of foliage and galloping feet, a pair of Ridgeback feral hogs burst from the underbrush and dashed across the trail behind him crossing back into the forest on the other side, grunting and squealing, trampling noisily through the ground cover. 
 
    He let out a sigh of relief and continued walking. While the Ridgebacks could be nasty little creatures, he was fairly confident they posed no real threat to him. He could hear them circle through the forest to his left, scrambling about, making a ruckus. It sounded like another pair off to his right, rutting and fighting, their footfalls sounding like a small stampede. He decided it might be a good time to hustle and put some distance between him and the hogs. He trotted for a while, slowing when their sounds fell behind him. Maintaining a hurried pace, he focused on the trail ahead.  
 
    Each time he heard something out of the ordinary he paused to listen as the forest played tricks with his hearing, deadening sounds, creating echoes. Like it was playing with him. It made him jittery and that irritated him. He felt like he wasn't alone but pushed it out of his mind as nonsense. Nothing is out there but those damn hogs... and they're not stalking you. That's ridiculous. He walked on, determined to ignore his imagination which kept prodding him for attention. 
 
    The soft galloping footfalls and grunts that materialized on the trail behind him startled him, prompting him to look over his shoulder, “Stupid hogs...” He barely caught the dark blur in his peripheral vision as his legs went out from underneath him, dropping him to the ground on his back with a jarring thud. Being up-ended, he lost the walking staff and when he opened his eyes it was just in time to see it before it cracked him across the face with a solid whack. Grabbing his face in an attempt to rub away the stars in his tearing eyes, he was tempted to cry, but a guttural growl sent a spike of adrenalin racing up his back that instantly replaced pain with fear. Hogs don't growl like that... Looking through his fingers a Volken stood at his feet, hair hackled, teeth bared, staring through him with piercing green eyes.  
 
    Uncovering his face slowly, Colton cocked his head, staring at the animal who was no more than about thirty inches tall. “I thought you'd be bigger...” He eased himself into a sitting position, the animal backing up as the boy rose slowly to his feet with the aid of his walking staff. “Easy does it, my friend... I'll go my way, you go...” 
 
    He could feel the moist heat of the growl behind him on his neck and panic nearly struck him rigid. He turned ever so slowly, looking over his shoulder, the nose of a much larger Volken just inches from his face. There were two, side-by-side, but he could only focus on the closest one. He swiveled and took a step back, forgetting about the smaller animal behind him. He wanted to cry now more than ever but he was too afraid to even do that. He took one step back, then another. He was still holding his staff but his hands were numb, he couldn't remember how to use it. His body was on fire with electricity and all he could do was jitter and shake. 
 
    “To survive you must think.” The voice went through him like it came from inside him, and all around him at the same time. “To fight or defend you must be able to think. Bury the fear... Breathe, Colton. Breathe...” 
 
    As he took a deep breath, his mind cleared enough to realize the smaller of the three Volkens was leaning against his left leg, beside him facing it's two larger siblings. Colton let the staff drop to the ground at his feet and slowly reached back for the hilt of his Katana, drawing it out slowly. He was fighting tunnel vision and only just realized a fourth Volken had appeared from the shadows behind the two in front of him. It dwarfed them. With a short guttural bark she commanded the two litter mates to move aside as she stepped between them, pushing them aside with her muzzle, moving forward, her saber teeth nearly as big around as the walking staff he had dropped.  
 
    Her size stunned him, left him breathless, a monster of nightmares. His mouth was paste-dry, his heart hammering so hard his body shook, the adrenalin flooding him to the point of nausea. The only thing separating them was the blade of the Katana which he could barely hold up, his hands trembling. He could see it in front of him but he couldn't feel it in his hands. I don't want to die. I don't want to die. I don't want to die... 
 
    “Just stay very still, Colton... breathe...” 
 
    She towered over him, the boy amounting to nothing more than a snack. She looked down at him, her head reaching down, sniffing the blade of the Katana, the polished metal fogging with the humidity of her breath. She moved her muzzle past the blade and  sniffed his face and hair, inspecting him. He felt lightheaded, seeing nothing but darkness until she pulled back. She moved close again and bumped his chin with her nose. 
 
    There was a wet snort in his ear that made him jump, a guttural snarl so evil, so low, tears ran down his face. He dared not turn his head to look. The two adult Volkens snarled and snapped at each other, barking, their teeth clacking, their saber fangs flashing back and forth inches from his face. He was frozen in place, his feet anchored to the ground. They were fighting over who would get to eat him... The female swung a mighty paw at the newcomer, nails extended, and Colton could feel the swish of air as she connected with her target. With a bark and a grumble, the newcomer begrudgingly strolled away, leaving the boy to be eaten by the others. 
 
    She bent down, sniffed the Volken at his side, and bumped its nose with her own before turning away and strolling back the way she came, barking a call to the two adolescents. One stubbornly remained and the Volken at Colton's side advanced, snarling at his larger litter mate. With another call from the adult, it too turned and left, disappearing silently into the shadows leaving the young boy and the runt of the litter alone together. 
 
    No longer able to control his muscles, Colton collapsed in a heap on the trail, his body drained, his mind numb, physically and mentally exhausted. The Volken laid on top of him and curled up. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The first thing Colton had done upon waking from his slumber was to roll over on his  hands and knees and vomit, his arms shaking to hold him up as he emptied his stomach. Not that there had been much of anything left in it anyway... Since he was alone in the underbrush, he had to assume the Volken dragged him there, though he wasn't sure why. Barely able to control his wooden hands, Colton ate his last two power bars and finished off his water hoping his stomach wouldn't reject it all. Uncomfortably wet, he realized he'd peed himself sometime during his ordeal, Great. Just great.  
 
    His arms felt like lead, he could only imagine trying to stand and walk... alone. It was then that he spotted the Volken hiding in the underbrush mere feet away watching his every move. “Did you bring me here to protect me, or eat me?” he had asked. The Volken simply rose and moved to the trail, a slight limp in his gait. He watched the boy over his shoulder and waited. 
 
    The remainder of the hike had been grueling, carrying a nearly empty knapsack that felt like it was full of rocks, dragging a walking stick that was as heavy as a tree trunk, all on heavy rubber legs that barely motored along. But no matter how slow he trudged along, the Volken youngster never left his side. Several times it stopped, listening intently, scanning the forest with its intense green eyes before trotting a few steps to catch back up. It was as if it was bound to Colton by the strong cord of a moral obligation. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The subterranean emergency shelter buried in the rocky hillside behind the palace was no longer in use and had been walled off from the building during the renovation but the air handling system still functioned and remained connected to the royal residence. Colton had found it by accident, crawling through the duct work from his bedroom. Sure, it took a couple weeks of exploration but when he climbed out in one of the rooms of the shelter it was a whole new exciting world of exploration. The fact that it had a hidden exit into the forest made it an even sweeter discovery. Although in retrospect his secret exploration days might be coming to an end. For a couple of reasons - today's events included, his rapid growth would soon prevent him from navigating the air ducts. Whereas he could previously crawl on his hands and knees, he was now having to do a slow, laborious, belly crawl. Although he had to admit, the slow part had a lot to do with his painful exhaustion. It was a lot easier when you didn't feel like you were going to drop dead. 
 
    Sliding his knapsack and staff along in front of him, his small headlamp lighting the way, Colton checked over his shoulder, the eerie green eyes of the Volken youngster shimmering in the darkness behind him. “Good boy. You're doing really well... we're almost there. Stay quiet, OK?”  
 
    Reaching the grate for his room, Colton waited, listening. It was silent, the light in the room muted. Had it gotten dark already? The Volken youngster was tired of waiting confined in the small space and tried to crawl over him, whining. “Ssssshhhh!” corrected Colton, holding him back. Gently unclipping the grate he eased it down to the floor... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Nearly running down the wide marble corridor, Lady Phyllis led the Queen, hand-in-hand, “He's back, you Majesty. I don't know how or when, but he's back!” 
 
    “No one saw him return?” 
 
    “No ma'am. A palace security detail noticed his door was closed - we left it open, remember?” 
 
    Alité adjusted her tunic as they neared the room, “Did they check?” 
 
    “No, they thought you might like to address him first, they are posted outside the room.”  
 
    Rounding the corner to the next corridor, two plainclothes palace officers stood outside the double doors of Colton's room, previously Alité's childhood room. The Queen exchanged nods with them and one of the officers leaned to open the right-hand door and nudge it open without leaving his position, “Your Majesty.” 
 
    She eased the door open, entering quietly, Lady Phyllis at her side. Colton slept on the floor on the other side of his bed, fully clothed, his back to her, only his head and shoulders visible, his knapsack tucked under his head as his pillow. A mixture of emotions rolled around inside of her; anger, relief, admiration, love, frustration. She was torn as to which was going to surface first, fighting off anger as least productive. “Colton,” she called from the doorway. 
 
    Ears appeared over the bed like the rising sun, slowly, steadily - except the sun didn't have shimmering green eyes. Or saber teeth. The two women recoiled and Lady Phyllis screeched, the Volken springing to the top of the bed, taking a defensive stance above the  sleeping boy. Before the security officers had a chance to enter the room, Alité's Katana was clear of its sheath with a zwing and in position for a fight, the polished blade shining even in the muted light. “COLTON!” 
 
    Colton rolled over, reaching up, grabbing the Volken by the tail, “Jax, NO!” The animal spun quickly around and Alité leapt in for a strike, Colton snagging his front paws and dragging him off the bed on top of him, “NOO!” He screamed at her, one hand outstretched, trying to roll away with the animal on top of him. She stalled the blade mid-swing, afraid of hitting her son whose arms and legs were wrapped around the Volken. Colton nodded toward the security detail in the doorway with their weapons drawn, “Get them out and close the door!” 
 
    “Let him go!” commanded Alité, repositioning her blade. 
 
    “No, mother - he is my friend! Get them out! NOW!” His arms and legs were starting to scream in pain, he was not sure how much longer he could hold Jax. Although he didn't seem to be fighting to get loose. “Put your blade away!” 
 
    “Colton he is a wild animal. He's dangerous!” 
 
    “He is a puppy. And he's my friend. He protected me and saved my life!” Tears rolled down his cheeks; both from the pain in his body and the emotional bond he was forming... “Pleeease,” he pleaded. 
 
    The animal, no matter how initially frightening, seemed to be comfortable and content laying across her son's body, his initial aggressive posture and attitude gone. She waved behind her at the security detail, “Close the door.” Reaching back, she sheathed the Katana. A quick glance told her Lady Phyllis wasn't as convinced, standing behind an overstuffed chair in the corner. “Do you want to leave?” 
 
    “No I'm fine right here...” she replied meekly. 
 
    Colton's arms and legs could take no more, dropping off the Volken who remained draped across his boy, tongue lolling out the side of his mouth past a set of juvenile saber teeth. “I think she gave him to me,” panted Colton, flexing numb fingers. 
 
    “Who?” asked Alité. “Who gave him to you?” 
 
    “His mother. At least I think it was his mother...” 
 
    “Colton you're not making any sense...” 
 
    “I think he's the runt of the litter. His bigger brothers were picking on him... Well,” he corrected himself, “maybe they were his sisters - they were pretty mean... But his mother nudged me with her nose,” he said tapping his chin, “right here.” 
 
    Alité blinked, trying to understand exactly how he could know this, and/or how much was created by the imagination of a five-year-old boy. She glanced at Lady Phyllis who simply shrugged. “Darling, how do you know all of this?” 
 
    “The mother,” continued Colton, “she kind of scolded his siblings... Gods, she was big,” he breathed. “Then the father showed up...” 
 
    Alité' eyes narrowed, it was becoming almost comical, “The father,” she repeated deadpan. She dropped to her knees and sat on her heels. 
 
    “Yeah, and he was really angry. The father and mother argued...” 
 
    “Argued...” 
 
    “Yeah, right in front of my face - by the Gods I was sooo scared...” He looked down at his now dry pants, “I think that's when I peed myself.”  
 
    Alité's eyes widened.  
 
    “Anyway, she punched him in the face,” Colton motioned with his fist. “And then he left. I really think he wanted to eat me but she wouldn't let him. Then she said goodby to Jax and they all left. Except Jax. He stayed with me.” 
 
    Alité blinked, doing her best to separate fact from fiction, “Jax...” she repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, that's his name.” 
 
    “Who told you his name? Did his mother tell...” 
 
    “Don't be silly,” waved Colton, “They can't talk. I named him Jax.” 
 
    “I see. Why Jax?” 
 
    “Well, father's whole name is Jackson but everyone calls him Jack for short. And I didn't think it would be a good idea to have two Jacks - but that gave me the idea to call him Jax.” 
 
    “From the mouth of babes,” mumbled Lady Phyllis. 
 
    Alité held out her arms, “We will discuss this more at dinner - come give your mother a hug. You had me very worried...” 
 
    “I'm sorry, mother.” Nudging Jax off of him, Colton got to his feet and on wobbly legs walked over to his mother for the embrace he needed. The Volken puppy circled around them, sticking his nose in her ear with a huff, rubbing against her body - his own version of a hug. 
 
    After kissing his head, Alité held her son out at arm's length with one hand, covering her nose with her other hand, “Dear Lords, you stink! To the shower with you, mister... Phyllis, burn those clothes...” 
 
    “What about... Jax?” motioned Lady Phyllis. 
 
    “Phyllis, if you can get them both in the shower, you will have my undying gratitude and admiration...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
    AMANPOOR : BLACKOUT 
 
    Bright white flashes of light strobing through his head woke Steele, a pain lancing through his eyes like a hot poker. “Oh my God,” he moaned, rolling over and letting his bare feet drop off the bed to the carpeted floor. The palms of his hands automatically went to his eyes, applying pressure like he was trying to keep his eyeballs from exploding out of his head. His head swam and his stomach made snarling noises like it was angry for the abuse it endured. “What the hell happened last night?” he muttered to himself, trying to hold his head together lest his brains leak out. 
 
    “You ignored my advice and drank Kleer like your friend at the bar...” said a very feminine voice from somewhere behind him in the dark. 
 
    Startled, Steele's reflexes launched him off the bed and into a wall which wasn't supposed to be there, painfully bouncing his nude form backwards, back onto the bed. “What the hell!” he complained trying to scramble back to his feet. “Computer, lights! Lights!” He thudded heavily into the wall but caught it with out-stretched hands, turning his back to it, leaning against it, trying to steady himself in the heavily tilted room while his artificial eye searched the darkness in night vision mode. Maybe the room wasn't slanted, maybe it was his head... “Lights,” he repeated weakly. 
 
    “We don't have computer controlled lights here,” came the feminine voice from the darkness. There was a click that produced light from a light fixture over the night stand on the other side of the bed which initiated a sharp spike of new pain through Steele's eyes. His hands shot up to shield them and keep them from bursting into flames. “Unh,” he grunted, squinting. “Who are you, where am I...? Holy crap!” he complained, looking down. “Where the hell are my clothes?” He reached forward with some effort and snagged a pillow off the bed to cover himself. 
 
    “Geez, you try to do a guy a favor...” she mused, propping her pillows against the headboard and sitting up, her naked breasts clearing the bed linens, a cascade of hair rolling off her shoulders like waves of molten bronze. 
 
    Steele looked away, “Oh, ahh, um... you're naked.” 
 
    “Yes I'm naked,” she said flatly, “that's how I sleep. What's wrong, you don't like my breasts?” 
 
    “Oh they're fine,” he waved not sure where to look. 
 
    “Fine?”  
 
    “Yes, well, they're very nice,” he offered, trying not to offend. 
 
    “Nice? Nice? They're spectacular,” she corrected, admiring them while moving them appreciatively with her hands. “And what's more, they're real.”  
 
    A cold chill raced up his back and Steele pointed at the bed drawing circles in the air, “We didn't... um... do... you know...”  
 
    She raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms defiantly, “Have sex?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said slowly. 
 
    “You could do worse,” she frowned. “A lot worse.” 
 
    “No, I...” 
 
    “What kind of girl do you think I am?” she scolded. “Some kind of tramp? You think just because you're good looking and you have your own ship I'm going to sleep with you?” 
 
    “No, I...” 
 
    “Ok we slept together,” she waved, “but nothing happened,” she pointed at him. “Understand?”  
 
    He nodded, his brain sloshing around in his head. “I just thought...” 
 
    “Because we're both naked? Puh-lease. You could barely walk or talk.” She drew circles in the air in the direction of the area he was hiding with the pillow, “You really think your equipment would have been up to the task?”  
 
    “Wait, what's wrong with my equipment...?” he slurred. 
 
    “Nothing that I could see, other than you'd need a crane to get it up after drinking that amount of Kleer.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said sheepishly. “Then how did I get...” 
 
    “You don't think I was about to let you sleep in my bed with your boots on, your clothes smelling like a bar, do you? Of course not,” she snapped, “so I stripped you down. Your clothes are in the steam closet, they'll be clean and fresh by morning.” 
 
    “Oh...”  
 
    She pulled the corner of the blanket and linens back, “Now come back to bed and warm up, you're shivering. That's the Kleer doing that, you need to sleep it off.” He climbed back into the bed and she wrapped him in the blanket, rubbing his back with her warm hands, his skin cold to the touch. “I recommend you avoid ever drinking that stuff again, you don't seem to have the system for it... Not everyone can handle it, it's harsh stuff.” She pressed her body up against his, causing her to momentarily shiver. “Don't get any funny ideas, I'm just trying to bring your body temperature up...” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied softly. “I'm married. I would never want to...” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, “I saw your ring. And if you wouldn't, she's a lucky woman...” 
 
    “Actually, I'm the lucky one...” Some of the murky details of the night, mired in muddy shadows filtered into his mind's eye, broken into disconnected segments. “You were the bartender...” 
 
    “That's right.” 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I could tell you were not a Kleer drinker when your friend suggested it. I didn't trust him, I knew you weren't going to handle it well. I brought you home at the end of my shift so I could keep an eye on you, some people have violent reactions to it.” 
 
    “Thank you...” 
 
    “Pattiwillow.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pattiwillow... I like that name,” he muttered as he drifted back off. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Get off me! Get off me...!” Like a flash of lightning in his brain, Steele sat bolt upright in bed, kicking at the covers and sheets entangling his legs, pushing himself back against the headboard. “DD217!” he shouted aloud. But he was alone, and in a place he didn't recognize. Where the hell was he? And why couldn't he remember anything? Except DD217. DD217 - what the hell did that even mean?  
 
    A well-appointed studio apartment; the bedroom, living room and kitchen occupied one big space, facing a wall of windows that reached nearly floor to ceiling. Getting out of bed and standing on wobbly legs, he had to temporarily lean on the wall on his side of the bed to steady himself. I remember the wall...  
 
    Oblivious to his nudity, he wandered over to the window wall, examining the city street several floors below. Pedestrian and vehicle traffic was light but when a delivery vehicle passed by the window at eye level in an air-lane, he stumbled backwards in surprise, “Shit!” He caught himself on the arm of the couch, a chill racing up his back, his muscles trembling. Nothing looked familiar, least of all flying vehicles - a pang of fear knotting in his stomach. Was he dreaming? Why was he twitching – it was uncontrollable and very annoying. 
 
    Exploring his surroundings, a small device on the breakfast bar produced a popup hologram, the image of a woman addressing him, “Hello Jax, I'm...” 
 
    “Pattiwillow,” he said with the recording, running his hand cautiously through the image. “Interesting...” 
 
    “I need you to listen carefully; take a shower, it will help you feel better. Your clothes are behind you on the ottoman. If you are hungry, find something to eat in the kitchen, but do not leave the apartment. That is very important, stay in the apartment until I get back from work - they called me for a daytime shift at the bar... I should be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Showered, shaved  and dressed, Steele stood at the windows watching the world below, not really feeling any different than before. Having looked through the steam in the mirror he had recognized who he saw, but the name Jax didn't seem right, although he couldn't justify the reason why. And other than the familiarity of Pattiwillow, everything else was foreign to him. Images in little fragments passed through his mind without making sense or reason.  
 
    He stared down at the heavy gold ring on his finger, the winged horse and the strange symbols on its sides holding no meaning for him. Likewise, the gold medallion and chain that hung around his neck, the image of Saint Michael slaying what looked to be a demon. He only knew the name because it was on the medallion and could only assume it was religious in connotation. But the opposite side had a skull and crossbones, laying atop, but bracketed by an open, spread architect's compasses from above, its points overlaying an architect's square from below; a strange departure from the image on the flip side. The screen of the strange device on his wrist was dark, giving him no indication of its purpose or use. He examined it closely but had no idea how to remove it or activate it. He could only hope Pattiwillow could provide some answers as to his past prior to him waking up, because no matter how hard he dug, there was nothing there but empty darkness.  
 
    Although not quite as intense as before the warm soothing shower, he had to make a conscious effort to maintain control of his muscles. He was mildly successful at best. The old man in the corner, wrapped in his hooded cloak, looked on with quiet concern, sipping his Diterian Brandy. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Inspector Brooker slid the MOBIUS across the desk in front of Mercedes Huang, “You're free to go.” 
 
    She snatched the device up angrily and rose from her seat, “It's about time...”  she grumbled, fastening it around her wrist. “Got bored asking me the same questions over and over, did'ja?”  
 
    “Well, we really don't have enough to hold you...” 
 
    “Enough?” she snorted defiantly. “You don't have anything.” 
 
    “You be sure to say hello to your boyfriend if you find him,” prodded Brooker. “We'd still love a chance to chat with him...” 
 
    Just a couple inches shy of six feet tall in her boots, Mercedes leaned in, squaring off with the detective, eye-to-eye, “You can kiss my ass Inspector. Instead of helping me you held me. If something has happened to him it's on you.”  
 
    “I can live with that,” he replied without emotion.  
 
    She wore a wicked little smile, “You might think that, but Karma's a bitch...” 
 
    Brooker looked puzzled, “Who is Karma...?” 
 
    Mercedes didn't answer, turning on her heel, I am. And it's pronounced, fuck you. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Rather than contact the Perseus on her MOBIUS she stripped it off. And while her initial impulse was to smash it against a building somewhere, knowing full well it had been tampered with while it was out of her possession, she left it on a vendor's cart in full view for someone to steal. Let them follow that. Making sure she hadn't been followed, she ducked into a boutique and bought a change of clothes before heading to the ship, hoping to disguise herself from the surveillance cameras.  
 
    Derrik Brighton paced the ready room full of officers, “Where have you been? You've been gone nearly forty-eight hours!” 
 
    “I can tell time, you ass,” countered Mercedes, tossing the hat from her quick-change outfit on the floor. 
 
    “Where the hell is Steele?” 
 
    Mercedes Huang stood her ground, “You think I'd have come back without him if I knew where he was? Get off my back, and let's go find him!”  
 
    “We don't have time for that. Steele's going to have to survive on his own for a bit...” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” interrupted Chase. 
 
    “You heard her,” countered Derrik, indicating Mercedes, “that FreeRanger destroyer that pulled out last night was the DD217, one of the two destroyers we were looking for...” 
 
    “Our plan was to intercept the DD62 in the Ardollis System,” argued Commander Reegan, “I don't like chasing a new target... The DD217 may have dropped her assets here already and is empty for all we know...” 
 
    “And we're nearly two days behind schedule,” countered Derrik. “By the time we catch the DD62 in Ardollis, she may already have touched down on Wyandek and dropped her assets there. The DD217 is still trackable if we leave now.” 
 
    “And what if the DD217 assets are here?” asked Mercedes. “We'd just be letting them go...” 
 
    “If they're here they're already in the wind,” countered Derrik. 
 
    Reegan folded his arms defiantly, “Sorry, this ship isn't going anywhere without Mr. Mercury.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” offered Mercedes touching his shoulder. “Chase, let's go find...” 
 
    “I think you're forgetting I'm second in command for this mission,” Derrik reminded them. “The Admiralty and the GIS are in agreement on this mission and I don't intend to let things...” 
 
    “You need my ship and you need my crew,” interrupted Reegan. “And you're not going to get either one. Understand? I'm in command of this vessel...” 
 
    “And I'm in command of this mission now. Follow my orders or I'll relieve you of command, Mr. Reegan.”       
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Derrik looked to Ragnaar who had remained silent, “Mr. Ragnaar...” 
 
    “No, sir.” The big man folded his arms defiantly. 
 
    Derrik resorted to resigned calm. “Gentlemen, we all know how this is going to go if I have to notify Admiral Higdenberger. Your careers are over. Mr. Ragnaar here may end up in Federation prison...” 
 
    “Where I come from,” urged Chase, “you don't leave a man behind. And you definitely never leave a Brother behind. Period.” 
 
    “Don't play the Brother card on me, Holt. You do whatever is necessary to accomplish the mission,” argued Derrik. “No one man is more important than the mission.” 
 
    “That one man is the most important man on this mission, a friend and a Brother... He is family...” His jaw set, it looked to Mercedes that Chase was getting ready to escalate to violence and she pushed him toward the bridge door. Out, out, let's go, let's go...” she urged. 
 
    “If you leave the ship,” Derrik called after them, “you're on your own...” 
 
    The door slid closed leaving them on the bridge with an audience. She grabbed Chase by the hand and lead him off the bridge, past the Marine sentry and into the corridor. “C'mon, we have work to do. Maybe if we get lucky, Reegan can stall long enough for us to find Jack and get back.” They hustled down the corridor, “You know what to bring. I'll meet you at the ramp in five... now go.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Torn Dado stood at the ramp, a day-pack slung over one shoulder when Chase Holt and Mercedes Huang arrived, Fritz trotting alongside Chase. “Where do you think you three are going?” 
 
    Chase and Mercedes exchanged blank glances. 
 
    “Not without me, you're not.” 
 
    “This may not be the best career choice, Tornado,” offered Chase. 
 
    “Yeah.” The Lieutenant turned and lead the way down the ramp past the Marine sentries, “You coming or what?” 
 
    The trio trotted down the ramp after him, “Wait,” called Mercedes. “We appreciate the offer and all, but why are you going?” 
 
    Torn Dado stopped mid-stride and turned on his heel, pointing at her, “Can you fly? How about you?” He pointed to Chase, “Can you fly? Because if you can't, you're going to need me. Unless of course, you intend on calling this rock home. Because I don't trust that jackass,” he nodded in the direction of the ship, “as far as I can throw him.” 
 
    “Pilot's a good idea,” nodded Chase stepping forward. 
 
    “Torn Dado held out his hand, “Hold on... I know he might be useful,” he motioned toward Fritz, “but he may be an even bigger liability. He should probably stay here. From what I gather, this place doesn't look too favorably on loose animals.” 
 
    “He's more than just an animal - you get that, right?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “He could be very helpful...” 
 
    “Not if animals are restricted and they seize him.” 
 
    Mercedes gave Chase a sideways glance, “Now that he mentions it, I didn't see one dog, cat or bird while I was here... Or bugs... I haven't seen any bugs either.” 
 
    Chase frowned, “So no one on this entire freaking planet even has a pet? What the hell?” 
 
    Mercedes bit her lip, “If they do, they're not allowed outside anywhere that I saw.” 
 
    Chase rubbed his forehead, “Aarghhh.” He looked down at Fritz, “I'm sorry buddy, I know you want to help, but I don't want to create more problems than we already have... Besides, your feet still need to heal.” 
 
    Fritz dropped to a sit with a harumph. “Find him,” he grumbled, staring down at the bandage on his paw. 
 
    “You promise to stay here?” asked Mercedes, wagging her finger at him. 
 
    The Shepherd looked up and nodded.  
 
    “Say it,” she urged. 
 
    “I promeese,” he annunciated slowly, his nose wrinkling. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the couch and trying to make sense of the slivers and images floating randomly through his mind, Steele tried to assemble them like puzzle pieces. He had not yet been successful at matching anything that made any sense; and staring out at the city below was the best diversion he had at hand. Hearing the apartment door swing open behind him, launched him off the couch - full of questions and hoping for answers. 
 
    Pattiwillow was all smiles, “Ooh, Jax, you're up, that's wonderful!” She saw the instant darkening of his expression when her neighbor followed her into the apartment, “It's alright, Jax, this is my neighbor Freedrich, he's a doctor. He's agreed to come over to check on you...” She crossed the apartment and took him by the hand, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I can't remember anything...” 
 
    “Your hands are trembling...” 
 
    “Yeah, I can't get them to stop.” 
 
    Freedrich was a slightly portly man with a heavily receding hairline, dressed in a pale blue uniform. His manner was professional but cautious, approaching Jack with restraint. “Sit my friend,” he waved at the couch. “We just want to be sure you're going to be alright. Patti, says you consumed quite a bit of Kleer...” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “It can be dangerous stuff.” Putting a wireless earpiece in his own ear and holding a two-inch disk with his fingertips he slid his hand inside Jack's shirt, “Just listening to your heart...” He moved it around, “Lungs sound good but your heart seems to be working hard... Just the one heart then, eh?” Freedrich straightened up, his fingers hooking on the chain around Jack's neck, the medallion pulling free to the outside of his shirt. “What's this then?” he admired, lifting it to take a look. He rolled it between his fingers, flipping from the Saint Michael image to the other side, “Oh my,” he breathed. 
 
    “What?” asked Steele, looking up at him. 
 
    The Doctor pulled a thin panel with a hand impression on it from a small bag he carried, wiping the surface with a sterile wipe. Taking Jack's hand, he placed it into the indentation and held it there. “Just keep it there, you're going to feel a few pinpricks, nothing too uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Ow...” 
 
    “Jax, do you know what that image means?”  
 
    “I don't remember.” 
 
    “Do you have anything else like it?” 
 
    Steele held up his wobbly left hand with the ring on it, “Like this?” 
 
    With his free hand Freedrich examined the ring, holding Jack's hand still, the symbols clear to him. “How long have you had this ring?” 
 
    “I don't know...” 
 
    Prompted by the unit, the doctor released Steele's hand, flipping the device over, examining the data on the screen, “He's very toxic yet. He needs to be treated before there's permanent damage. You should have called me earlier Patti.” 
 
    What does it mean?” asked Pattiwillow. 
 
    Kleer creates severe dehydration and can affect the Myelin Sheath of the nerves causing them to shrink and deteriorate. He can't remember anything and the tremors are because his nerves are having a difficult time transmitting - he needs immediate medical attention...” He shined a small light in Jack's eyes looking for pupillary light reflex. “He has a CABL eye...” he noted, staring in. “I wonder how extensive his CABL system is... it may be what's keeping him alive...  
 
    “The symbols, Freedrich,” reminded Pattiwillow, “what do they mean?” 
 
    “That I can't take him to the hospital for treatment, too many questions. I need to call a friend for help - he'll know where to take him. He needs fluids and detox if he's going to survive.” 
 
    “I wanted to call his people for help, but I can't activate his MOBIUS...” 
 
    “That's because he's so toxic his body chemistry doesn't match the profile on his MOBIUS, it simply doesn't recognize him...” 
 
    “Save him...” whispered a voice in his ear. 
 
    “I will do everything I can...” replied Freedrich turning to the sensation of a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Save him...” whispered the voice in his other ear. 
 
    He spun his head around, Pattiwillow staring oddly at him. “What...?” she asked slowly. 
 
    “Take him to the Architect's Temple,” said the whisper. 
 
    “Get us a ride!” Freedrich pointed at her. “Quickly! I know where to take him!” 
 
    She ran to the glass wall and tapped a yellow button on a frame between the windows, lighting a call signal around the window outside. Within moments a car service pulled up to the fourth-floor apartment, hovering outside, the vehicle's door opening over his roof as he edged up to the building. The apartment's glass door opened inward allowing Pattiwillow, and Jack Steele, with the assistance of Dr. Freedrich, to step from her living room into the waiting vehicle together.  
 
    “Medical emergency,” announced Freedrich, flashing his hospital ID to the driver as the car door sealed shut. 
 
    “Amanpoor Med Center?” asked the driver reaching for his emergency lights switch. 
 
    “The Architect's Temple,” he corrected, catching Steele as he collapsed in the seat next to him.  
 
    “Permission to go code three, Doc?” 
 
    “Yes, permission granted. Please - make it fast.” 
 
    “You got it Doc,” replied the driver, accelerating hard. “You picked the right driver, they called me Flash back when I was Canyon racing in Drifters...” The graphene photovoltaic paint on the vehicle alternately flashed red and white, the radio's emergency transponder broadcasting a siren signal on all vehicle frequencies in the immediate vicinity, directing traffic to other lanes away from the temporary ambulance screaming past them, weaving between the buildings, the red and white halo of color reflecting off their surfaces. “Used to race all the time with my friend Dar until he went into the military...”  
 
    An enclosed glass walking bridge between buildings zipped past over the top of the car, “Yeah, Redline, he was a real phenom. But like everybody else on the circuit, he got burned out. Me too, it's exhausting...” He weaved between lanes. “But days like today bring it back a bit...” he grinned. “Can't say that I don't miss it sometimes. Hold on...” He leaned instinctively as they rocketed around a corner, sweeping past towering buildings of glass. “Any excuse to go fast - part of the job I love.” 
 
    Freedrich had his earpiece in, moving the disk around Jack's chest, his skin pale and clammy, “I think we're going to lose him...” He patted Jack's shoulder, “Stay with us, Jax.” 
 
    The city suddenly dropped away behind them, the buildings shorter and more spread out, dwindling to almost nothing, giving way to farms and rolling fields with surrounding forests. A large pinnacled structure on the horizon reached out of the canopy of trees. “Not while I'm driving, you won't,” countered Flash, shoving the throttle to the far stop, the car jetting across the traffic-less sky. “We're touching down in sixty seconds...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Not having been exposed to the outside world firsthand with his initial visit to Amanpoor's Trade Exchange, Chase Holt instinctively ducked when the red and white flashing car zoomed past them overhead, sounding like a giant bumblebee. “Flying cars,” he said disdainfully, “that is not something I'm going to get used to...” 
 
    “Well how do your cars drive?” asked Torn Dado, reaching for the door to The Black Hole Bar & Grille. 
 
    Chase shrugged like it should be obvious, “On the ground like they're supposed to.” 
 
    Torn Dado shook his head, such antiquity. “What's the plan, Ms. Mercedes?” 
 
    “Money talks and bullshit walks. And I got a shit-ton of credits for anyone willing to talk...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    When Pattiwillow and Dr. Freedrich returned to the waiting car, Flash was leaning against the fender paging through his MOBIUS, “Back so soon? I thought...” 
 
    “They wouldn't let us in to stay with him,” interrupted Pattiwillow. 
 
    “You think he'll be alright?” asked Flash, closing his MOBIUS screen. 
 
    Freedrich, rubbed his forehead with his fingertips, “I honestly don't know, he was barely breathing... If I had him in the ER... maybe. Here...” he shook his head, “I just don't know what they can do for him here. But this is where the voice told me to bring him...” 
 
    “Voice?” hissed Pattiwillow. “What voice? You didn't say anything about a voice.” 
 
    “There was no time. And it was as clear as you speaking to me right now...” He ran it in his mind again. “Yes. And something tells me I did the right thing - they were waiting at the door with a hover-gurney like they were expecting us.” 
 
    Flash looked surprised. “What did they say?”  
 
    “Nothing. They checked his medallion and ring, took him in and closed the door on us.” 
 
    “Medallion?”  
 
    “The mark of the Grand Architects of the Universe. And his ring had Knights markings on it...”  
 
    “Mmm,” nodded Flash, waving them into the vehicle. “That makes sense then, that's who these people are...” 
 
    “They were dressed in hooded robes,” interrupted Pattiwillow, “like monks.” 
 
    Flash climbed in through the driver's door, “Yep, I've seen them. It is said they created the Heavens, the planets, the stars, the gates... Everything that has lived, draws a breath... everything there is, or ever was.” 
 
    “Have you ever been inside?” 
 
    “No. I don't think anyone gets in without being part of the order. I've dropped people off here, but I've never picked anyone up,” he lied. “No one from my company has ever picked anyone up from here,” he lied again. “I have a feeling once you go in, you don't come back out...” 
 
    “So I won't ever see him again?” asked Pattiwillow. 
 
    “I seriously doubt it, young lady,” replied Flash, easing the car up into an air-lane. 
 
    Freedrich cleared his throat, taking Pattiwillow's hand, “As fast as he crashed, I believe his organs were shutting down. I don't expect he will ever regain consciousness. But if it makes you feel any better, I'm sure they will make him comfortable in his final moments...” 
 
     “No, that doesn't make me feel any better,” she snipped. 
 
    Freedrick slumped back in his seat, taking a deep breath, “I wish they would have talked to us...” 
 
    Flash smirked, “Sounds like they already talked to you,” he wiggled his fingers near his ear, “whispered in your ear. They can do that you know.” 
 
    Freedrich didn't move, his eyes closed, “Felt a hand on my shoulder too... strange sensation; warmth, trust...” 
 
    “That happened to me once, back when I was still racing.” Flash tossed it off with a casual wave of his hand, “Turned out to be my mechanic playing a joke on me.” He shrugged, “Nearly pissed myself just the same...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    G'NAROTH SARAT, AMANPOOR : ABANDONMENT ISSUES 
 
    Always open; the music, food, alcohol and party never stopped at The Black Hole Bar & Grille. Mercedes Huang turned away from the bartender, scanning the patrons and staff in the muted light. “Dammit, she's not here.”  
 
    “What did he say her name was?” asked Torn Dado, unable to hear over the music. 
 
    “Pattiwillow. Patti for short.” 
 
    “When's her next shift?” asked Chase, leading the trio through the crowd toward the front door. 
 
    “She was in earlier for a few hours and went home to tend to a friend - his words. She's due back at about nine tonight.” 
 
    Chase glanced at his MOBIUS, “Almost three hours... Y'think this friend she was tending to,” he added air quotes, “could be Jack?” 
 
    Mercedes shrugged her shoulders, “You know him better than I do, would he shack up with a barmaid?” 
 
    “That's not what I meant. And no, I don't think so...” 
 
    “Well, you're the one who added air quotes,” she countered, adding her own air quotes. 
 
    “I don't know what that means,” interrupted Torn Dado, imitating the air quotes, “but it's really annoying, please stop. And, no - the officer I know, would not do that.” 
 
    “By your own admission,” said Chase pushing the door of the club open, “he was mixing with FreeRanger officers...” The trio paused outside on the sidewalk. “Could they have known who he was somehow? Maybe drugged him?” 
 
    “I didn't get any sense of that...” 
 
    “Could he have drunk too much? Gotten ill?” offered Torn Dado. 
 
    Mercedes looked down at the sidewalk, playing the images of the night in her mind, “He seemed fine. It all looked very friendly. I didn't see any body language or attitude that would indicate anything abnormal...” 
 
    “And you were...” 
 
    “Dancing mostly,” replied Mercedes looking back up at Chase. “That way I could keep an eye on him. There were only a few instances where we were out of sight of each other; like bathroom breaks.” 
 
    “What was the plan if you got separated?” asked Torn Dado. 
 
    “Meet back here at the club the following day. Just stay here until we both showed up.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “We got separated somehow... I don't even remember at what point. But I searched the club, he wasn't here. The guy I was dancing with was on the same crew so I went back to his hotel hoping I'd run into Jack at the hotel if he did the same thing.” 
 
    Chase frowned, “So you shacked up with this guy...?” 
 
    “No,” she waved, “I ditched him and slept in the lobby. They must have called the police; I was arrested and detained until late that afternoon. They were looking to arrest Jack too. I didn't want to lead them to him so I went back to the ship, hoping he'd reported in... I even ditched my MOBIUS because they confiscated it and returned it before releasing me.” 
 
    “Probably bugged,” nodded Chase. “Why did they want to arrest him?” 
 
    “The Inspector kept asking about a place called Rikovik's Reef...” 
 
    “That's a planetoid in what used to be the frontier...” volunteered Torn Dado. 
 
    “I don't know if it's the same person, but apparently, a Jax Mercury was involved in some kind of bru-ha-ha there...”  
 
    “If bru-ha-ha means big trouble - yes there was,” admitted the pilot. “And yes, he is.” 
 
     “Just great,” sighed Mercedes. “Then of course he was asking about Nelson's Point...” 
 
    Chase looked concerned, “What did you tell him?” 
 
    Mercedes rolled her eyes, “Nothing. God, I'm not a freaking amateur. He let me go hoping to track me to Jack.” 
 
    “Message coming in...” Torn Dado pulled up the screen of his MOBIUS, his expression darkening, “Terrific...” 
 
    “What's going on?” 
 
    “We're on our own... The Perseus took off.” 
 
    “Whaaat? Dammit,” Chase punched the air. “That blows. They didn't even bother calling us to give us a chance to get back! That's not cool.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    Mercedes stepped between them, grabbing each one by an elbow, guiding them up the street, “Change of plans.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the Grand Tower Hotel, how can I help you?” 
 
    Mercedes slid her ITC card, Interstellar Trade Credit, across the front desk counter at the hotel clerk. “We need a room.” 
 
    “How long will you be staying with us?”  asked the clerk, picking up the card with pale spindly fingers. 
 
    Mercedes tried not to notice the clerk had a rather arachnid appearance, “Not entirely sure, let's start off with several nights.” She tried to figure out if it was a man or woman without staring. 
 
    “We'll set you up for five days for now. Will that work for you?” 
 
    “Yes... thank you.” 
 
    The clerk slid three disks about the size of a quarter across the counter with her ITC card, “Here are your keys. If you keep your key in your pocket, your MOBIUS device will direct you to your room, as well as alert you to the dining schedule, menus and room service. Will there be anything else?” 
 
    Mercedes pulled up the screen on her MOBIUS and turned it toward the clerk, “We're looking for a friend we're supposed to be meeting, have you seen him? His name is Jax Mercury...” 
 
    “I have not,” replied the clerk, checking the photo with one eye, checking the database on her own screen with another. “No mention of him in any of our guest stays.” She looked up, “I will add a notation to your account to notify you if he checks in.” 
 
    “Thank you...” 
 
    Chase grabbed her by the elbow as she turned away from the desk, steering her attention toward a man walking out the hotel entrance toward the street. “Am I seeing things,” he whispered, “or does that look exactly like the that traitorous horse-faced ass, Secretary of State?” 
 
    “It does... Where's your little pog-thing that had the list on it?” 
 
    “The e-RIP?” electronic - Report In Progress. “I transferred the info to my TESS,” he whispered.  
 
    “Look on your MOBIUS” she directed, following the man out the door. “Any files you had on your TESS may have been transferred over...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you'd prefer to drive, lady?” complained the driver. 
 
    “If you don't mind, yes,” replied Mercedes. 
 
    “Pssch,” snorted the driver, “then get your own car.” 
 
    “Let the man drive,” urged Chase pulling her back into her seat as the cab whistled through traffic.  
 
    “He's going to lose him...” 
 
    “No he's not,” countered Torn Dado, pointing ahead, “look, he's actually catching up.” 
 
    “He's heading out of the city,” announced the driver. “Once we clear the traffic he'll be an easy target.” 
 
    “You'll have to fall back then so we're not so obvious...” 
 
    “Yeah, you may not believe this lady, but this isn't my first time...” countered the driver gruffly. 
 
    Not unlike someone turning on a bathroom shower, the seven o'clock rain washed across the car prompting Chase to check the time on his MOBIUS, “We need to be back in less than two hours if we want to catch the barmaid before she gets to work.” 
 
    “We're going to need a vehicle,” whispered Torn Dado. “It would be best if we had our own...” 
 
    Mercedes scooted forward in her seat again, “Where can we rent a car later?” 
 
    “Back at your hotel,” replied the driver, passing between trucks. 
 
    Within a few minutes the city dropped away behind them giving way to sprawling suburbs, which in turn gave way to ranches and rolling hills. Dropping out of the air-lane the driver followed the other vehicle off the highway exit, falling back. “He's headed to the Cork & Cleaver,” he pointed, “top of the hill. It's a vineyard and restaurant - pretty pricey. Want me to follow him up?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “The driver was right,” whispered Torn Dado, “we're really not dressed for this place.” The simple name, Cork & Cleaver, lied about its elegance. And the aromas, well, Torn Dado couldn't remember anything smelling this good since before he was deployed on the Conquest - his parents taking him to one of the finest restaurants back home, for a sendoff. “I want to live here...” 
 
    “On this planet?” asked Mercedes. 
 
    He flashed her a grin, “In this restaurant.” 
 
    The maitre d' glanced at them with a disapproving eye, but escorted them through the restaurant and seated them nonetheless. Toward the back, near the kitchen. Mercedes snagged the maitre d' by his sleeve, eyeing the table where the Secretary of State was sitting alone. “Listen,” she said in her best seductive kitten voice, “I realize we're not entirely dressed for the occasion, but we only have one night here and we were told that this was absolutely the finest restaurant with the finest service...” she rubbed his arm. “I would be sooo grateful if you could sit us over there,” she nodded at a more desirable table. “I promise we will take very good care of you...” She smiled coyly. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Torn Dado slid into the booth across from Chase and Mercedes with his back to the Secretary of State. “I cannot believe that worked.” 
 
    Mercedes swept her hair back, “What are you saying? Are you saying I'm not attractive enough?” 
 
    Torn Dado shrugged, “Sure, you're just not my type. I...” 
 
    “Oh, please...” She scooped up his hand, resting her other hand on top, drawing little circles on the back of his hand with her thumb while caressing his palm with her fingertips. She locked eyes with him, “I know I've never mentioned it before, but you have the most amazing eyes” she purred, “they glitter like gold. And your hair...” she made a deliberate reach across the table and stroked the hair at his temple, “it's like silk... You can't tell me you haven't even thought about what my skin would feel like against yours... naked, pressed together, sweaty...” she whispered seductively. 
 
    His eyes had gone glassy, dilating, “I... I...” 
 
    She released his hand and sat back, “And that's how it works.” 
 
    “Oh, damn,” chortled Chase. “That's cold.” 
 
    Torn Dado looked put-off, angry and embarrassed all at the same time. He opened his mouth to reply but Chase cut him off, eyeing the other table, “Ooh, we have another player...” His eyes narrowed, “She looks familiar but I can't...” 
 
    “That's Germany's President, Chancellor Angela Merkel,” whispered Mercedes. “Can you get a shot of her from here?” 
 
    Chase activated the e-RIP program from his MOBIUS taking a 3D photo, the software making a comparison. “It's a match,” he whispered back. “Incoming,” he nodded toward the table, another man arriving. “No idea who he is.” 
 
    “Wow,” breathed Mercedes, “President Tayyip Erdogan. Turkey... We've got a real unholy alliance going on here.” 
 
    Chase had taken another 3D photo, “Confirmed,” he said, closing the screen. “This can't be a coincidence.” 
 
    “No it can't,” replied Mercedes. “I have a feeling Amanpoor is a dispersal point for this group. That FreeRanger ship dropped them off and now they wait here for a ride home to be arranged...” 
 
    “So the Perseus is chasing an empty ship,” offered Torn Dado. 
 
    “That'd be my guess,” remarked Chase with distaste.  
 
    Mercedes fished through an open zipper in her day pack under the table pulling out what looked like a makeup compact, “Torn, head outside, see if you can reach the Perseus - give them an update.” 
 
    “Got it.” He slid from the booth and headed for the door, nearly running into an extremely well dressed patron being escorted through the restaurant by the maitre d'. 
 
    “Makeup? Now?” whispered Chase, watching a third man arrive at the table. He took another 3D image that produced no match. He saved it just the same. 
 
    “Sssshhhh,” she hushed him, sliding the open compact past her water glass aimed at the table across the restaurant. She covered the small earpiece in her ear and adjusted the direction of the compact. “Hello, hello, greeting, greetings...” she mumbled out loud, watching them shake hands as the man sat down, the waiter immediately bringing him a drink. She narrated for Chase's benefit, “I trust your trip went well... We are sorry under the circumstances that we did not have the lead-time to evacuate everyone...” The man slid what looked to be ITC cards across the table to each of them, “Lord Toberus sends his regards and thanks you for your service. He apologizes for being unable to personally visit with you today, but he cannot, obviously, be everywhere at once. He is a busy man after all. You will find two-hundred-fifty-million credits in your new accounts...” 
 
    “Uh oh, somebody's not happy,” she interjected. “Alfano Toberus promised...” 
 
    “Oooh, that pissed him off,” she added. “We do not use first names when referring to Lord Toberus. Never ever use that name again.”  
 
    “We were promised seven-hundred-fifty-million...” Mercedes nodded, “And greed rears its ugly head... good job horse-face.” 
 
    The newcomer leaned in, his general attitude darkening considerably. “I will remind you that your assignments were and are incomplete. Failed. And I will point out that while others have surely been captured or perished, here you are... at the courtesy and will of Lord Toberus. Free to move on with your lives, despite the fact that his investment of extensive time and money is now lost.” The man rose from the table, “I have more meetings to make so I will take my leave. Consider your employment terminated and your compensation complete. Our ties are permanently severed. Goodbye...” He turned and departed, passing Torn Dado on his way back into the restaurant.  
 
    “What did I miss?” asked the pilot, sliding back into the booth. Chase put his finger to his mouth, quieting him, indicating Mercedes' little device. 
 
    “This is unacceptable... Alfano Toberus is going to hear from my counsel,” recited Mercedes. “I didn't spend my entire life on that cesspool for a paltry two-hundred-fifty-million credits; I left more than that behind!” She glanced up at Chase, “Horse-face is pissed...” 
 
    “I can see that. So, who is this Lord Toberus? Or Alfano Toberus?” 
 
    Mercedes pulled the earpiece from her ear, “Now they're just bickering like children.” She left the compact where it was, allowing it to continue to record but stowed the earpiece back in her pack, her eyes flicking up to Torn Dado. “Did you get the Perseus?” 
 
    “They're out of range.” 
 
    Chase wiped beads of moisture off his water glass. “Great, what the hell do we do now?” 
 
    Mercedes gave him an evil sideways glance, “What's the punishment for Platricide or planetary subversion?”  
 
    Chase cleared his throat, “Death...” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But they're supposed to be captured and tried...” 
 
    “There is no trial, Chase. When these people are caught they go straight to detention for execution. Look at your list, it doesn't say; Wanted Suspects. It says Guilty of Platricide and Planetary Subversion.” She searched her pack by feel, withdrawing a micro hypodermic, checking the label and sliding it under her napkin. “You don't think the Perseus will ask that FreeRanger ship for directions, do you? No, they're going to destroy it, hoping to get these people,” she nodded at the other table. “They need to be eliminated and we're here. It's our job, like it or not.” 
 
    Torn Dado seemed to take in stride, “You going to poison them?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    Chase kicked his pack under the table, “So I packed clothes and some electronics and you packed poison?” 
 
    “I packed the tools of my trade. And yes. Poison is one of those tools...” 
 
    “I thought you told Jack you weren't an assassin.” 
 
    “I lied. Well, sort of...” 
 
    “So you're sort of an assassin?” 
 
    “Our agents are all trained for this sort of thing, but women have a greater advantage; we can often get closer to the target than men. So, I've had a few opportunities...” 
 
    Chase looked at her like he suddenly didn't recognize her. Never having met one before, he was starting to understand Steele's dislike for spies. “Hmm. What do you have... Ricin? Polonium 210? Or something old school like Arsenic?” 
 
    “Polonium is Russia's choice and I wouldn't touch it with a ten-foot pole. That shit's radioactive - and it takes forever. People handling Ricin often kill themselves by accidental contamination. It also has a high possibility of collateral damage to unintended victims - like investigators and healthcare workers. So, the Agency developed a proprietary hybrid called Zephyr X. Like Arsenic, it's colorless, odorless and tasteless. I carry Zephyr X60 and X10...” 
 
    “What's the difference?” 
 
    “About an hour. Reactions differ depending on the dose and sensitivity. X60 takes thirty minutes to an hour, X10 takes ten minutes or less. They are both fairly safe to handle... more or less.” 
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow, “More or less?” 
 
    “It's usually administered by injection or ingestion. But if you get it on mucous tissue - like in the nose or eyes, it will be absorbed pretty readily.”  
 
    Torn Dado frowned in contemplation, “So how are we going to do this...?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the aisle side of the booth, Mercedes cupped the micro hypodermic, no bigger than a lancet, in the palm of her hand. “Here he comes,” whispered Torn Dado from the other side of the booth, looking past her. “Three... two... one... now.” 
 
    Mercedes stepped from the booth in front of the waiter with his tray laden with food. “Whoa!” she exclaimed, helping him steady his tray, assisting him to contain the plates that threatened to slide off the tray. “Oh, I am soo sorry, my apologies,” she smiled, locking eyes with him. “You've got everything, right?” He nodded in amazement that he hadn't lost anything. “Sorry again,” she touched his hand and walked past, heading to the restroom. 
 
    “Oh, she's good,” Torn Dado whispered. 
 
    “Did she do it?” inquired Chase, watching the waiter deliver the food to the table they were stalking. 
 
    “It was so fast, I couldn't tell.” The pilot checked over his shoulder at the table of criminals watching the waiter take his leave. “I guess we'll find out soon.” 
 
    As Mercedes returned from the restroom, the waiter was right behind her with another loaded tray, pausing at a distance to wait for her to be seated. She looked over her shoulder, “I promise I'll look before I jump up again...” He merely smiled politely before depositing salads in front of each of them. 
 
    Chase waited for the waiter to be out of earshot, “Well?” 
 
    She held up empty hands, the used lancet flushed down the toilet in the ladies’ restroom. “I got a really good dose on one, another with a decent dose but I completely missed the steak. Who has the steak?” 
 
    “The one you call Horse Face,” replied Torn Dado. “And... I gotta ask... what the hellion is a horse face?” 
 
    Mercedes nearly spit a mouthful of salad out of her mouth, Chase taking the opportunity to reply. “A horse is an animal with a long, narrow face. It's an insult.” 
 
    “Ah, OK. So, they're ugly animals?” 
 
    “Well no, horses are generally thought of to be attractive, powerful, graceful animals...” 
 
    “Then I don't get it.” 
 
    “It's not an insult to the horse, mind you,” added Mercedes. “But it speaks to the odd proportions of the person with said, horse face.” 
 
    “I see...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase motioned with his fork, “Someone's not looking too well...”  
 
    Chancellor Merkel was looking rather pallid and sweaty. Mercedes checked the time on her MOBIUS, “Right on time - forty minutes. She must have gotten the heavier dose...” The Chancellor grabbed her chest in pain, crying out in anguish.  
 
    Horse Face half stood, looking around, “Help! Help! Is anyone a doctor?” 
 
    “I have an idea... Watch my back.” Mercedes grabbed her pack from under the table, rising hastily, nearly taking the waiter with her for a second time. “I'm a doctor!” she shouted. 
 
    “Ohh, what the hell is she doing?” hissed Chase leaning over the table. “This wasn't part of the plan...” 
 
    Mercedes dropped her pack on the floor, easing the Chancellor off the chair to the floor, “She's having a heart attack! You!” she pointed at Tayyip Erdogan, “Get over here, I need your help!” With all the movement and action, she slid the Chancellor's ITC card from her jacket pocket and palmed it. “I need to do chest compressions, you're going to breathe for her...” 
 
    On one knee opposite the Chancellors body, Erdogan shied backwards, “I don't...” 
 
    Reaching across the body, grabbing Erdogan by the lapels and pulling him closer, nearly on top of the patient, Mercedes growled in his face, loud enough for everyone around to hear, “You help me or she'll die, you coward. If she dies, it will be on your head.” She rose to one knee, pulling at his jacket, “Take your jacket off and put it under her head,” she snapped, wrestling it off of him. As she folded it she felt for and found the ITC card, sliding it discreetly from the pocket as she stuffed it under the Chancellor's head. Both cards went into the pack as she reached for an individually packed moist wipe. She checked the barcode label before handing it to him, Zephyr X10. “Sterile!” she yelled at him. “Wipe your mouth, wipe her mouth... I compress, you breathe, got it?!” 
 
    He nodded mechanically, tearing open the foil pouch, “Yes.”  
 
    She began the useless compressions on the deceased Chancellor's chest. Other than a little perspiration Erdogan wasn't showing any real signs of contamination yet and she wasn't leaving until she knew she'd gotten him. She looked at the Secretary of State, nearly calling him Horse Face, “You!” she pointed at him, “Hold her legs...”  
 
    He half-stood, glancing around, a look of fear crossing his face, hedging on panic. Maybe he'd figured it out. She never gave him credit for being that bright. Maybe it was just suspicion, maybe a good guess. But Mercedes Huang knew the look of a man about to run for his life. She glanced at her own table, Chase and Torn Dado's attention riveted on her. She nodded in the direction of the Secretary of State as he made his move jumping up, his chair clattering to the floor as he broke for the door. Chase and Torn Dado following him out, everyone's attention on the center of the restaurant. 
 
    She was compressing and Erdogan was breathing, his palor changing, the color leaving his face, streams of sweat running down his brow. He was starting to pant, probably disregarding it to exertion.  
 
    “You alright?” asked Mercedes. “You don't look so well...” 
 
    “I am fine,” he wheezed. 
 
    Erdogan was starting to wobble, his arms shaking from exhaustion, the lack of blood and oxygen taking its toll. Veins visibly throbbed on his forehead, his hair slick with sweat. 
 
    “Feeling tight? Weak? Chest hurt?” 
 
    He stopped, glancing up at her, looking ghostly, laboring to breathe, pain radiating up into his left shoulder and jaw, his lips turning blue. “Gaaa...” he grunted. 
 
    He had a minute left, maybe two if he was lucky. “The people of Earth send their regards,” she winked, an evil grin curling the corners of her mouth. “Enjoy your stay in hell, you filthy pig...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ditching the chaos, Mercedes ran out into the darkened parking lot, an ambulance racing up the drive, lights and siren wailing. Nonchalantly slinging her pack over her shoulder, she turned and walked in the opposite direction across the lot, another ambulance and two police cars swinging off the main road at the bottom of the hill. Where the hell are you guys? At the end of the fourth row, headlights flashed briefly, the vehicle backed into a spot in a dark corner of the lot. She cut between the cars, dropping low to avoid being seen by the emergency vehicles as she zig-zagged her way across the lot toward the waiting car. 
 
    Torn Dado glanced in the rear-view mirror, “Buckle up...” 
 
    “You sure you know how to drive one of these things?” asked Mercedes. 
 
    “Doesn't everybody?” he quipped.  
 
    As soon as the police and ambulance techs cleared the drive, disappearing into the restaurant, he was into the throttle, lights off, rocketing across the parking lot to the drive. Adding lift, he illegally cut across the landscaping, already at an air-lane height by the time he reached the road. He slowed to swing the on-ramp to the mostly empty highway and headed for the distant rolling hills and the desert beyond. 
 
    Mercedes examined Horse Face, the sizable black eye visible even in the darkened interior. “He's out cold, how hard did you hit him?” 
 
    Chase shrugged, “I've wanted to pop this lying, treasonous coward in the face every time I saw him run his stupid mouth on TV. I guess maybe I hit him a little harder than I thought.” He waved it off, “He'll live.” 
 
    “Until we're done with him,” added Mercedes, “then we dump his worthless carcass out here somewhere. Did you get his ITC card?” 
 
    Chase pulled it from his pocket and handed it to her, feeling a little like a common mugger. “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The cruise back from the desert was filled with more silence than talk. Until they passed the off-ramp for the Cork & Cleaver. “Looks like all the emergency vehicles are gone...” remarked Torn Dado, reducing throttle. 
 
    “Mmmm, looks closed now,” added Chase, looking past him from the passenger seat. 
 
    Her legs stretched out across the back seat, arms folded across her chest, Mercedes sighed. 
 
    “What...” grunted Chase, his voice dripping with aggravation. 
 
    “Nothing...” 
 
    “What?” asked Torn Dado, quietly. 
 
    “Little hint,” offered Chase, “When a woman says nothing, it's not nothing. It's always something - it's never nothing.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Mercedes swung her feet off the seat, facing forward suddenly becoming more animated. “You're the one who gave me the thing!” she waved.  
 
    Chase glanced over at Torn Dado, “See what I mean? It's always something.” He turned to look over his shoulder, “Yeah, I put it on his leg...” 
 
    “But it wasn't doing anything...” she insisted. 
 
    “Until you put it in his pants!” snapped Chase. “Who told you to put it down his pants?” 
 
    “I wanted it to scare him!” gestured Mercedes. 
 
    “Well it worked! It scared him - then it killed him!” He rubbed his forehead, “I've heard guys get wounded in combat scream less than that... it was horrifying...” 
 
    “Guys?” prompted Torn Dado. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know it was going to kill him?” shouted Mercedes. 
 
    “Guys?” 
 
    “Oh I don't know,” mused Chase, “the fact that it looked like a big hairy tarantula with a scorpion's tail wasn't clue enough?” He tried to blink away the images, “God, I've never seen seizures like that...” 
 
    “Or that shade of purple...” added Mercedes. “At least we know how many of them were let off here...” 
 
    “Guys!” 
 
    “But not their names,” complained Chase. “Because he screamed himself to death before he could tell us...” 
 
    “GUYS!” 
 
    “WHAT?!” shouted Chase and Mercedes in unison. 
 
    Torn Dado reduced throttle, pointing at the highway ahead, “Road block, ROAD BLOCK!” 
 
    Four police vehicles blocked the highway ahead, two on the ground and two hovering in the air-lane. 
 
    “Go around them...” 
 
    Torn Dado shot Chase a look of incredulity, “You didn't just say that.” 
 
    “I don't care what you do flyboy, get us the hell out of here,” insisted Mercedes. “Go dark and get off the highway...” 
 
    Torn dado rolled his eyes, backing the throttle down. “In what universe would that work?” 
 
    “Well you're a fighter pilot,” exclaimed Chase, “do some fighter pilot stuff!” 
 
    “In case you hadn't noticed, this is not a fighter, and I am not a magician!” 
 
    “Well you'd better think of something,” urged Mercedes, “or you're going to be in the prison cell next to ours...” 
 
    Torn Dado brought the vehicle to a stop in air-lane of the empty highway about a mile and a half from the roadblock, several cars in line on the ground at the checkpoint, “Maybe they're not looking for us.” 
 
    “That's wishful thinking. And if you're wrong, we don't get a do-over.” Mercedes pointed off to the right of the highway, “Now go dark and get us off the road.” 
 
    The pilot flipped off the switches for the lights and eased the car off the roadway, “Turning off the lights doesn't make us invisible, you know. I'm still on their sensors.” As the vehicle left the roadway it descended, dropping to about twelve inches off the ground, the tall grass whipping over the nose as it plowed through. 
 
    “Dude, get us off the ground,” urged Chase, “they're going to be able to see exactly where we went...” 
 
    “Most vehicles do not have an anti-gravity system designed to fly, just to float over the surface of the road...” 
 
    “Then how...”  
 
    “We can achieve an air-lane over the highway because certain roads have an embedded power grid that act as magnifiers, allowing the vehicle to do so. This is no doubt a rental vehicle so it's systems are not capable of much more.” 
 
    “What about emergency vehicles?” inquired Mercedes. 
 
    “They can fly and outrun us.” 
 
    “Swell...” Mercedes was sitting on her knees, facing backwards, looking out through the rear window, “I don't see anyone behind us...” 
 
    “We need to dump the car quickly,” explained Torn Dado. “Their sensors will have recorded the make, model and license of this unit. They don't need to chase us if they don't want to, other units will find us...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    XIAN PI SYSTEM, PERSEUS : OFF THE GRID 
 
    “Red alert! All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!” The alarm klaxon whooped throughout the ship, every corridor and room bathed in red flashing light. 
 
    Shocked awake, Fritz vaulted himself off his human's bed in the muted light, the pall of acrid smoke heavy in the air. He slid on the carpet, the bandage on his foot tearing away as he scrambled for the door to the corridor, the door automatically sliding open allowing him passage. His heart hammering, he skidded to a stop in the center of an empty, quiet corridor. What? Looking left and right he could hear voices towards the bridge and he trotted in that direction. Two marine sentries chatted casually outside the bridge entrance. He stopped short of engaging them and turned back, heading for the executive quarters normally occupied by his human. The door opened, disappearing into the bulkhead and he re-entered the room, the air clear, his errant bandage laying on the floor where it had torn off. Sitting down in the middle of the room, he surveyed his surroundings, unclear as to what had transpired. He sniffed the air pensively - nothing. No smoke, no Jack. He eyed the bed and considered returning to it but his grumbling stomach changed his mind.  
 
    Dogs aren't nearly as forgetful or short on memory as most people accuse them of. No, they just have a different attitude and perspective of the world; if it doesn't physically hurt, they usually disregard it and move on. Sometimes they sniff it or piss on it before moving on, but Fritz simply discarded the dream. 
 
    Strolling down the corridor toward the galley, the German Shepherd passed members of the crew going about their daily duties. Some said hello, some ignored him - he greeted them all just the same, with a toothy smile and a wag of his tail. He needed more; he needed a hand resting on his head, an ear scratch, a belly rub, a hug... someone to talk to him like Jack did... He needed Jack. All he could do was be patient. Unfortunately, patience was not one of his best virtues. The instinctual canine part of him told him it was his fault that Jack wasn't home, he'd done something wrong, he had been bad, that his human was angry with him and he was being punished. Fortunately, Fritz had the logic of the CABL part of his brain to correct that instinct and expose it for what it was, misinformation. But he still admonished himself for not accompanying Chase and Mercedes; he knew he could have found his human. This thought was instinctual and logical, since he had the tracking skills and abilities. This saddened him greatly, knowing Jack's absence was not his fault, yet it was, because he could have made the difference in locating him and bringing him home. This was the irritating conundrum that plagued him, the very thing that made him unique... at least for a dog. Personally, at this moment he was not appreciative of it. What he was truly aware of, was that missing his human was physically painful.  
 
    It helped having Allie around. A little. But she was stuck in the instinctual canine remorse and she didn't have the logical advantage he had. Well, sometimes it was an advantage - sometimes it was a plague. Still, he looked forward to seeing her. Ragnaar had been taking care of her and proved to be the best friend the two Shepherds had on the ship; making sure they had the food, water, exercise and human interaction they needed. Outside of his size and gruff exterior, the ex-pirate turned out to be a largely misunderstood teddy bear. 
 
    Ragnaar lifted an eyebrow, wrinkling the tattoo across his face, “Tore you bandage off again, huh?” 
 
    “Fell off,” grumbled Fritz. 
 
    “Sure it did,” remarked the big man with skepticism, taking a knee in the grass of the ship's small garden. Allie wandered around on her own. “Paw,” he demanded, holding out his hand. Fritz sat and boldly handed over his paw. “Not this one,” Ragnaar let it drop, pointing at the other one, “that one.” Fritz tentatively held it out as ordered, allowing the man to examine it, looking between his toes and checking his pads. He was gentle in the process, humming to himself, something Fritz found rather soothing. “It's healing well. I think you can go without a new bandage...” He pointed towards Allie, “Go play, let me check in with the bridge...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    After merely five minutes alone Ragnaar returned to the two dogs who sat in front of him as he dropped to a crouch, “Listen you two, there's something going on - I have to head to the bridge.” He patted the two of them simultaneously, “Fritz, can you look after Lady Allie for me? Take her to see Cookie in the galley, he'll make sure you both get something to eat...” 
 
    Fritz nodded. Not only could he communicate with Allie in canine body language, actions, gestures and dog-speak, he also knew her human commands, which she obeyed well. “O-kay,” he annunciated. 
 
    “You two be good,” he said, giving them one last affectionate tussle before rising.  
 
    They watched him go before returning to their interrupted socializing and exploration of the garden. They leaned on each other, pushing and nudging as they roamed, never straying more than a few feet from one another. 
 
    As predicted, the man in the galley nicknamed Cookie, a pale, wiry man, with an orange-red crewcut and a ready smile, had a sizable portion of eggs and sausage for each of them. He generously took time away from the counter and other crew members to be sure the German Shepherds had whatever they needed before returning to his duties. Side-by-side, the two dogs politely ate their fill, occasionally looking up from their food to check their surroundings. When the lights flickered momentarily, they took no notice. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ragnaar flagged the Marine sentry at the bridge entrance, returning a casual salute, passing  through the automatic doors as they split down the middle and disappeared into the bulkheads.  
 
    Lieutenant Commander Reegan looked relieved as the Lieutenant entered the dimly illuminated bridge, crew members faces awash in the light of their stations, “Ah, Mr. Ragnaar, please take the helm.”  
 
    The satiny, translucent silver lining of the jump tunnel on the big screen, reflected hues of wavering gold and deep copper, errant streaks of light passing across the ship's bow. Ragnaar eyed it with curiosity. “Helm, aye.” The Ensign at the helm relinquished her seat with a nod, looking exhausted, requiring the Lieutenant to take immediate manual control of the ship as it wandered off course, working to maintain attitude and direction. The ship shuddered, the nose wavering and he flipped a questioning glance over his shoulder, “Skipper? Are we experiencing solar wind? In a transition tunnel?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Ragnaar.” 
 
    “This is not good. Is not good at all...” 
 
    “I am aware of that, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Distance to Gate?” he inquired, leaning to his right to look at the navigator's screens, maintaining his hands on the manual flight controls. 
 
    “Only three hours,” replied Reegan. “We are hoping the tunnel will mitigate the event.” 
 
    “It will not,” countered Ragnaar, 
 
    “It appears a star perpendicular to our route has experienced an SPE,” Solar Proton Event, offered the Ensign at astrometrics. “It occurred four hours after entering the gate From Edenlight to Madrassas...” 
 
    “No travel advisories?” 
 
    “Within moments of the occurrence being recorded...” replied the Ensign. 
 
    “But nothing pre-event?” Ragnaar was busy adjusting attitude thrusters to stabilize the ship and reduce the need for constant correction but the solar winds were not constant and fought his best efforts. 
 
    Reegan sipped a cold coffee, making a face of distaste before responding, “There is no way to tell if it was a monitored star or not, Lieutenant. And being in a gate transition, we have no way of telling from our position, which star it might be. It may even be from a star in null space - if there are any in null space that is.”  
 
    Ragnaar eyed the rosy copper coloring on the right side of the satiny, translucent lining of the jump tunnel, “I do not believe we will make it to the gate, Commander. I advise that we break Dark Protocol and inform Admiral Higdenberger of our situation...” 
 
    “I'm afraid that's impossible, Lieutenant,” replied Reegan, “the interference is too heavy, we're dark whether we want to be or not. We've even lost sensor contact with the DD217 ahead of us.” 
 
    “How close were we when we lost contact?” 
 
    “We had nearly caught up with her in Edenlight; she entered the gate just three hours before us. She should be fairly near the exit to Madrassas...” 
 
    “Commander, I suggest we increase speed in an effort to reduce our time in the tunnel...” 
 
    “We are already at maximum safe protocol for transition, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Yes sir, we are. But I will remind you that the protocols are a broad fit, mean average, for all ship types and sizes. Our overall size, mass and energy wake, do not compare to something, for instance, the size of a capital ship. Smaller ships like the Perseus are penalized unnecessarily; our safe margin is easily twenty-five to thirty-five percent higher than the prescribed protocols.” 
 
     Commander Reegan rubbed the stubble on his jaw in contemplation, “Hmm, I trust your judgment, Lieutenant. And it makes sense.” He nodded toward the screen, “Let's push it...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Something was wrong, Fritz could sense it. He could feel it. He paused in the middle of the corridor, Allie stopping next to him, looking at him with curiosity. She moved around him, trying to get him to look at her. He closed his eyes and concentrated, relaxing... he could feel movement beneath his feet, a gentle swaying that was so subtle, he nearly missed it, oblivious to the sensation when he was on the move. He continued on, quickening his stride, Allie keeping pace. “Hurry Allie...” Instinctually, he headed for the state room he shared with his human - whether it was the safest place or not, it was the most familiar, and therefore comforting.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    As if it was birthing a ship through fire, the mass of undulating, swirling, crimson, orange and yellow plasma exploded, the  jump event spilling the DD217 out into space, short-lived tendrils of energy dragging across her hull. The bridge lights flickered, half of the ship's systems going dark.  
 
    Commander T. B. Yafusco was on his feet next to his command chair, one hand on the armrest, glancing down at his darkened command screens, “Did we make it? Did we make it? Where are we...?” 
 
    “Madrassas, Commander. We made it.” 
 
    Tibby put his hands on top of his head, inhaling deeply, letting it out through his teeth, “Thank the Gods...” He let his hands drop loosely to his sides and looked out at the Madrassas System stretched out before them. “I've never been so relieved to see normal space.” 
 
    Sitting in the first mate's seat, Grinah cleared her parched throat, “I've never seen a gate corona like that, it looked like we were on fire...” 
 
    “Frightening,” muttered Tibby, replaying it in his head, “a total absence of more than half of the color spectrum, I've never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Damage reports coming in,” noted Grinah, tapping on her ear piece. “Main propulsion down, thrusters only. Shields off line. Point defense systems off line, main gun batteries down...” 
 
    Tibby laid his hand on the shoulder of the helmsman in front of him, “Do you have manual control?” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Good, point us at Lindmore, it's the fourth planet. Just keep us moving.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Do we have communications?” he asked of no one in particular. 
 
    “No. Internal comms only, and no sensors, Commander.” 
 
    Tibby sat casually on the arm of his chair, “Alright people, let's get things back up and running here. As soon as we have communications, send out a travel advisory for the Madrassas - Edenlight jump corridor. Show it as temporarily impassable...” 
 
    “What about that ship that was behind us?” whispered Grinah. “You think they'll make it?” 
 
    “I don't know,” he replied, looking pensive. “After we get up and running again, maybe we'll loop back towards the gate and see if they've cleared it. Nothing else we can do. When they disappeared it could have been the level of sensor interference we had, or they may have fallen out of jump.” He glanced around the darkened bridge, “And at this point, even if they do appear in the next two or three hours, we're in no condition to help them until we get ourselves squared away.”  
 
    Grinah leaned in, “I guess those people we dropped at Amanpoor will be stuck waiting for transports if they're heading to Bengaloo through Edenlight for pickup...” 
 
    Tibby shrugged, “We don't know if all of Edenlight is affected, but if they're coming through Madrassas to use this gate,” he thumbed over his shoulder, “they'll be waiting a while. Not that it's our problem,” he waved, “we made the drop and we got paid. Which puts us solidly in the black, by the way,” he added, rubbing his fingers together like he was rubbing a coin. Glancing around at the bridge again, he indicated with a nod, “As long as this doesn't cost us a bunch of credits to fix...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ragnaar's adjustments were nearly constant, no amount of thruster trim could compensate for the solar winds that seemed to ebb and flow. Having experienced much the same type of occurrence in open space with much different effect, he was convinced the difficulty had something to do with being in the confines of the jump tunnel. A stabilized worm-hole made of energy, anchored at each end by generators in the form of gates, he was sure there was a mathematical equation to calculate the resulting disturbance of a Solar Proton Event beating on a Genesis Gate's jump tunnel, but it was well beyond his mathematical abilities. There were people who could handle that math, he just wasn't one of them.  
 
    The Ensign at astrometrics spun in her seat, “Commander, I'm reading a marked increase in both helium and HZE ions...” 
 
    Reegan glanced at his screens, the estimated time to the gate was still about an hour and a half away. “Cause?” He was pretty certain he already knew the answer. 
 
    “The leading edge of a Coronal Mass Ejection.” 
 
    Though it was not the answer he wanted to hear. “Going to yellow alert,” he warned, tapping his control panel. Yellow lights flashed throughout the ship, the warning tone sounding briefly, security and compartment doors closing automatically, protecting the various sections of the ship. 
 
    The bridge crew eyed the flaring walls of the jump tunnel as it appeared to waver, changing from a rosy copper to a deep red, waves of bright red and orange swirling and pulsing in ever-changing patterns.    
 
    Having run nearly the length of the ship, Commander Derrik Brighton appeared on the bridge, out of breath, “What's going on? Have we caught the bastards?” 
 
    Reegan motioned toward the screen, “No...” He lowered his voice, “But this little chase of yours just might be the end of us.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Reegan?” his name spoken with animosity. 
 
    Without words, Reegan rose from his command chair, the two men roughly equal in height and size, he moved the GIS agent to the back of the bridge by a vice-like grip on his elbow. “I've had about as much as I'm going to take from you...” 
 
    Brighton tore his arm free, posturing aggressively, “In case you've forgotten who I...” 
 
    “No I haven't forgotten anything, Mr. Brithauz.” interrupted Reegan, unflinchingly.  “You're  Higdenberger's darling little spy. Personally, I don't know why, you haven't made a decent call since you stepped aboard the Perseus. My ship...” 
 
    “My mission,” asserted Derrik. 
 
    “What... you mean chasing down planetary terrorists on a ship that we were unable to confirm was carrying them? Because you chose to abandon members of the team, our team, that was attempting to gather that information. Is that the mission you're referring to?” 
 
    Brighton took an indignant posture, “You are fully aware that Higdenberger approved that action.” 
 
    Reegan leaned in close, “Because you lied to him. And you omitted details that were crucial to him assessing the real situation to get the answer you wanted.” Reegan saw the flicker of surprise that flashed across the GIS agent's face. “Yeah, thought no one knew about that private little call you made...?”  
 
    “How...” 
 
    “I told you,” interrupted Reegan, “this is my ship. My crew. I find everything out eventually. You are just a guest here - and at this point, an unwanted guest. Push me. Go ahead. I promise you won't like the results.” His peripheral vision registered the arrival of two Marine sentries, “If, if, we make it out of this mess,” he indicated the big screen, “we are heading back to Bengaloo by the fastest route to collect the people you decided to abandon.”  
 
    “They weren't mission critical...” 
 
    “Neither are you,” Reegan reminded him. “And right now, survival has replaced mission. Because this is the position your decisions have put us in. Believe me when I say, you have no friends here.” He repositioned himself, stepping back, “Let me ask you something, have you ever been to null space. Know anyone who has?” 
 
    Derrik folded his arms defiantly, “Null space is simply the space beyond the marked systems, the un-navigated space between known space. It's not some bloody mysterious place with no space,” he waved his hands mockingly, “it's not limbo space for cripe's sake.” 
 
    Reegan's mouth curled on one side, “You'd better hope not, or I'm going to make sure you're the first one to experience it first-hand...” He glanced at the Marine to his right, “Confined to quarters. No visitors.”  
 
    “Is that a threat, Reegan?” snapped Derrik, as the Marines took control of him. “You heard him, he threatened to space me...” 
 
    The Marines were stone-faced, “I didn't hear anything,” said one, turning to the other, “did you?” The only reply was a silent head shake. “Nope,” said the first, “we didn't hear anything.” 
 
    Reegan turned away to head back to his command chair and paused mid-step, “Make it the brig, gentlemen...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Commander T. B. Yafusco and Ensign Grinah returned to the bridge from the Captain's ready room, Lieutenant Dash Zarnev currently occupying the command chair. “What's our status, Lieutenant?” 
 
    Dash glanced over his shoulder, “We're making progress, Skipper. Shields are up...” 
 
    Tibby was saw the warm glow of the shields on the starboard side of the ship, “I see that.” 
 
    “As you've noticed,” he indicated the view screen, “we're still experiencing effects of the solar storm, which have gotten more intense. Sensors are picking up increased ion activity.” 
 
    “We have sensors back? Wonderful...” 
 
    “We have comms back on line as well, but transmission and reception is highly distorted. We haven't successfully reached out at all yet. Main drives are going through restart protocol,” he rose from the seat to relinquish it to Yafusco, moving over to the first mate's chair, “so we should be under way in about half an hour.” 
 
     Grinah stood behind Tibby's chair, her hands resting on his shoulders, “What about our weapons systems?” 
 
    Dash Zarnev held no animosity to being questioned by Grinah, even though she was a subordinate officer - everyone on the ship knew the relationship between Grinah and Yafusco. No one questioned her authority; when she spoke, it might just as well have come from the Skipper himself. Besides, she never took advantage of her position, it was more like they were a command team - and they worked well together. “Weapons systems come right after engine startup, ma'am. We prioritized flight over fight, and we have eaten through most of our stock of spare bio-relays, but we still have some left. We hope to get the greater portion of the weapons systems back on line.” 
 
    “Shopping list?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am, the Skipper has one I started on his right screen, probably about the third or fourth tab down,” he pointed.  
 
    “Let's hope Lindmore will have what we need,” commented Tibby, paging to the list. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It was only forty-five minutes to Madrassas gate when Commander Reegan looked up from his command screens, prompted by the collective gasp of the bridge crew, fixated on the big screen. A massive gap appeared on the right side of the jump tunnel, darkness and flecks of light visible as the normally silver satin wall, turned fire red, orange and yellow, dissolving like melting nylon, disappearing...  
 
    “Mass Ion Wave...!” shouted the officer at astrometrics. “By the Gods, readings are...” 
 
    “Shields up!” ordered Reegan as the ship gave the impression it was sliding sideways. 
 
    Ragnaar fought with the controls as the Perseus washed sideways, stern first, then rolled like a football, wobbling, until he managed to fight it to a neutral position, finally getting the flecks of light outside to stop their sickening gyrations. 
 
    “Thank you Mr. Ragnaar. All stop.” He closed his eyes for a moment to clear the image of swirls from his mind. 
 
    “All stop, aye.” 
 
    Reegan rose from his command chair, “All stations, damage report. Astrometrics,” he pointed, “figure out where the hellion we are.” He stood in the center of the bridge, staring at a spread of stars near and far, having no idea if they were stars he knew or not. Whether they were in real space or what was referred to as null space. Was null space like Derrik Brighton had claimed, simply un-navigated space in-between systems? He'd heard about the ships that came before the gates, the generational ships that flew for hundreds of years to reach a single destination. But surely a modern ship like the Perseus wouldn't fall to that fate... could it? The null space of stories, legends, was a nightmarish place where the physics of space travel didn't exist. Where nothing existed, where physical properties didn't exist. Since the Perseus remained, perhaps not all the stories were true. His mind toyed with the possibility of flying a hundred years with a modern ship and never reaching anything. “Astrometrics?” 
 
    “She's still working, Commander. This may take a while.” 
 
    “Damage report?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Reegan remained unmoved on the couch in his office when the comm chimed, “I'm here, go ahead.”  
 
    “Xian Pi, Skipper. We're in the uncharted space outside of the Xian Pi System...” 
 
    “Xian Pi...” mumbled, Reegan swinging his feet off to sit up, “where the hellion is that? I've never heard of it...” 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
    AMANPOOR : THE TORTOISE AND THE HARE 
 
    Inspector Brooker tapped the glass screen of his MOBIUS, the holo-screen popping open, “Talk to me Sweetness...”   
 
    The female Data Bridge officer with the short platinum hair stared back at him, “We picked up the bartender from The Black Hole Bar & Grille. So far she hasn't been forthcoming with any information.” 
 
    “The other bartender said she was the one serving them, correct?” 
 
    “Correct. She reportedly left with a man from that party. By the description, it may be the Jax Mercury person you're looking for. The description of the woman he arrived with, is very close to the one you had in custody for questioning. There was no sign of him at her apartment but call records show she requested a car service at her apartment yesterday...” 
 
    “Have we tracked down that service yet?” 
 
    “Not yet inspector. It was a small independent so we're still looking.” 
 
    “I wish we had better control over those small operations,” the Inspector lamented. “How about our waiter friend from the Cork & Cleaver?” 
 
    “Still working with the image generation program,” she replied. 
 
    He shook his head, “Something tells me this is all part of something much bigger. This Huang woman was able to elude us much easier than she should have; I don't like it when people disappear like that. It smells too professional... like the Cork & Cleaver. Which makes me really concerned over what our friend Mr. Mercury might be doing in the dark this long. Anything on the guy we found with Huang's MOBIUS?” 
 
    “Just a vagrant...” 
 
    Brooker sighed heavily, “Keep digging.” 
 
    He felt a tap on his shoulder, “Sir?” 
 
    Brooker turned to the officer behind him, “What have you got?” 
 
    The officer pointed down the highway, past the roadblock, “He stopped. He's just hovering there...” 
 
    The Inspector turned back to his MOBIUS, “Gotta go, Sweetness. Keep me up to date.” Brooker closed the holo-screen, turning to the officer behind him, “Do we have an owner I.D.?” 
 
    The officer shook his head, “No, it's a rental. We'll have to contact the agency...”  
 
    “And he just went dark,” noted the Inspector. “What the hellion does he think he's doing?” 
 
    “He's pulling off the highway...” the officer replied, squinting into the darkness. 
 
    Booker laughed out loud, “Where does he think he's going in that thing?” He wiped midnight dew from the top of his bald head, “Idiot. He's not going to get far over natural terrain, it doesn't have the power. Our detail is staying here - plot his course and send another unit before he falls off our sensors...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Torn Dado yanked on the wheel turning on a ninety-degree tangent from their direction, “What are you doing?” complained Mercedes. 
 
    “We're low and slow. By my estimation, we have fallen off their sensors. They know our course... Somewhere on that course they will be waiting for us. I don't plan to drive right into it.” 
 
    “Alright... so what's your plan?” 
 
    “Not getting stopped comes to mind. Maybe it's just a DUI checkpoint...” 
 
    “Where would drunk people be coming from way out here?” pondered Chase. 
 
    “I don't know. There is another city beyond where we stopped in the desert...” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “About an hour beyond it at highway speeds.” 
 
    “Are you thinking of doubling-back to the highway?” she asked, leaning forward between the seats. 
 
    “It had occurred to me. But if they tagged us already, the first one to scan the transmitter on this car will realize it's on a wanted list...” 
 
    “Any way to disable it?” 
 
    Torn Dado shook his head, “Same result, they'd be all over us for that.” 
 
    Chase leaned back and slid down in his seat, “What a fucking mess... I didn't sign up for this shit.” Combat was easier than this; you see a bad guy, you engaged and killed a bad guy. Well, as long as the Rules of Engagement allowed that. Because the damn politicians kept screwing around with them - like they knew anything about war or combat to make any intelligent decisions. Allowing politicians to change ROE criteria was like letting the blind lead the deaf, dumb and stupid. Driving cars. In traffic. It had gotten to the point where you had to wait to get shot at first before you took action. Then they would ask if anyone on your detail was actually hit before you took action. That's when he refused to re-up and go back. Still, it had to be easier than this shit. 
 
    “Think of it as a search and destroy mission,” smirked Mercedes. 
 
    “No offense, but your and my ideas of a search and destroy mission are vastly different. And for my version, I am sorely under-equipped.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “This is Brooker, go ahead.” 
 
    The face of a uniformed officer sitting in a patrol cruiser appeared on the MOBIUS holo-screen, “Inspector, we have two units here at the intercept point. We've been here for over fifteen minutes. Your stray vehicle is a no-show.” 
 
    “Any chance they got past you before you arrived?” 
 
    “No sir, we were in the area.” 
 
    Brooker responded to the chime on his MOBIUS indicating a second call, “Hold on, officer, I have another call.” He tapped MOBI's face on the sidebar, “MOBI, split screen.” He grabbed the tab of the spit holo-screen and pulled, separating it into two screens, “Sweetness, what have you got?” 
 
    “We're making progress...” 
 
    “Good, hold on.” He turned to the officer on the other screen, “Do a sweep on their approach vector, see if you can pick them up.” He looked at the empty highway, “We're done here, I'll send two from this end to assist you.” The officer nodded and the screen winked out, leaving him with one again. He snapped his fingers as he turned, getting the attention of one of the officers attending the checkpoint, “We're done here,” he pointed up at the two cruisers hovering in the air-lane, “Send them up to where our friend disappeared off the road and see if they can pick up the trail. They'll meet two units coming from the other end.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Alright,” he said, turning his attention back to the screen, “tell me where we are...” 
 
    “Our bartender, Pattiwillow, still isn't talking and the magistrate is threatening to release her in the morning if she's not charged with something...” 
 
    “That's alright, we know where to find her. What else?” 
 
    “Detectives canvassed her building and a neighbor, a doctor over at Amanpoor Medical Center, claims he attended a gentleman in Pattiwillow's apartment. A man that meets the description of our friend Jax Mercury. He also admitted she called him Jax.” 
 
    “So where is our friend Jax Mercury now?” inquired Brooker. 
 
    “He doesn't know. He claims he instructed her to get him prompt medical attention and then he left. Apparently, Mr. Mercury consumed too much Kleer...” 
 
    “Kleer,” muttered Brooker disdainfully, “why does anyone drink that poison... So, the doctor didn't offer any medical attention, just a recommendation? Just advice? That sounds rather odd, doesn't it?”  
 
    “I thought so,” replied the  Data Bridge officer. “Detectives are checking the admission records of Amanpoor Med Center.” 
 
    “Good. Any word on the car service?” 
 
    “Not until morning when we can request credit records from her bank. Then we'll know who may have transported them and where they went.” She looked down for a moment, looking through her notes. “Almost forgot, we have an image of our Good Samaritan at the Cork & Cleaver...” 
 
    “It's our friend, Mercedes Huang, isn't it...” 
 
    “Yes, Inspector.” 
 
    “Dammit, I knew it,” he snapped. “What the hell is going on here? It's not a coincidence I can tell you that...”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “I've got lights on the horizon behind us,” called Mercedes kneeling on the back seat, facing backwards, looking out the rear window.  
 
    “Are they chasing us?” asked Torn Dado, weaving around obstacles and terrain deformities in the dark.  
 
    Mercedes bounced around, managing to hold onto the unbuckled straps of the shoulder harness, “I'm not sure. I just know they weren't there a minute ago...” 
 
    “Step on it,” urged Chase, “I don't feel like going to prison tonight...” 
 
    “I'm going as fast as I can,” countered Torn Dado, “hitting a tree isn't going to do us any good either.” Tall grass whipped over the nose, the vehicle shuddering as it plowed through bushes and shrubs, bouncing over irregularities in the ground. 
 
    Mercedes bounced off the roof, “What the hell was that?”  
 
    “We bottomed out. It's going to happen; I can't see well enough to slow down or avoid them... Now if I could turn the lights on...” 
 
    “Don't you dare!” she scolded.  
 
    The car shuddered and bounced, vaulting over something unseen, everyone feeling momentarily weightless as it crashed down again, a spray of water dousing the car, Torn Dado hammering the throttle wide open to keep the weak anti-gravity from sinking in the marshy ground. Covered in mucky water and slime, visibility zero, something heavy slammed against the windshield, spidering the glass, creating an inward bubble, Chase's arms coming up to protect himself.  
 
    Wrestling with the beaten vehicle, Torn Dado managed to maintain control as it careened across the ground. Trees flew past on either side, branches screeching across the roof like fingernails on a blackboard as the car bounced and slid. Glancing a passing tree with a fender, sent them pinballing from tree to tree, the metal body painfully squealing with each agonizing hit, spinning the car around, catapulting it off higher ground backwards, crashing to a road a couple feet below, grinding across the pavement of the highway in a shower of sparks, coming to rest on the median. 
 
    Half on the floor, upside down, Mercedes righted herself in the back seat with a groan, “What the hell happened?” 
 
    Chase glanced at the darkened dash, “I think we killed it.” 
 
    Torn Dado tested the controls, rotating the car around, “All her electronics are out but she's still running...” 
 
    Chase looked up and down the empty highway, “Which way?” 
 
    Torn Dado elbowed the broken window out of his door, the glass falling away, the glittering nuggets scattering across the median. He peered into the darkness and back, “I wasn't trying to, but if we're back on the main highway, it should be this way,” he pointed left, “to the city beyond the desert.” 
 
    Mercedes stretched out on the back seat, rolling her neck, “I don't see as we have much choice...” 
 
    Torn Dado flipped on the lights, only half of them still working, steering to the left and aiming the vehicle up the empty highway. 
 
    “I hope Horse Face paid for the extra rental insurance,” remarked Chase.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Ribbons of color shimmered across the horizon as the sun neared its edge, though it would be some time before any of that light reached down to the streets between the tall buildings of Amanpoor. Inspector Brooker closed the door of the unmarked patrol vehicle and dragged himself to the entrance of the G'Naroth Sarat Security Service building, wondering if his bed missed him as much as he missed it. Maybe a nap on the couch in his office - he couldn't even form full thoughts anymore... 
 
    They had searched the remainder of the night, whomever was in that rental car had slipped away in the darkness. Brooker had already admonished himself for not allowing the units to immediately give chase, but at the time it had been pretty clear that the vehicle would not have been that hard to collect. Someone in that car knew what they were doing. Like they knew what they were doing at the Cork & Cleaver. Maybe. Could it be possible both people died of natural causes? Maybe. It was more likely something more sinister... but the lab would have to figure that one out, visual and physical evidence present didn't provide anything out of the ordinary. The open end was who was the third person at that table and where did he go? Was he the one in the rental car? Could that be why he abandoned his friends? Maybe Mercedes Huang being there was a coincidence. Perhaps the missing third person at that table was Jax Mercury.  
 
    “By the Gods I need some sleep...” He closed the door to his office, laid his duty weapon on his desk and stretched out on the couch... 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase Holt rubbed his dry eyes, “I can't believe the sun is coming up already...” 
 
    “Bengaloo,” noted Torn Dado.  
 
    Chase looked at him sideways, “What?” 
 
    “The star. Its name is Bengaloo. And it's not really rising, the planet is...” 
 
    “Oh for fuck's sake,” grumbled Chase, “I know how it works.” 
 
    “Oh. I just meant ...” 
 
    “Whatever,” waved Chase, agitated rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. “It's bright and it's killing my eyes.” His nerves were abuzz - feeling the old familiar sensation of sleep deprivation that was so well known to him in a combat zone; irritability, tingling fingers and hands that felt more comfortable carrying an M249 Bravo than empty, exhaustion mixed with sleeplessness, vigilance bordering on paranoia...  
 
    Torn Dado's yellow eyes flashed with curiosity. He opened his mouth to say something, thought better of it and closed it again. He checked behind him, Mercedes asleep in the back seat. Easing the battered rental over onto the shoulder, he slowed down, looking at the highway junction ahead. “It doesn't go any further. Left, or right?” 
 
    Chase shook his head, “I don't know, I haven't seen anything familiar. This can't be the same highway we took out into the desert last night.” 
 
    “I agree. Since we headed left on this road, another left may risk heading back toward Amanpoor.” 
 
    “So we're completely lost and just guessing at this point...” it was more a statement than a question. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Torn Dado, unblinking. 
 
    “Just clarifying,” confirmed Chase, lips pursed. “Fine, go right.” 
 
    Torn Dado eased back onto the road, staying on the ground, the damaged car unable to hold height in an air-lane. “We need to get rid of this thing before somebody spots it...” 
 
    “I know,” grunted Chase, staring blankly at the road ahead. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    A quick knock on the door preceded it swinging briskly open but Inspector Brooker remained unmoved on the couch with a hat over his eyes. “What,” he grumbled flatly. 
 
    “I have some updates, Inspector.” 
 
    “Morning to you too, Sweetness.” 
 
    The platinum haired Data Bridge officer sighed, “Good morning, Inspector Brooker.” 
 
    He smiled under the hat, “Coffee?” 
 
    “No thank you, I already had some.” 
 
    “Funny, Sweetness, funny. Ok, what's going on?” 
 
    “We got a call back from the rental company for that car - the gentleman who rented it was the same one at the table with our two casualties last night.” 
 
    “Any sign of him or the vehicle?” 
 
    “No. But the rental company did say their logistics show the car went dark last night near route forty-one.” 
 
    Dammit, it was him. “Alright, put out an All Watch out on him and the vehicle. Have the rental company notify us immediately if it somehow reappears.” 
 
    “Right. It turns out,” she continued, “the three of them all arrived on that FreeRanger destroyer, the DD217.” 
 
    “Interesting...” 
 
    “Along with twenty three other people.” 
 
    Brooker pulled the hat off his face and swung his feet off the couch, sitting up. “That's a pretty big dump, what's up with that - they running livestock?” He played with the brim of his hat,  “Do we have a list?” 
 
    “There's no reason listed for travel on the travel logs but we do have an arrival list. And it looks like all but a couple are waiting for connecting flights to arrive. Many of them are staying at the Grand Tower Hotel.” 
 
    “How convenient. Round them up. Let's see if we can figure out what's going on here... Somebody's got to have a big mouth.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “Yes, as many as we can find. And let them know in no uncertain terms this is not a request...” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Oh, and Ms. Pattiwillow's bank responded; the credits she paid out for the car service went to an account for an anonymous funds transfer service...” 
 
    “Damn gypsy drivers,” frowned Brooker. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Among farms and rolling fields with surrounding forests, a large, pinnacled structure of red stone reached out of the canopy of trees on the opposite side of the four-lane divided road. “Stop!” shouted Chase. “Stop! STOP!” 
 
    “OK, OK!” countered Torn Dado, throttling back, sliding the car off onto the shoulder as a truck flew past in the air-lane above them. “What's the problem?” 
 
    Chase was out of the car on the side of the road almost before it came to rest, the door swung up over the roof. “I've never seen anything like it...” 
 
    Mercedes climbed out, leaning on the mangled rear fender, half awake, “What's with all the shouting?” She followed Chase Holt's gaze at the building across the road and rubbed her face, “Where are we?” 
 
    “It's massive...” whispered Chase, reverently. 
 
    “What is it?” whispered Mercedes in return, somewhat mockingly. 
 
    Chase pointed at the familiar symbols in the stone on the building, “I think it's a Masonic Temple...” 
 
    “You are mistaken, my friend,” corrected Torn Dado though his missing window, “that's the sign of the Ancient Architects.” Chase walked around the front of the vehicle, and broke into a trot across the highway. “Chase! You don't want to go there! They are not friendly to outsiders!” 
 
    Mercedes rolled history backwards in her mind's eye, less than a year; was it really that recent? It seemed like an entire lifetime... someone else's life. She recalled her brief education on Masonry by Agent Mooreland back in The Barn. From what she could remember, Chase was right, they sure looked like Masonic symbols and images. “Wait up!” she called, pausing for a vehicle to pass before sprinting across the road after him. She caught up to Chase as he walked up the long tree-lined drive to the front of the temple, catching his sleeve,” What are you thinking, Holt?” her tone inquisitive. 
 
    “That if Jack needed help, he may have come here.” 
 
    “We don't even know where we're at... How would he have even known about it, much less find it?” 
 
    “Same as we did,” responded Chase. “By accident.”  
 
    “Look, I'm willing to accept a shot in the dark, but we're really reaching here...”  
 
    Chase paused, taking the time to meet her gaze, “When it comes to things happening and falling into place when you're involved in Masonry, I've learned to trust the energy that flows through it. I don't know if I'd call them miracles, but things happen. Things that are far more than just coincidence. Strange, bizarre things...” 
 
    “Ok, I get it,” she said, patting him on the chest, “you believe in magic...” 
 
    “Don't patronize what you don't understand,” he warned. “It's a bad idea to arrogantly assume you know better.” 
 
    Torn Dado jogged up, carrying all three of their pack bags, “Who knows what now?” 
 
    Mercedes flashed him a surprised glance, “Where did you put the car?” 
 
    “Way back in the trees on the other side of the road,” he nodded towards the highway. “It's invisible to traffic. Probably the air too. We're on foot from here on in, though,” he added, handing Mercedes and Chase their packs, “that thing's done.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sitting at his desk, Inspector Brooker was holding his hat tightly over his face, “Aaaaarrrrgggghh!” 
 
    “Inspector?” The Data Bridge Officer stood in the corridor outside his door, leaning in. 
 
    He slid the crushed hat up off his face letting it sit crookedly on the top of his head. “Sweetness,” he said flatly, a mixture of despair and aggravation on his face. 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “I hate these people...” He waved his hand dismissively, “Scratch that, I despise these people...” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    “Do you know...” he began, sweeping his hat from his head, crushing it on his desk, “how many people we got, again...?” 
 
    “Fourteen.” 
 
    “That out of fourteen people, not one of those fourteen claim to know any of the other thirteen? And two of them are married!” 
 
    “How do you know they're...” 
 
    “They have the same last names and old fashioned wedding bands...”  
 
    “I didn't realize anyone wore those anymore...” 
 
    “And by the Gods, she's an arrogant witch,” he continued, ignoring her interruption.  “No one knows anyone. They're all complete strangers. And no one recognizes the photos of our two casualties or the missing person.” He let go of the hat and it unrolled somewhat on its own. “They claim they've never even seen each other before.” He threw his hands up, “We even showed them the digital replays of them coming through the checkpoints together and they were totally unaware they all came off the same ship. I couldn't see one tell and voice analysis didn't come up with anything either. These are either trained liars or complete psychopaths.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “The magistrate isn't going to let us keep them, I've got nothing to hold them on. So, I'm going to let them go... all except the married couple. I'm going to pit them against each other, see if we can stir something up. I could probably sell that to the magistrate...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The building looked ancient; stone, wood, stained glass, not the shining metal and glass of the ultra-modern, alien, Amanpoor. But it was beautiful, perfectly crafted and meticulously maintained. Two giant, metal lion statues, one on either side of the long drive, one standing, one reclined, guarded the entrance to the courtyard before the entrance. Two enormous gold pillars bracketed the double-door entryway to the building itself, ornate stone carvings adorning the structure.  
 
    The interior was just as impressive; painted, arched ceilings thirty feet high, stained glass far above letting in a spray of color from the morning sun, reflecting off the black and white tile floors, the main corridor reaching away from the entry, lined with massive, ornately carved, wooden pillars.  
 
    “Stay here,” ordered Chase, pointing at a wooden bench against the wall that resembled a church pew. Forewarned, Mercedes and Torn Dado silently sat themselves on the wooden bench, the thin pad doing little to make it comfortable. It almost forced the body to sit upright and straight, looking forward at the opposite wall. The man in the dark, floor-length, hooded robe, stood at attention beside the bench, the gold-adorned staff in his right hand, clacking the floor as their butts hit the bench. Another man, dressed and equipped identically, his face nearly invisible in the shadows, stood directly across from him, standing next to an empty bench. 
 
    “They look like monks,” whispered Mercedes. 
 
    “Something like that,” whispered Torn Dado in return. “Only much more.” 
 
    She leaned forward to look around the pilot and the monk-sentry, watching Chase disappear down the endless corridor with the monk who had greeted him with closely spoken words, guarded posture and some kind of hidden greeting. “Where do you think they're going?” she whispered. 
 
    “I'm sure I have no idea,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Is it a church? Because it looks like a church... just a lot bigger,” she whispered, leaning forward again. “This corridor has got to be a thousand feet long.” 
 
    “I suppose you could look at it that way,” he replied quietly, not really feeling comfortable holding a conversation - no matter how quietly. 
 
    “Man, this bench is uncomfortable,” she commented, rising to stretch her legs. 
 
    The clack of the sentries' staffs on the floor echoed in the entry foyer as they stepped towards each other, turning in unison to face her, blocking her from the corridor, the wood of their staffs clacking together in an X.   
 
    “Sit. Down,” hissed Torn Dado through clenched teeth.  
 
    She held her hands up in surrender, backing up and sitting down silently. The sentries stepped back in unison, their staffs whacking the floor as her butt met the pad on the bench. 
 
    “Don't do that again,” hissed the pilot. 
 
    “Don't worry, I won't...” 
 
    “This is not a place to test your curiosity.” 
 
    “I can see that. I wasn't trying to do anything more than stretch my legs...” 
 
    “Yeah,” replied Torn Dado suspiciously, not truly believing her. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase Holt allowed himself to be gently lead down the corridor, guided by the monk's arm around his, “We've been expecting you, Mr. Holt...” Although not as tall as Chase, the man was sizable; six feet tall, 300 pounds, with silver wavy hair that reached his shoulders and a long beard. 
 
    A chill raced up his back, “You know my name...” 
 
    “We know many things...” said the man in the robe, his hood cast back over his shoulders. 
 
    “You have me at a disadvantage, sir, I didn't know I was coming...”  
 
    “Pike,” offered the man holding his arm. “And yet, here you are.” 
 
    “I uh, try to recognize when an opportunity is put in my path.” 
 
    “Good,” responded Pike, patting his hand, “your mind is open and receptive.” He squeezed Chase's hand for emphasis, “Then recognize what I am about to tell you next, my Brother; energy exists in a delicate balance between dark and light...” 
 
    “Uh, huh,” replied Chase, unclear. 
 
    “Between dark and light - between good and evil, between God and the ungodly... the balance must be maintained. If you upset that balance, my Brother, chaos ensues. For one cannot truly exist without the other.” 
 
    His brow furrowed in contemplation, Chase mulled that thought. “So good can never triumph?” 
 
    “Triumph yes, be completely victorious, no. Neither good nor evil can be permanently banished; for neither light nor darkness is definitively finite. Good and evil for the same reason cannot be measured except within the narrow scope of man's laws. And being that those laws are created by man, they are flawed - as the creators of the laws are flawed. Because it has definitions does not mean the definition is fitting, reasonable or complete in its execution.” Pike touched his forehead with his index finger, “Here's an example, albeit a simple one; a man writes a law making it illegal to spit on the sidewalk. Sounds pretty simple, does it not? But what is his reasoning for it? Health? Morality? Aesthetics? By creating this law, does he mean it is acceptable to spit in the street? Or inside a house - or a business? What about a walking path? Has he considered the reason someone is spitting? What if it is necessary?” He waved his hand, “But I digress, we've gotten off the topic... which is; be wary you do not become that which you seek to destroy.” 
 
    “The agents guilty of planetary subversion?” 
 
    Pike patted the young man's hand. “You must stop.”  
 
    “When you say you...” Chase said slowly. 
 
    “Your little group. And I will be painfully blunt Brother Holt, your actions are destined to end badly if you continue. Very badly. You are walking a fine line between light and dark; your perception is that you walk the path of righteousness. But that fact, which is so obvious to you, will be lost when observed from a different angle. Understand this; luck was with you, but the well of luck is not inexhaustible. If the next time you reach for a quench, the well may not provide enough supply for the thirst. 
 
    Chase Holt's mind leapt ahead, envisioning a life devoid of luck. “Does the well ever refill?” 
 
    “It does. Slowly. By time, circumstance and deed. But if you continue to dip into it so liberally, it will almost certainly be too low to provide you what you require when you need it most.” 
 
    “I understand,” admitted Chase, admiring the works of art and history they passed, in all its forms. 
 
    “You are at a crossroads, my Brother. Take great caution in which path you choose... one way continues your journey, the other ends it. Rather abruptly, I might add.”  
 
    “You understand why we undertook this task?” 
 
    “I do indeed. But your task was twofold, was it not?” 
 
    “Jack...” nodded Chase. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you seen him? Has he been here?” 
 
    “He has,” admitted Pike. 
 
    “We need to find him, is he still here? ” 
 
    “He is not. He was here for a time, but he has left. He has been tried, was not denied and is willing to be tried again.” 
 
    Chase was listening carefully to every word, weighing their meanings, “Sooo... he's OK then.” 
 
    “He is,” confirmed the monk. “His path is long and arduous, he has much to do.” 
 
    “We need to catch up with him, then.” 
 
    “I'm afraid that is not possible, Brother Holt; the Grand Architect of the Universe has you on a separate path. Your journey, if chosen wisely, while no less difficult, is long and filled with its own trials. It would serve you well to remember your obligations.” 
 
    Suddenly feeling abandoned and overwhelmed in a life he was unprepared for, Chase was reaching for something, anything, that resembled stability and familiarity. “Will we ever see Jack again?” he asked slowly, an uncomfortable feeling of despair washing over him. 
 
    “Possibly, but not for some time. No matter our paths, we all are traveling upon the Level of Time toward that undiscovered country...” 
 
    Chase nodded, clarity approaching. No matter where you started in life, or how widely you traveled, all roads eventually merged, “To that house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens...” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Continually rolling a gold metal token given to him by Pike, between his fingers in silent contemplation, the trio walked the drive back the way they came in. It wasn't until they passed between the giant lion statues that a realization hit Chase like a slap in the face. He stopped, mid-stride, frozen in place, the token paused between rolls. “Pike...” 
 
    “What's that Lassie?” commented Mercedes, “Timmy's fallen down a well?” 
 
    Chase shot her an evil glance, “Albert Pike...” 
 
    “What's that Lassie? Bark a little slower, I can't understand you...” She shrugged, “You say that like it's supposed to mean something to me.” 
 
    “Ever head of the book Morals and Dogma?” 
 
    “I might have heard of it in college...” 
 
    “It's; Morals and Dogma of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite of Freemasonry.” 
 
    “Yeah. Kind of explains why I never read it,” she commented. 
 
    Holding his temper, Chase took a deep breath, “Albert Pike was the author. A thirty-third degree Mason from the 1800's, he's the only Confederate General with an outside statue in Washington, D.C.” 
 
    “Hmm, I think I've seen that statue...” she brushed her hair out of her face, “So, what's your point?” 
 
    “I just met him.” 
 
    “That's not possible...” she waved dismissively.  
 
    “Why not?” asked Torn Dado, jumping in. 
 
    “He died over a century ago,” replied Chase. 
 
    “No-no-no,” countered Mercedes, shaking her head, “it's not possible...” 
 
    “Unless it is,” mulled Chase. He walked on, rolling the gold token between his fingers again. “I told you, strange things happen when you believe in the energy.” 
 
    “So what now?” asked Torn Dado. 
 
    “We're on our own,” replied Chase. “Jack was here, but he's not now.” 
 
    Mercedes tried unsuccessfully to snag his arm, “Wait, what?” she asked, catching up. “If he's not here, where is he?” 
 
    “They didn't say.” 
 
    Mercedes jumped in front of him with her hands out in front of her, stalling him, “And you didn't bother to ask? What the hell... Exactly how does that conversation go? They tell you he's come and gone and you just nod and say, OK?” 
 
    With one arm he swept her aside, “It wasn't my place to ask - if they wanted me to know they would have told me.” 
 
    “That doesn't make any sense, why wouldn't they tell you?” 
 
    “We have divergent paths. He has to walk his alone, we have to...” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” she objected. “You can't possibly believe the crap that's coming out of your mouth...” 
 
    “Actually,” injected Torn Dado, “even with my limited knowledge of the Ancient Architects, I would tend to believe everything they told me...” 
 
    “Then you're just as gullible as he is,” she snapped, thumbing towards Chase. 
 
    Chase paused, turning towards her, “Do you believe in coincidence?” 
 
    “What?” She searched her mind, “It depends...” 
 
    “At what point do you stop believing something was a coincidence?” He stayed her rebuttal with a wave of his hand, “Because maybe I should run this backwards for you; the series of very intricate events that lead us here...” He began ticking them off on his fingers, “We weren't looking for this place, nor did we know it even existed. The one place on the planet we needed to find, but had no idea we were required to find. We were, and still are, completely and totally lost. We guessed which way to turn when the road we were on connected to this one. We guessed which way to turn, in the dark, on a road which we thought was the highway to the desert - but wasn't. After running a vehicle off-road, that, was by all description, completely inadequate for the task. While avoiding a roadblock. After eliminating three enemy targets on a wing and a prayer. And there's got to be a half dozen just in the restaurant...” he added, losing track of which finger he was on. He dropped his hands, “We followed a single man to a restaurant to be awarded with multiple people involved in the overthrow of our planet, a multitude of star systems away. A man which we accidentally recognized in an alien city where we knew no one, save a barmaid we were searching for, but never found.” He thumbed at Torn Dado, “And isn't it convenient that we have a chauffeur since you or I cannot operate these vehicles...” He waited until he saw some form of reaction before cutting her off, “Aaaand... lost, abandoned and seemingly destitute with no way to survive, in a place we are unfamiliar with, we find ourselves blessed with seven-hundred-fifty-million credits.” He folded his arms, “Coincidence? Because that's a lot of damn coincidences...” 
 
    Mercedes glanced back at the building without speaking, her arms folded. 
 
    “If we were at home, I'd say let's go play the lottery...” Chase threw up his hands, “Oh wait, we already did, and we won...” he pointed at her. 
 
    “Seven-hundred and fifty-million,” she mumbled. 
 
    “And it goes a lot further back than that,” he added quietly. “Think back to the first time you met Jack. I've known him for years. Everything between then and now; every event, every nuance - and here we are - this is where the energy lead us.” He nodded towards the Architects Temple, “So if they have something to say, I'm going to listen. If there's something they choose not to tell me, I have to believe there's a reason for that as well.”  
 
    Mercedes let her arms drop with a sigh, “OK I get it. What do we do now?” 
 
    “First, no more hunting targets, we're off the case...” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “We're done,” he insisted, pointing a finger at her. “More importantly; we disappear.” 
 
    “How do we...” 
 
    Chase indicated a car that had pulled up into the Temple's drive, the door opening up over its roof. “We ride there.” 
 
    “Where's there?” 
 
    “The city past the desert,” he replied, steering Mercedes toward the car.  
 
    Hovering on anti-gravity, the car dipped as the trio climbed in. “Where to, folks?” asked the smiling driver, looking back over his shoulder, the door dropping back into place. 
 
    “Sandorra,” answered Chase, holding the gold token up close enough for the driver to see the markings of the Ancient Architects on it. 
 
    “I understand,” he nodded, rotating the car around, sliding out into light traffic, accelerating smoothly, rising up into an air-lane. “So how is everyone this morning? Good I hope. It's a bit of a ride to Sandorra, so make yourselves comfortable, there's drinks in the console,” he tapped it with his elbow. “If you need anything or have any questions - my friends call me Flash...”  
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 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    DEEP BLACK, SCAVENGER ONE : VELORIA 
 
    Despite the fact that it was, at first, a little touch and go with the heavily-armed Warthog fighters that had rampaged out from the Wronin to intercept her, Chariska was proud of how well she managed it, remaining relatively unflustered. Being that the Scavenger One wasn't armed with anything more than a couple salvage cutting lasers, went a long way to convince them her arrival was nothing more than pure coincidence. After verifying her ship's registration, they seemed satisfied she was of no threat and on legitimate business.  
 
    Her sensors had picked up the small flight of ships that had departed the big Velorian cruiser parked in orbit above the planet, bound for the surface, but she had no idea of their significance. Her sensors hadn't displayed any information other than the fact that they were there. In retrospect, that should probably have triggered some suspicion that there was something out of the ordinary about them. Her best guess was the response of fighters had some significance tied to that flight - but they weren't saying. Despite their all business demeanor, they remained professional and amicable, thanking her for her cooperation. Not that she had much choice, mind you, but with what she knew of Veloria's recent history, she could certainly understand their caution. 
 
    She was both surprised and appreciative of the escort to the surface, a pair of fighters showing her the way to something they called the ASP, the Air and Space Port, which was the main travel and trade hub for the planet. Until a new approach and departure navigation assistance setup for the planet was completed, new visitors could expect to be led by the hand to control approach traffic. 
 
    Twice they passed departing flights heading back out of the atmosphere, almost exactly on their approach vector, coming within a mile of each other.  
 
    She took note of the gorgeous colors as they approached, the deep greens of the terrain and vibrant blues of the oceans. Dropping out of descent about a mile above the ocean they passed over a giant metal spindle sticking out of the turquoise water that upon approach and closer observation grew much larger than it initially appeared. Partially hidden in the depths of the water, definition broken by rolling waves, a wide shadow looked almost as big as a full space station. 
 
    “Gray Three to Deep Black, you got me?” 
 
    Cheriska broke her gaze away from the silver spindle and the rolling turquoise below her ship, glancing to her left, the pair of Warthog D's maintaining formation out her port window. “Go ahead, Gray Three.” 
 
    “OK, Deep Black, your speed and altitude are fine. Stay on this heading and follow the canyon inland. In three minutes you'll get directions from ASP Control to guide you in.” 
 
    She eyed the approaching coastline, “Thank you Gray Three...” The Breedlove's Dragon she had yet to name circled round her neck, standing on her shoulder, looking out the left side of the cockpit, tittering in her ear. 
 
    “Blue skies, Deep Black. Welcome to Veloria.” In near perfect unison, they winged over, breaking into a left arc, taking them back over open water. Half way through their turn they leveled off before pulling up, their twin engines flashing blue white as they streaked nearly vertical, the atmosphere compressing around them as they disappeared, a tandem sonic boom rolling across the sky, two small clouds forming, a pair of vapor trails pointing to the heavens. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    On her approach to the ASP, sun had given way to broken clouds. By the time Cheriska had the Vulture tucked into the rental hangar and buttoned up, a light rain had started across the facility.  
 
    Her duffel felt a little heavier here. Flexing her legs, she set the security on her Vulture from her MOBIUS and closed the screen. Heading across the hangar floor she waved a thank you to the ground crew. It was not her imagination, real gravity felt a little heavier; not uncomfortable, but noticeable. 
 
    Duffel bag in hand, she strolled out of the open hangar door and stopped halfway to the waiting hover car, closing her eyes and turning her face upwards, oblivious to the curious stare of the puzzled driver. The Breedlove's Dragon tucked his head under his wing, clutching her leather jacket. She hadn't felt rain since she was twelve, over twenty years ago. And by the Gods, the sweet smell of fresh, rain-washed air... it was so amazing. Childhood memories came rushing in at her; she remembered having a Corsicat as a childhood pet... Magui... she had completely forgotten about her. A mixture of feelings and emotions washed over her, tears mixing with the raindrops running across her face. It was exhilarating... 
 
    “Hey, lady...” called the driver from his open window, a touch of impatience in his voice. 
 
    She bought her gaze back to the real world and blinked away the raindrops. “Yeah - yeah, don't get your shorts in a wad...” she replied, a smile crossing her face, stepping towards the car. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Having been excused from the dinner table, Colton Steele was rolling on the floor with the Volken puppy, family and friends still eating and conversing. Lady Phyllis, the Grand Matron of the house enjoyed an occasional meal with the family, regarded as such. Coffee cup in hand, she leaned over to Alité whispering closely, “Is it possible that thing has grown already?” 
 
    Alité watched her son and Jax play, her attention unbroken. “I hardly think so,” she shook her head, “it's only been a week. At least I don't see it...” 
 
    Lady Phyllis leaned back again, “I swear he looks like he's grown.” 
 
    Prime Minister Nitram Marconus and his wife Willamena, both considered family, sat across the table from Alité, chatting with the others around them. The Prime Minister's TESS chimed, her face appearing on the glass screen. He excused himself from the table to take the call, returning a few minutes later, a bewildered look on his face. 
 
    “Something wrong, Boney?” asked Alité. 
 
    “I... it was a very strange call. It seems there's a woman going through security at the ASP who says she's here on Veloria to see you...” 
 
    “Me?” Alité's eyes went wide. “Who is she?” 
 
    “Cheriska Skye. Daughter of Alfano Toberus.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    A small six-person armored shuttle sat on the circular palace drive just beyond the steps to the entrance, the side door open, the Prime Minister's four-man Peacekeeper security detail in and around it, waiting patiently in the persistent drizzle.  Standing under the covered pergola at the entrance to the palace, Alité laid her hand on the sleeve of Nitram Marconus' jacket, “Boney are we even sure this is possible? I always thought Walrick and LaNareef were his only children...” 
 
    Your uncle was a terrible womanizer.” 
 
    “I'd heard that, but...”  
 
    “He had mistresses everywhere,” continued the Prime Minister, “and there was one particularly terrible scandal, where the woman died.” 
 
    “I don't remember that.” 
 
    “You were still a child, my dear. All the evidence pointed to Alfano as the murderer, but at the request of your grandfather, the King, the evidence was buried to save the royal family from a nightmare that could have destroyed Veloria. Your grandfather penned an irrevocable decree that Alfano could never hold a position of power here on Veloria or within the empire - he knew your uncle was grossly unfit.” 
 
    “I don't understand, why is he using Toberus, when the family name is Galaýa?” 
 
    “Alfano decided using your great, great, great grandfather, Magistrate Toberus' name, was a defiant affront to the entire royal family. His sick little joke. When your grandfather handed down the crown to your father before he passed, it was clear Alfano was going to continue to be a problem for the family. He gave your father the ultimate power to deal with Alfano permanently if it became necessary, but your father could not bring himself to do what was his Kingly duties demanded of him. He was a just and honest man, but some thought, and I'd have to agree, a little soft on some of the hard decisions.” 
 
    Alité eyed him suspiciously, “I'm not sure I understand what you're saying...”  
 
    “If you father had put Alfano down like the animal he became, your mother and father would likely have died of old age...” 
 
    “And Dakkah and Mozzy would still be alive...” 
 
    “Your brother and sister,” he said gently, remorse in his voice. “Not necessarily, he had already poisoned LaNareef's mind against the family. Poor boy, he was never as strong as Walrick.” 
 
    Alité positioned herself in front of the Prime Minister, hands on hips, a mixture of emotions fighting for position. “Why didn't you tell me these things before?” 
 
    Boney laid his hand on her shoulder, his years of wisdom, medical experience and familial knowledge poured out in his voice. “It is in the past, my dear. Nothing you do in the present will change the past. And burdening you with ancient history that you cannot change would have only served to distract you from the tasks you had at hand.” 
 
    “But I'd like know where my father failed,” she wagged her finger at him, “so I can avoid the mistakes he made...” 
 
    Boney squeezed her shoulder, “I don't see much chance of that, my dear Queen; where your father lacked in warrior fortitude, you seemed to have gotten an extra helping. You have no trouble making the hard decisions, in fact you excel at them.” 
 
    Alité leaned in, “Are you saying I'm a hard woman?” 
 
    Boney recognized a verbal joust when he heard one, “I prefer the word strong. Strong of mind, strong of will, strong of commitment and dedication...”  
 
    Alité could find nothing to argue there and stepped back with a wry smile, he'd bested her. She waved him off, “Go. Go find out who she really is and what she wants.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Cheriska sat in the armored shuttle between two Peacekeepers, across from Prime Minister Marconus and two more Peacekeepers. She had no defined expectations on how things would transpire but the two-hour-long interview was not as stressful as she could have imagined it, had she tried. Other than inspecting her birth documents and a painless DNA test, the interview was more a discussion and the Prime Minister had been gracious and accommodating. She wasn't sure why that surprised her, but it did. She had the distinct feeling it could have gone much differently though, if she hadn't been exactly who she said she was. The Breedlove's Dragon on her shoulder, who was relaxed and calm now, showed signs of distress during the interview, pacing and posturing across her shoulders, though he never became aggressive. She was going to have to pay closer attention to him in the future, he definitely seemed a good barometer of the situation. 
 
    “Does he have a name?” asked Boney, nodding in the direction of Cheriska's dragon. 
 
    “Not yet,” she replied, “I'm hoping something strikes me as appropriate.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    When she entered the palace, it was a little smaller than she'd pictured it would be, but its columned entrance, polished marble entry and arched ceilings suddenly left Cheriska feeling severely self-conscious - she was horribly under dressed. When she saw the Queen approaching from the salon dressed in a smart, perfectly tailored white suit and sheer cape, she went from self-conscious to mortified. Professional but feminine, the Queen walked with poise and confidence, something that Cheriska was quickly losing faster than a tree sheds leaves on a windy, Fall day. 
 
    Alité smiled widely, extending her hand even as she approached, “Welcome to the house of Steele, cousin. I am Alité.” 
 
    Cheriska took the hand offered her and dropped to a knee, her head bowed, the  Breedlove's Dragon venturing off her shoulder and down her arm to sniff the Queen's hand. She caught him with her free hand, preventing him from going too far. “My apologies...” she offered. “Cheriska Skye.” 
 
    Alité pulled up on the woman's hand, grabbing her by the elbow and helping her to her feet, “You are family; family doesn't kneel here.” She pulled the surprised woman close for a hug, the miniature dragon unsure of where to retreat. When they parted, he ended up standing on Alité's shoulder.  
 
    “I am so sorry,” said Cheriska reaching out for him. He ducked under Alité's long hair and emerged on her other shoulder, seeming to enjoy the sensation. Cheriska ran her hand through her short-cut hair, “I think he likes your long hair...” 
 
    Alité giggled, “He's adorable. What's his name?” 
 
    “I haven't given him one yet...” 
 
    Alité put her arm out, resting her hand on Cheriska's shoulder, “Go home to mama, little man,” she encouraged. With a quick rub on her cheek he obeyed, running across the bridge to Cheriska. “He's precious. You must come up with a name for him...”  
 
    “If you have any suggestions, I would welcome them...” Alité turned to lead them to the salon, “I apologize for not being properly dressed, your Majesty...” 
 
    “Alité,” she corrected her cousin. “Just Alité. And I see nothing wrong with the way you are dressed. You are clothed for travel and function; I often dress the same way.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Since the other dinner visitors had departed during the Prime Minister's absence, all that remained for an evening nightcap were; Alité, Cheriska, the Prime Minister and his wife, Willamena. Having bathed and tucked young Colton Steele into bed with his Volken companion, Lady Phyllis joined them, setting a platter of cookies on the low table in the center of the group.  
 
    “You must try these,” urged Alité, “Lady Phyllis makes the most amazing Pattahoolia cookies...” 
 
    The conversation lasted several hours, drifting from Cheriska to the Prime Minister to   Alité and back around again. Every little bit seemed to fill more of the voids for everyone; the missing history, the tragedies, the survival, the recovery, the return home... Cheriska learned the relationship between Alité and the Prime Minister stemmed from her childhood and his position as the royal family physician, where he garnered the nickname, Boney, that she still used today. And that he seemed to be an endless wealth of historical information, about both, Veloria and the royal family. He had actually known her father, Alfano Toberus and it pained her deeply to know how much damage he had done and what kind of chaos he had created. At least in her own life, when he was gone, he was forgotten; she remembered him by only the tiniest of margins. She could only recall bits and pieces of her early life - her childhood didn't really exist in her memory until her aunt, Rafaella, rescued her from the orphanage on Darius. 
 
    But for Cheriska, the real tragedy was the magnitude of misery and destruction, her father, had affected the royal family and the people of Veloria. That fact constantly stuck painfully in her throat. “By the Gods, I am so, so, sorry for what he did. I cannot imagine what it must have been...” 
 
    Boney reached across and patted her hand, “No, no, no, Cheri my dear,” he interrupted, “you cannot take the burden of evil perpetrated by another, upon yourself. As an innocent child you had no control of your life, much less anyone else's. If it has come to be, as it has, we must trust, that to some extent, it is part of a larger plan contrived by someone with an understanding of things well beyond our own comprehension.” 
 
    “And,” added Alité, “since Alfano abandoned a staggering amount of finances; fifty-million-credits by your account, we can only assume that he is no longer among the living; a man of his nature would never have done that willingly. We can only hope his demise was deservedly horrifying and painful.” She scrutinized a cookie between her fingers, “May the demons of hellion thoroughly torture his soul for eternity...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Despite the late hour and Alité's offer for them to stay, Boney and Willamena had excused themselves to return home for the night, leaving Cheriska and the Queen alone after Lady Phyllis retired for the evening. After a night of discussing history, conversation turned to lighter subjects including the present and the future. Sitting together on a sofa, propped on pillows and snuggling with lap warmers, they chatted like sisters, the Breedlove's Dragon curled in a slumbering ball between them.  
 
    “I can't imagine the pressure you must be under, after all you've been through, to literally have the weight of an entire planet resting on your shoulders...” 
 
    Alité stared down at the sleeping dragon for a moment before looking back up, “I couldn't do it without Boney, and some other very dedicated people...” She paused for a moment, “And as my husband Jack says; One step at a time. Keep putting one foot in front of the other and soon you find yourself standing at your destination.” 
 
    Cheriska looked surprised, “Oh. I didn't know you were married.” 
 
    Alité looked momentarily pensive, “Several years now. My, it has gone by so fast...” She smiled weakly, “We don't get to see him much.”  
 
    “Well why not?” 
 
    Alité shrugged, “His duties take him away from home...” 
 
    “That's just sad,” commented Cheriska, stroking the sleeping dragon. “What does he do?” 
 
    Alité chewed her lip, “I'm not sure I should be telling you...”  
 
    “Who am I going to tell?” shrugged Cheriska with a cherubic smile. 
 
    Alité rolled it over in her mind for a moment, it wasn't exactly a secret, after all. “Other than being the King of Veloria, he is a high-ranking officer in the UFW Navy.” 
 
    Cheriska's eyes widened, “Really? That sounds very time consuming. I'm surprised you ever get to see him at all!” She took a moment to process that information. “How... I mean you're the Queen, you're royal family... how did he become King? I'm not sure I understand...” 
 
    “I coronated him before he left. There were concerns that if something happened to me, that Veloria would be left without a leader. Jack is my husband and a natural born leader. I thought it was a wise choice.” 
 
    Cheriska nodded thoughtfully, “I understand.” The Breedlove's Dragon had rolled on his back, his wings open and relaxed as she rubbed his belly. “But he was never a part of any royal family then?” 
 
    Alité waved it off, “That never mattered to me. He is a good man. His bravery, integrity and honor are what make him the man he is.” She leaned toward the coffee table, activating a small holo-pedestal sitting on it, a picture winking into existence of Jack standing under the nose of a Cyclone fighter in his leather flight jacket, taken on the flight deck of the Freedom. “And he's not too bad to look at...” she smiled proudly. 
 
    The recognition was instant. Cheriska's mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Mommy! Mommy!” 
 
    Alité turned away, never seeing her reaction, “We're here in the salon, Colton...” 
 
    “Mommy! Mommy!” he cried, running through the rotunda where the hallways met, prompting her to rise to her feet, the Katana that never left her side clutched in her hand by the Saya. He raced through the doorway, the Volken puppy on his heels. 
 
    “Colton, what's the matter?” She caught him with her free hand as he crashed into her and grabbed her around the waist, the puppy sliding to a stop and catching sight of the Breedlove's Dragon at the same time. The Dragon was faster than the puppy, launching himself off the sofa and taking flight before the animal's curiosity spurned him into action. He hovered high enough that he was out of reach as Jax eyed him intently. 
 
    “Mommy! Daddy's home! Daddy's home! He's in my room...!” 
 
    It took a second for Alité to process that claim, “Colton, daddy's not coming home yet, were you dreaming? Were you asleep?” 
 
    He let go of her waist and pulled on her hand, “No, mommy, no; daddy is here. He's in my room! He scared me at first,” he admitted. “Come see,” he dragged on her, “I'll show you...” 
 
    The Dragon had settled high atop a fireplace mantle, well out of reach of the Volken puppy, clicking in aggravation. After a final glare, Jax decided to break away and follow his boy, galloping after him as they headed to his room. 
 
    A security team waited patiently outside Colton's room, the lights on, the doors open, “The room is clear, your Majesty,” announced the man closest to her. 
 
    Alité stood in the doorway, “Colton, I don't see anything, do you?” she asked softly.  
 
    “Oh no!” He exclaimed, “The lights hurt his eyes!” He pointed to a corner of the room next to a chair, “He's there, don't you see him?” he said, reaching for the lighting controls. 
 
    “Sweetie, I don't see anyth...” As the lights dimmed, a tall figure appeared exactly where Colton had indicated, and she swept her son clear before the Katana come out of its sheath with a zwing. The long dark hooded cloak obscured the figure's face but she felt a familiarity, waving the security team, who had instantly appeared on either side of her, back. “Voorlak?” she whispered. The face turned up toward her and for a brief instant she caught a flash of green in the left eye from the lights in the corridor behind her.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Helmet dangling loosely from one hand, Lisa Steele plodded down the corridor of the Revenge to her quarters, exhausted from a day in the cockpit of the Reaper with too few breaks. Mmmm, a hot shower and a meal... The meal secondary to the hot shower to release the aches from hours of being in the same position in a confined space. Screw it, maybe a power bar and a drink from the mini fridge would suffice, she could always eat breakfast in the morning... Unless maybe it was morning. Well then she'd have dinner. Whatever.  
 
    The door to her quarters slid open and her German Short-Haired Pointer, Gus dropped off the sofa to greet her, his stubby little tail successfully wagging the entire back half of his body along with it. “Hey Gusstifer,” she smiled, reaching out to rub his wiggling frame with her free hand, tossing her helmet on the bed, “man, mommy's pooped.” 
 
    She straightened up, and began the task of removing her flight gear. Chest rig, sidearm, e-Pad holding her flight and mission notes from her thigh strap... Stripped to her waist, save her 2ndSkyn under garment, she sat on the ottoman at the foot of her bed to get to her boots when her earbud chirped, “Lieutenant Steele, are you still plugged in...?” 
 
    She stopped mid-task dropping her head to her chest, ugh. She touched the earbud activating the mic, “Steele here.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, the Admiral is requesting your presence for a briefing on the Conquest.” 
 
    She recognized Brian Carter's voice, “Now?” 
 
    “Now, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Permission to speak freely, Skipper?” 
 
    “Granted.” 
 
    “Whiskey, Tango Foxtrot - I've been in the cockpit for nearly eleven hours...”  
 
    “I'm aware of that Lisa,” he admitted. 
 
    “I just got my bag off... I could really use a shower and a bite.”  
 
    There was an uncomfortable pause before she got a response, “I think we can buy you a few minutes, Lieutenant. But step it up. Service dress in twenty minutes on the deck. We'll taxi you over.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Any idea what's going on?”   
 
    “Apparently above my pay grade, LT.”  
 
    “Hm, I'll fill you in when I get back.” Her earpiece blipped as she canceled the mic and tore at her boots. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Lisa wiped a clearing in the fogged mirror, combing her wet hair back, gathering it into a ponytail. “Not my best look, but it'll have to do,” she lamented. She could live without the kind of makeup other women used but her hair was a different matter. Oh, well. Mostly dry with her towel draped over her shoulders she padded naked, out into her open quarters, her standard officers uniform laying neatly across the bed.  
 
    She caught the visitor comfortably sitting on the sofa next to Gus and she snap-turned for a better look, her modesty spinning her away to sling the towel around her for cover, “Jack! You’re back!” she grinned widely. “You ass, how about some warning!” Snugging the towel, her heart hammering with surprise, a rush of warmth and affection washed over her body like a hug. She wheeled back to greet him, arms wide, and Gus wagged at her from the couch, his butt wiggling a happy dance. Alone. There was no place else to go in the suite, no place to hide, but that did not stop her from stepping to the center of the room and doing a 360° pirouette to scan around her. Her eyes narrowed and she clenched her jaw, “ Jack, if this is some sort of a joke,” she growled, stepping to the sofa and sweeping her hand through the empty air, “it's not funny...” She stood, hands on hips and did another 360° circle, “What the hell, am I losing my mind?” She patted the dog on the head, “Mommy's overtired, Gusstifer.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Though Lisa had been in the cockpit for nearly eleven hours, she had been operational for nearly sixteen hours. Escorting shuttles and equipment ships from orbit to the surface and around the planet - escorting ships of dignitaries, evacuees or medical personnel, acting as an initial liaison when applicable... and this had been going on for weeks. Off-duty hours were short, breaks were few and far between, and the natives weren't always friendly.  
 
    When Bobby Fortuno and his partner Nick Osmanski were dropped back off in Chicago, Lisa had a feeling they were going to be thankful for the special body armor and pulse rifles they were provided by the UFW Marines. In a spectacular moment of monumental government stupidity and total loss of common sense exhibited by city officials and upper brass at the police department, the massive delivery of highly-advanced, self-sufficient communications equipment, alien body armor and death ray rifles, as one reporter called them, was rejected upon delivery to O'Hare Airport.  
 
    The well-attended meeting, held in an expansive hangar, stacked with shipping-container sized crates of equipment, was to be returned to the UFW because of ignorance, or pride, or because somebody's brother-in-law didn't make some side money on the deal. Or something. Yeah, because Chicago. 
 
    In her temporary role as a liaison for the delivery, her complete loss of patience in the meeting prompted a rather drastic, but effective tactic; she shot the Mayor.  
 
    Taking Omanski's pulse rifle from him, she turned and shot the Mayor, a Police Lieutenant wearing a ballistic vest and then Osmanski himself. The only one left standing and conscious was Osmanski, of course. She considered shooting the reporter with the big mouth, but by then, there were so many people on their feet and in the way, it wasn't possible.  
 
    Not her finest moment. But it was convincing. Especially when the Mayor and Lieutenant could walk away a little while afterward with no ill-effects. Yeah, that was Lisa Steele; making friends, winning hearts, changing minds, and influencing people.  
 
    It had been weeks of that and she was dog-tired. She wondered if all the other pilots were as worn out as she was. Lisa checked her fingernails as the shuttle settled to the deck of the Conquest. 
 
    “You're good to go, Lieutenant,” came a call from the cockpit. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Fleet Admiral Warn Higdenberger waved Lisa to a seat on the opposite side of his desk,  the CAG, Captain Paul Smiley, standing off to one side. “Am I in trouble or something?” she asked suspiciously, her eyes flicking between the two men, looking for some sign or indication of what the meeting meant.  
 
    “You're not in trouble,” replied Pappy, dryly, his hands clasped behind him, standing at an uneasy, at-ease. 
 
    Taking her seat, Lisa's ears felt hot, her cheeks warm, her stomach somersaulting, “What's going on?” Warn Higdenberger shifted uncomfortably in his seat, leaning back before leaning forward again, resting his hands on the edge of his desk. His face was dour, solemn, and his prolonged silence wasn't helping Lisa's nervous need to bounce her knee, which she was fighting to prevent.  
 
    “Admiral Jack's Steele's shi...” he shifted to a softer posture, “your brother's ship, the Perseus, is missing. The Perseus ported at Amanpoor, on G'Naroth Sarat, in the Bengaloo System as part of their mission.” Higdenberger slid an e-Pad across the desk containing mission notes, “It relaunched from Amanpor in pursuit of a target it was tracking. We believe, but it was never confirmed, it may have left Admiral Stee... ahem, your brother, behind on G'Naroth Sarat, along with three other crew members. The Perseus was last pinged in Edenlight, entering the gate to Madrassas before she disappeared. There has been no contact with the Perseus, your brother, or any other members of the crew since...” 
 
    Lisa was listening and examining the mission notes on the report at the same time, “This was five weeks ago!” she interrupted angrily. “Why are you just telling me now?” 
 
    “We had to wait to see if they were possibly following Dark Protocol...” 
 
    “Five weeks,” she growled, sliding the e-Pad back with an angry flick of her wrist. “There's no excuse for that.” Rather than bounce her knee, she stood, turning away to pace, “And what are we doing now? Let's go look for them!” 
 
    “Please, sit dow...” 
 
    “I can't sit down,” she snapped, “my brother and his crew are out there somewhere and you haven't done a damn thing in five weeks!” 
 
    “Lieutenant Steele,” insisted the Admiral, “please understand that Dark Protocol has a considerable amount of leeway - and there may be functional reasons they haven't made contact; not because they're unable, but because it may jeopardize the operational security of their mission.” 
 
    She folded her arms defensively, “Then if everything is all hunky dory and copacetic, why tell me now?” She spread her hands wide, “And how long do you intend to wait before you actually do something?”   
 
    “At ease, Lieutenant,” warned Pappy.  
 
    She grabbed her forehead, “How can I be at ease? It sounds to me like you've left him out there without a backup plan...” 
 
    “Your brother knew the risks going into this assignment...”  
 
    “Assignment? Wait, why do I get the feeling that there's a whole lot more to this thing than I was told?” 
 
    “This plan was a year in the making, Ms. Steele,” began the Admiral, “and much of it was your brother's doing.” He saw the surprise on her face and held his hand up, “Let me finish. Initially, he was going undercover to infiltrate Dark Territory and rub elbows with the Pirates. The goal was to gain some insights to their operations, structure, strength and assets. To do that he needed a special ship; one that looked and operated like a transport but was able to defend itself in a pinch. He needed to be able to operate in their world, so it had to look the part without any signs of its true nature. The ship was built in secrecy, by a new shipbuilder never before used by the UFW, and was chosen for the job based on their willingness to not make another of its kind, unless it was by my personal request.”  
 
    “So,” she folded her arms, “you're telling me this whole demotion thing, losing the task force - is all an act...”  
 
    “Jack's rank has never been remanded,” offered the Admiral. “We felt it was a necessary part of the operation. That was for the thousands of eyes watching.” 
 
    “And the whole pursuing the escaping agents thing?” she pointed at the hologram of Earth hovering over the chart table. 
 
    “A lucky bonus,” offered Pappy. “One of the reasons everything appeared rushed, it was unplanned. We hoped the Perseus could track the agents, possibly capture or eliminate a few, gather some intel... Ultimately we wanted to see who they were connected to. There are some theories that this goes beyond Pirate and FreeRanger influence... that there may be UFW entanglements. Since no one would consider a transport ship traveling in the same direction as a threat, or suspicious, it seemed like the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    “In any operation like this, the less people that know, the better,” explained Higdenberger. “In retrospect, we probably should have included you more closely in what was going on...” 
 
    “Ya think?” she gestured widely.  
 
    “We were hoping you might assist us with a special assignment to help us find him,” said Pappy. “Your inexperience notwithstanding, your actions in the recovery of your brother's crippled yacht and how you handled yourself as Lisa Stone on Rikovik's Reef, was innovative and resourceful. Those kinds of instincts and critical thinking may be key to locating the Perseus and her crew - your brother included. Because you know him better than anyone else, you know how he thinks - we are counting on your insights.” 
 
    Lisa's jaw set, “I don't care how we do it, we need to find him...” she hissed through clenched teeth, “cuz if he's not dead, I'm gonna kill him...” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 
      
 
    G’NAROTH SARAT, SANDORRA : WHEN THE CHIPS ARE DOWN… 
 
    Sandorra, one of the oldest communities on G'Naroth Sarat, started out as a frontier mining town and had grown into a strange, eclectic, oasis in the desert. Old mixed with new, rustic mixed with modern, modest mixed with extravagant. While occupying a similar sized footprint as the much more modern Amanpoor, the tallest building in Sandorra, stood at only ten floors at the center of the city, surrounded by an assortment of more modest structures.  
 
    The city spread out in all directions, ringed with green swatches of farmland, trees, small lakes and ponds. Sandorra was a multicolored blotch in the middle of a rugged, inhospitable desert made up of coarse sand, stony ridges and rust-colored low mountain ranges with a definite Western American feel. Chase imagined that it was similar to what Vegas had probably looked like in the 50’s and 60’s.  
 
    The mines were still in operation, scattered about, miles out in the desert. A small air and space port sat outside the city in another direction. Sandorra was mostly a blue-collar city, full of people that worked hard - with scraped knuckles and dirt under their fingernails. People that played hard and craved adult diversions… some of those diversions morally cleaner than others. 
 
    That’s where the Sandy Hill Bar & Casino, came in. A house of drinking, gambling and ill-repute, replete with loose women of low moral fiber. A place that had been a staple of activity for well over a hundred years. Until recently - about a year to be exact, owner and proprietor, Waycom Hill, aged 107 years old, a picture of health, died suddenly - in what were deemed questionable circumstances, with no known family to inherit the business. 
 
    In a type of probate court, the city had finally decided to see if it could be sold as-is, after having been shuttered since Waycom Hill’s demise. No one knew what really happened to the old man but no clues were found to indicate anything other than natural causes. But there were rumors. Rumors of something dark, or someone dark, that the old man owed money or favors to. 
 
    “Are you paying attention?” 
 
    Chase Holt turned away from the open door of the small private room completely padded in what appeared to be blue velvet. “Uh, yeah…” 
 
    “Try to keep up, will you?” 
 
    Mercedes turned away to catch up to Torn Dado and the inspector from the city, but Chase Holt snagged her arm, “Lemme’ ask you a question,” he said in a low voice, “you do realize this place was a whore-house too, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I got that,” she replied, raising an eyebrow, “I’m not a nun for God’s sake.” 
 
    “What the hell do we know about running a casino and whore-house?” he whispered. 
 
    “Well,” she whispered back, “I don’t know about you, but I know, when someone says they want to play the slots, they’re not always talking about the machines…” 
 
    “Ha, ha, very funny.” 
 
    “And,” she added with a smirk, “that some slots take coins and some slots don’t.” 
 
    “Ugh,” he grunted, rolling his eyes, rubbing his forehead. “C’mon, I mean it. It’s a logistical nightmare…” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” she insisted. “Now let’s catch up.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The Sandy Hill Bar & Casino dated back to a time where building materials were sparse - everything and anything would be repurposed for life, work and business… including the ships people arrived in. The back half of the casino and bar sat in the refurbished cargo hold of an old freighter that Waycom Hill’s father flew. When expansion took place, rather than scrap the original casino and start from scratch, it was simply added upon, melding the new with the old. 
 
    “So everything is working?” asked Mercedes, indicating the machines and bar with a sweep of her hand. 
 
    “Oh, yes ma’am,” confirmed the inspector. “As you can see, you have full power and running water. None of the equipment has been touched so it’s in the same condition as the day it was closed up.” 
 
    “Anyone really know how he died?” asked Torn Dado. 
 
    “Mr. Hill? I’m sure there are people who know more than I do,” admitted the inspector, “like the investigators. All I know is, he was found by the day-manager coming in for her shift. He was in his office slumped over his terminal. I remember something about an unfinished letter on his terminal that nobody could understand. Could just be a rumor though, I suppose.” 
 
    “Maybe written in code?” 
 
    The investigator shrugged, “Could be, I don’t know. With the scores of people that worked here, not many people really knew him. At least not well. He was supposed to be a pretty private guy.” His brow furrowed, “Hard to believe though, considering the business.” 
 
    “Did you ever meet him?” asked Chase. 
 
    “What? Me? Meet him? Uh, no. Never. I’ve never been here before. When it was open, I mean. I’m married, I would never come to a place like this.” 
 
    Mercedes and Chase exchanged glances and she wondered if it was as obvious to him as it was to her, that the inspector was lying. “Well OK then,” she clapped her hands once, “we’ll take it.” 
 
    “What?” blurted Torn Dado. 
 
    “Yeah, what?!” exclaimed Chase. 
 
    “We’ll take it,” she repeated, smiling at the stunned city inspector. 
 
    Chase grabbed Mercedes by the elbow and angled her away, “What the hell are you doing?” he hissed quietly. “We haven’t even discussed this… not to mention that it’s is a shit-ton of money for this place.” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m a sucker for a mystery. Besides, we have at least ten shit-tons of money. We need a place…” 
 
    “There’s lots of places,” insisted Chase. “Lots of places that aren’t a shit-ton of money…” 
 
    “Look,” she countered, “you never know who will walk through that door looking to pass the time; your average Joe, ship’s captain, cop, politician, spy…” she smirked. “What better place to skim information from people with loose lips, eh? The drunk, the one having a good night at the tables, the one getting his pipe cleaned?” She stared into his eyes, “Please tell me you understand where I’m going with this…” 
 
    “It could be an information jackpot…” he said flatly. 
 
    “Exactly.” She good-naturedly wiggled her finger in his face, “Yeah, I see what you did there… casino - jackpot.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    In the captain’s old ready room off the bridge of the freighter, is where Waycom Hill ran his casino on a daily basis. It smelled like two-hundred-year old ship, leather, electronics, stale cologne and perfume. “Remind me to send Flash a thank-you card for steering us in the right direction on this…” 
 
    Chase Holt wasn’t sure where to sit, eyeing the blue velvet sofa with disdain, “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “C’mon, it wasn’t even on the market yet. He introduced us to the city…” 
 
    “Man this guy really liked blue velvet,” mumbled Chase examining the sofa closer. He spun around, “That’s not what I’m talking about, this place is a dump.” 
 
    “A dump that makes mountains of cash,” corrected Mercedes, nodding at the terminal screen. “According to his books, we’ll make that money back in less than a year…” She waved her hand dismissively, “Besides, it just needs a good cleaning.” 
 
    Chase blurted out something between a snort and a laugh, “There’s not enough bleach on this planet…” 
 
    “Oh, stop.” 
 
    He waved it off, “I can save us a whole lot of time and money; I’ll just pour bleach in my eyes and we’ll be good.” 
 
    “You want some cheese with that whine?” 
 
    “I dunno’,” shrugged Chase, “when I think of outer space and stuff like that, I think; advanced, clean, modern… not something that looks like it came out of a dystopian, post-apocalyptic video game.” 
 
    “You’ve been watching too many movies,” commented Mercedes, absorbed in what was on the terminal screen. “And apparently, playing too many video games…” 
 
    “Bite me,” grouched Chase. 
 
    She straightened in her seat for a moment, rigid, her eyes wide, “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Chase waited for the punchline, “No. What…” he said, deadpan. 
 
    “Where’s Tornado?” 
 
    “Went to get us lunch.” 
 
    “Could he be back already?” 
 
    Chase checked his MOBIUS, “No, why…” he replied slowly, his curiosity deepening, hoping it wasn’t an elaborate ruse on her part. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, “I hear humming…” 
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow, “Motor humming, or la-de-da, humming?” 
 
    Mercedes raised slowly, quietly out of her chair, “Somebody humming.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Chase and Mercedes stood at the open door to the bridge peeking around the bulkhead doorframe, watching the tall blue figure leaning over the controls of the tactical station that had been adapted to casino security. The multitude of screens winked on as each security camera powered up. 
 
    “Why is there a big blue man on the bridge?” whispered Mercedes. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a man,” whispered Chase. 
 
    “You think it’s a woman?” 
 
    Chase gave her a sideways glance, “What? No. No, I don’t think it’s human.” 
 
    The tall blue figure stopped his humming and paused mid-task, motionless. Straightening up, he spun around, pointing at them, emitting an ear-piercing sound; a bizarre cross between a scream and a siren. Hands over their ears, Chase and Mercedes screamed to equalize the pressure in their ears and mitigate the painful sound. It all stopped abruptly as the two sides stood looking at each other, the two humans still covering their ears. 
 
    “Intruders! Security is being notified, do not attempt to flee!”  
 
    Chase let his hands drop, working his jaw to pop his ears and get them to stop ringing, “Don’t do that again,” he pointed at the blue figure. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Red, Chief Mechanic of the Hollister and Head of Security for the Sandy Hill Bar and Casino…”  
 
    “But you’re blue,” corrected Mercedes. 
 
    “I am Red. You are being detained until my security team arrives. Mr. Hill will want to speak with you - he will decide what is to be done with you.” 
 
    Mercedes started to speak and Chase stalled her with a touch, “Listen Red, Mr. Hill isn’t here anymore… we’re the new owners,” he indicated himself and Mercedes. “I’m Chase, this is Mercy.” He stepped out of the doorway onto the bridge slowly. “We’re not intruders, we belong here.” He stopped, standing still with his hands in plain view as the blue figure moved a step closer, the four camera lenses in the relatively featureless face, studied him. “So is Red your name?” Two larger lenses, placed where the eyes would be, focused, the two smaller ones at the brow-line above where a nose should be, remained unmoved. 
 
    “Yes. I am Red.” His head tilted a little to one side, a little like a curious dog, “When will Mr. Hill return?” 
 
    “Red, do you understand death? A cease to function?” Chase could feel Mercedes move up close behind him. 
 
    “I understand the concept.” His posture seemed to change, softening. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Hill has ceased to function. It was about a year ago. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “I do not have enough memory to store a year’s cycle,” responded the machine. “I periodically back up and store to the Hollister’s main frame.” His voice seemed more somber. “Mr. Hill has ceased to function…” he said quietly, like he was making a mental note. 
 
    “Hollister,” repeated Mercedes, “is that the name of this ship?” 
 
    “Yes. The ship is Hollister. I am the Chief Engineer. The Hollister and I have been in service for 232 years, nine months, fifteen days, forty-one minutes. We are old.” 
 
    “Yes you are,” nodded Chase. “But the ship isn’t operational any more…” 
 
    “Incorrect, Mr. Chase. The Hollister is fully functional.” 
 
    “But the doors didn’t even work,” Chase pointed at the door to the captain’s ready room. 
 
    “They are not automatic, they are manually controlled.” 
 
    “Oh. So, the Hollister can fly?” 
 
    “Yes, but not immediately, Mr. Chase. The Hollister is anchored to the ground, but all her systems are well maintained.” He motioned to the bridge, “For instance the Hollister supplies all the power and water needed, for itself and the casino.” 
 
    “When was the last time the engines were run?” 
 
    “To give you a date would require checking the ship’s database. But I will estimate - one-hundred-years.” 
 
    “How can you be sure…” 
 
    “I am certain they will start,” Red asserted.  
 
    “Why are you called Red when you are blue?” indicated Mercedes. 
 
    Red held out his arm, flakes of blue paint missing, red showing underneath. “I am Red. Mr. Hill liked blue.” 
 
    Chase and Mercedes shared a sideways glance, “I think we noticed that,” replied Chase. 
 
    “So why didn’t he call you Blue, then?” asked Mercedes. 
 
    “He liked the color, blue. He did not dislike the name, Red.” 
 
    “Hm, of course.” 
 
    “Would you rather be red?” asked Chase. 
 
    “I am Red,” replied the blue machine, tapping his chest. 
 
    Chase shook his head, “Would you prefer to be red in color again, is what I meant.” 
 
    Red looked down at himself, examining his arms and hands, the red areas showing through the worn, sloppy, blue paintjob. “I suppose it would be a refreshing change, yes.” 
 
    “I think we can make that happen, Red,” nodded Chase. “Can you show us around the Hollister and the casino? We need to know where everything is and how it all works…” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It took three weeks of cleaning, painting, remodeling and redecorating before the Sandy Hill Bar & Casino didn’t look like you could pick up a disease simply by walking through the entrance. In fact, it was downright cozy. All the blue velvet was gone, replaced by tasteful shades of rich burgundy and gray, trimmed with gold. Several of the private rooms would now accommodate actual massage therapy. Whether the girls decided to offer a happy ending or not was up to them. Sandorra was morally and ethically neutral when it came to alcohol, gambling and women who chose to exchange sex for money. There were no social ambiguities or preconceived notions about adult entertainment like casinos and brothels; although adding brothel to the Sandy Hill Bar & Casino name, seemed a bit much. 
 
    With nearly triple the cameras - all with audio, there wasn’t a room, table, game or corner where a conversation or action could go unrecorded. And the common areas of the Hollister were secretly covered in the same fashion, to protect against unscrupulous employees. 
 
    Even after being closed a year, some of the old employees found their way back, whether it be to apply for a position, or out of simple curiosity. Some made the cut, others didn’t pass Mercedes Huang’s expert scrutiny. As for the girls, they needed the look, but she was looking for special talents; girls who could pull their own weight in a conversation, whether it be by feminine guile or gifted dialogue. You can’t farm intelligence if you can’t get someone talking. She rehired several, who came back after moving to other clubs when the Sandy Hill closed. She was certain that was going to cause some bad blood with the other clubs but that was the least of her concerns. Through the whole process, Waycom Hill’s death never left her mind. She examined it from every angle and she was certain it was murder. Unfortunately, Waycom was dust in the wind and the autopsy was woefully inadequate to be able to affirm or deny any theory. With no body to exhume, there was no evidence.  
 
    Chase stuck his head in through the open office doorway, “You coming down? It’s almost time.” 
 
    Mercedes rose from her chair, checking her MOBIUS, “Ooo, grand opening time… Do we have a crowd?” she asked following him out onto the bridge. She closed the door, locking it with her keycard. 
 
    “We actually do,” he confirmed. 
 
    “That’s awesome,” she said brightly, hazarding a wave at the three security techs sitting at the old tactical station surrounded by rows of flat panel monitors, “You boys ready?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am…” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “The guy at the bar is waiting for you,” motioned Chase, as they walked through the empty casino. “He wouldn’t say who he was - but he sounds official.” 
 
    Mercedes couldn’t tell who he was from the side in the shifting lights coming from the stage. “And you let him in anyway? Good job.” Chase just shrugged in response. “Meh,” she shook her head, “probably some inspector who wants a bribe for something.” 
 
    Chase shook his head as he broke away, heading for the entrance, “I don’t know; he asked for you, specifically.” He tapped his ear comm, “Ok guys, let them in, we’re open for business!” He adjusted the slug-thrower in the shoulder holster under his jacket; the damn thing was heavier than it looked. But it felt good to be strapped again. Over two-hundred years old, from the Hollister’s meager crew armory, they were lightly used and in near perfect condition. Enough to supply all the Casino’s principals, security teams and even Red, who had a cavity in his outer thigh where it snapped securely into place. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Ms. Huang, how good to see you again…” 
 
    Mercedes unabashedly made a face of distaste, “Inspector Brooker. Sorry, I can’t say the same.” She motioned to the bartender for a drink for herself, “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “Thank you, no.” 
 
    “Would you like to game? I can comp you some chips…” 
 
    “No, no,” he waved. 
 
    “Massage? Handjob? Blowjob? Full-ticket ride?” she offered with an evil Cheshire cat grin. “We have a very talented staff.” 
 
    He took off his hat and set it on the bar, “We still have some unfinished business, you and I.” 
 
    “If you don’t like girls I’m afraid I can’t help you. There’s another club up the strip that has boys…” 
 
    Inspector Brooker pursed his lips in consternation, toying with the hat he’d set on the bar. “You done?” 
 
    “For now.” Mercedes sipped her drink, “How did you find me, Brooker? A little out of your jurisdiction, aren’t you?” 
 
    His head tilted to one side, “I have my sources. You spend nearly a hundred million that’s not yours and it’s bound to make waves.” 
 
    “Who said it’s not mine?” 
 
    “You and I both know where you got it Ms. Huang. And what you did to get it.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a set of electronic handcuffs, setting them on the bar next to his hat. He slid them towards her, “Put them on.” 
 
    She laughed in his face, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Well, we can talk about that, in Amanpoor.” He nudged the cuffs, “Put them on,”  
 
    Two of the casinos’ security officers appeared at Mercedes’ side, looking imposing. “Is there a problem, Ms. Huang?” 
 
    Inspector Brooker swept his suit jacket open revealing his gold shield and sidearm, “Go away, boys.”  
 
    In unison, they both opened their tuxedo jackets, revealing their slug-throwers and Deputy shields. “I don’t think so.” They remained steadfast at her side.  
 
    Mercedes reached back and patted the hand of the closest one, “It’s alright, guys, we’re fine. My friend here, is just showing me his kinky toys.” She waited until the security team was out of earshot, “The off-duty guys like the pay and extra benefits, better than overtime pay.” 
 
    Brooker nodded. “And loyalty, I’m impressed. That’s hard to find.” 
 
    Mercedes cracked a crooked smile, tossing her silken black hair over her shoulder. “You know what else I hear is hard to find? Proof.” 
 
    Brooker leaned in, “I could just put these on you and take you…” 
 
    She crossed her legs casually at the knee, “Yeah, you could try. But not without my permission,” she hissed. “And in the extremely remote chance you actually managed it, you’d never make the door.” He started to speak and she cut him off, “You’re in my house now. My house, my rules.” She pointed to a man surrounded by girls getting ready to enter a private room, exchanging pleasant waves with him. “See that guy? Deputy Chief of Sheriffs for Sandorra…” She tapped her chest with her fingertips, “My house.” She slid the electronic cuffs back to him, “So take your little party favors and get the fuck out of my club. You’re a long way from home.” 
 
    Brooker picked up the cuffs slowly, deliberately, “I will catch you and your friends.” 
 
    “No. You won’t.” She stood up and smoothed her suit, the bulge of her slug-thrower showing on her waist under her tunic. “Word of advice, find a new hobby. Forget about us, move on. It won’t ever work out like you hope it will.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    A white-skinned, silver-haired girl with long legs, danced to a seductive, bumping beat on the stage beyond the bar, the music not too loud - but loud enough that Chase couldn’t hear the words being spoken, as Mercedes escorted the man with the suit and hat, past him to the front entrance. She gave Chase a curt, everything’s fine nod as she passed.  
 
    Chase surveyed the club; many of the tables were full, the stage had an attentive audience, waitresses were busy distributing drinks, the private rooms were occupied and the casino off to his left through the polished steel archway of the Hollister’s cargo entrance, was off to a good start. This might actually work. It was fairly easy to separate patron from employee by their difference in attire and Chase visually checked the security people scattered throughout the club. Even Red was on duty for the grand opening; a black tuxedo jacket covering his, restored-to-red, frame. He had positioned himself in a shadowy corner near the entrance, in order to scan the faces of patrons as they entered, searching for security threats. 
 
    Chase exchanged pleasant smiles and a nod with a waitress as she passed him. The exploding tray of drinks she had delicately balanced; it’s shower of sparkling glass and spray of colorful alcohols didn’t immediately register as real, even as it pelted him. He glanced around trying to get his bearings, until he felt the familiar sensation of some invisible, high-speed, whisper of death that snapped angrily as it passed just inches from his face. Combat flashbacks triggered a flood of adrenalin and instincts; he dropped to a combat crouch, one hand shooting out and dragging the waitress to her knees, his other hand clearing the slug-thrower from its holster.   
 
    Mercedes was his first thought as he turned towards the open rectangle of light, the right-hand door of the entrance open, the man with the hat and Mercedes silhouetted for a brief second before he was quickly pitched backwards, his hat airborne. Her silhouette disappeared almost simultaneously, spun off her feet among a slew of incoming rounds splintering the wood of the doorframe and thudding heavily against the copper-covered wood doors. Angry snaps over Chase’s head accompanied evil hissing as rounds passed through the open doorway and into the club. He scrambled low toward the doorway, beaten there by Red who was in full heroic stride, leaning into a sprint Chase didn’t realize he was capable of. Having popped the slug-thrower free from its holding place, Red became a silhouette as he dashed into the sunlight, gun in hand, distinct metal whangs like hammer blows on a car as he took hits to his body without slowing.  
 
    Straddling the fallen, Chase arrived at the door, peeking low, firearm first, Red having reached the center of the street, in a proper combat crouch, fired at a fleeing vehicle that raced up the street. The slug-thrower clanked as it fired, the recoil never moving Red’s hands or arms, locked in a vice-like grip. After more than a dozen shots he paused, straightened and relaxed, snapping the weapon back into his leg, a dull thud echoing from up the street as the car crashed into vehicles parked along the curb. “Targets neutralized. They are dead,” he announced matter-of-factly, stepping quickly back toward the entrance. 
 
    “Get your ass out of my face,” groaned Mercedes, rolling onto her side to sit up. Chase rose and stepped over her, “Where are you hit?” A security team passed them in the open doorway and sprinted down the street, guns drawn. 
 
    Up on one elbow, she gingerly lifted her holed tunic, the slug-thrower on her hip crushed in its holster, a softball-sized bruise already forming under it on her hip. “It hurts worse than it looks…” She felt a sudden spike of panic, “The Inspector!” She swiveled her head and rolled to her knees with a wince, pain stabbing into her abdomen from her hip. “Brooker…” she urged, hovering over him. “Call an ambulance!” she shouted. “Good God, let there be ambulances here,” she pleaded.  
 
    Inspector Brooker’s eyes fluttered open, staring vacantly up at Mercedes, the slug crease along his skull above his ear creating a small puddle of blood on the pavement under his head. He blinked slowly, “Let me up,” he mumbled, his eyes rolling.  
 
    Mercedes leaned on the bar towel over the hole in his shoulder, a security agent compressing a towel over a hole in his stomach. “You’ve been shot Brooker, you have to stay still.” 
 
    “You did this…” he breathed. 
 
    “Yeah Brooker,” sneered Mercedes, “because I couldn’t come up with a better plan than putting myself in the line of fire along with you. Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “It would make you look innocent,” he wheezed. 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re a stubborn ass,” she countered. “Stop talking or I might decide to let you bleed to death.” 
 
    “So you’d like to see me dead…” 
 
    Mercedes couldn’t help but grin at the irony, “Not on my watch, Brooker. Go get yourself dead in somebody else’s backyard. You’re not doing it here.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Amid the crush of Sheriffs cars and evidence technicians, Mercedes leaned against the fender of one of the squads parked across the sidewalk, dried blood up to her wrists, answering questions. The Deputy Chief of Sheriffs came over and put his hand on her shoulder, “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “A little sore, Deputy Chief, but I’ve been worse. How was your massage?” 
 
    He grinned widely, “Simply wonderful, thank you.” He patted her shoulder, “Don’t be afraid to get yourself checked out, Ms. Mercy.” His eyes shifted to the interviewing Sheriff, “You take care of our girl, here…” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He leaned closer, “They’re still going over the vehicle, it doesn’t look random…” 
 
    The Deputy Chief frowned, looking concerned, “A hit? On who?” He flipped a thumb in the direction of the departed ambulance, “The Inspector? Or, the club?” he nodded toward the bullet-ridden entrance. 
 
    “That’s not clear yet, Chief. But these guys were prepared…”      
 
    The Deputy Chief chewed on the inside of his lip, “I suppose it could be one of the other clubs wanting to eliminate the new competition. Let’s keep a car on the street - two guys in a plain wrapper. And let’s have someone with the Inspector - around the clock until we know who the target was.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He turned back to Mercedes, “And you, young lady, no out-and-about,” he waved his hand in the air, “without at least one armed escort until we clear this up.” 
 
    “Thank you, Deputy Chief.” 
 
    He winked at her, “You can tell the girls I’ll see you all next week.” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
    PERSEUS, XIAN PI SYSTEM : LOST  
 
    It had taken the ship's database a good thirty minutes to find Xian Pi on the holochart in his office, Reegan pacing as the computer searched for the images. When it finally came up with the system hologram, there was no surrounding chart. He had asked the computer to clarify but it had no other data. Yet. Obviously, Xian Pi wasn't an island, the computer was making an assessment based on the data it had from the system to compare its star, number of planets, matching planet types, sizes, moons, positioning, orbits and the like, all gathered from old probe data that passed through the system several centuries ago. The data about the system still existed but the trajectory, probe origination and trip's log details were long gone. As a result, the computer was struggling to place Xian Pi on the map, so-to-speak. It knew, with relative certainty, where it was, just not what was around it or in which direction. It remained occupied with scanning its surroundings to compare stars, constellations and known charts to plot their position relative to the rest of the universe.  
 
    The fact that the ion storm was still rampaging all over the region didn't make it any easier on the sensors or computer to accurately detect, read and calculate what it should with any reliability. It was having to execute multiple scans, multiple readings, and scores of recalculations. In the meantime, the Perseus wasn't going anywhere. What was the point? You might as well try to find your way out of a vast open field, blindfolded. 
 
    Commander Reegan keyed his mic, “Do we have communications yet?” 
 
    “No, Commander.” 
 
    “Damage report?” 
 
    “Nothing to report yet...” 
 
    “What the hellion,” he muttered. Frustrated, Reegan stormed out of his ready room, across the back of the bridge and out the bridge door, tossing a simple nod at the Marine sentry as he passed, headed down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The heavy iris blast door opened like the lens shutter on a camera, “Chief!” bellowed Reegan, as he entered engineering. “Where's the Chief?” 
 
    After a hasty salute, a Petty Officer thumbed over his shoulder, “Checking the GOD systems, sir...” 
 
    “Chief...” called Reegan, winding his way through engineering. 
 
    “Just finishing up my inspection, Skipper,” announced the Chief from above him. He traversed the catwalk to a ladder and slid smoothly down. “Amazing really, how well she held up. The new tech of this shielding has worked remarkably well...” He started walking back the way Reegan had come in, the Commander following him. 
 
    “Chief...” 
 
    “I don't suppose that Miro Class Destroyer ahead of us fared nearly as well...” 
 
    “Chief...” 
 
    “She may have made it through the gate, but I'm sure she toasted some of her bio-relays - they're fast but not as robust...” 
 
    “Chief!” 
 
    “I'm sure if we had made the gate she would have been an easy target...” He paused, turning, “I'm sorry, Commander, you had a question?” 
 
    Reegan had to stop short, “Yes Chief, I need a damage report...” 
 
    “I have run every diagnostic I can think of,” he commented, turning away, walking on, pointing at systems and naming them along the way, “I am just astounded...” 
 
    “CHIEF! Do we have any damage or not?” 
 
    The Chief paused, tuning to face Reegan, “No, Commander. All systems check out as unaffected. She has a clean bill of health.” 
 
    Reegan took a deep breath, “Chief, for the love of the Gods, in the future, please just say that.” 
 
    “She is a new ship Commander; we did not know how she would be affected and a thorough assessment was critical...” 
 
    “Chief...” 
 
    The engineer nodded, “Of course. I will endeavor to keep my assessments and review shorter in the future.” 
 
    “That's all I'm asking,” called Reegan, heading for the iris which was already opening for him. He keyed his mic, “Helm, we're done sitting still. Get us moving, head to the center of the system.” 
 
    “Aye, Skipper. Getting under way.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The only thing remarkable about Xian Pi, was how unremarkable it was. There was nothing special about it, nothing noteworthy, and by the looks of it, nothing new since the probe passed through it centuries ago.  
 
    Reegan dropped into his command chair, “Report,” he ordered, pulling up his control screens. 
 
    “Looks like Xian Pi has one habitable planet, Commander...” 
 
    “How habitable?” he asked. 
 
    “According to the probe's information, the fourth planet is midway between a Class 12a and a Class 014. Vegetation, water, atmosphere, climate, all appropriate for life. Considering the time lapse since the probe's visit, it wouldn't have changed much, though it may have some early signs of habitation by now.” 
 
    Reegan pursed his lips in thought, “Size?” 
 
    “28,558 mile circumference.” 
 
    “Any update on celestial charts as to where Xian Pi is?” 
 
    “Not yet sir, though it appears it's running across some dualities in its comparisons – I'm expecting some results fairly soon.” 
 
    Reegan nodded a thoughtful acceptance, there was no rushing the computer's scans, measurements or calculations. He steepled his fingers, “Well, we're here. Let's go take a look at that fourth planet.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    The emerald green fourth planet hung there in orbit around Xian Pi's sun, two small moons circling it, one gray, one reddish brown. A little over one-half of the unnamed planet was covered in water and it had its share of mountain ranges and small deserts, but no visible ice of any kind. Layers of clouds wound around it like tufts of cotton candy.  
 
    “Send a sensor probe for low orbit - let's get some high definition scans. Standard setup.” 
 
    “Aye, Skipper, preparing probe.” The astrometrics officer programmed a flight path for the sensor probe, the keys pipping under his fingers. “Setup complete. Launching probe.” A small flare trailed the garbage can sized unit away from the Perseus, arcing down towards the planet. “Flying true...” A marker on the big screen tracked its path and location as it quickly diminished to a single point of light, lost in the backdrop of the planet.  
 
    “Helm, all stop.” 
 
    “All stop, aye.” 
 
    Well beyond the orbits of the moons, the Perseus hung in space facing the slowly rotating emerald marble, sunlight reflecting off a calm ocean above its equator.  
 
    “Sir, I'm getting rather odd readings from the moon it just passed...” 
 
    “Explain, Ensign,” ordered Reegan. 
 
    “Sir, the density is way off what I would expect for a body that size...” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The red one, Sir. It was...” The marker and flight path disappeared from the big screen, the astrometrics officer snapping rigid in his seat, “Hellion... we lost it!” 
 
    “Tactical,” Reegan pointed, “scan for that probe. Did we lose communications or did we lose the probe?” 
 
    “The probe is gone, Sir.” 
 
    Reegan pointed at the astrometrics officer, “Was it showing any signs of malfunction?” 
 
    The Ensign was scrolling through the data stream, “Nooo,” he said slowly reading the data. “She was running clean and free, Skipper.” 
 
    “Did it hit something?” 
 
    “Nothing visible in any spectrum, Commander,” replied the officer at tactical. 
 
    “Yellow alert,” announced Reegan, tapping his control panel. The warning tone sounded briefly, yellow lights flashing throughout the ship. “Astrometrics, prepare another probe. Have it take a really good look at those two moons as it passes. Tactical, full shields. Helm, pull us back, give us some space.” 
 
    “Helm, aye.” 
 
    “Aye,  shields up.”  
 
    For the second time, a small flare trailed the garbage can sized unit away from the Perseus, arcing down towards the planet. “Flying true...” The bridge crew studied the big screen as it tracked the path of the probe, a scroll of data streaming in on the right side of the screen as it neared the moons. 
 
    “All gun crews reporting in, weapons live, targeting passive mode,” reported tactical. 
 
     “Nearing the red moon...” announced astrometrics, “5,351 mile circumference... 1.57 g/cm³ - density, 9.701 m/s² - gravity...”  
 
    Rubbing his hand across the stubble on his chin, Reegan's brow furrowed, “How is that possible, it sounds like it's hollow...” 
 
    “Detecting natural geological rock... various metals... and an echo...?” He jolted upright and spun in his seat, “Skipper we have a shielded fusion energy signature...!”  
 
    “Red alert!” The alarm klaxon sounded, plunging the ship into eerie red flashing light. “Bring Commander Brighton to the bridge!” added Reegan.  
 
    “Contacts, Skipper! They're coming from the dark side of the red moon!” 
 
    “Probe destroyed!” The astrometrics officer turned back toward Reegan again, “Last look, the contacts are coming from inside the red moon, Commander.” 
 
    “How many?” asked Reegan, forcing composure. 
 
    “Three... seven... fifteen! A mix of heavy and light fighters and two gunships... 
 
    “We should deploy weapons Skipper...” 
 
    Nervous, Reegan shook his head, “Negative. Hold position. We look unarmed, our best advantage is surprise. We'd lose a running gunfight; we need them close.” 
 
    “How close, Skipper?” 
 
    “Point blank... Where they have nowhere to go.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Fritz looked back over his shoulder, “Allie, you stay,” he annunciated, “I'll be right back.” She remained curled up on the bed in Jack's quarters, looking apprehensive. Fritz knew she didn't want to be alone, and truthfully, neither did he, but he needed to see what the alarm was about. The electronic tag riveted to his collar gave him the same security clearance Jack had, allowing him passage through secured areas. As he approached the door to the corridor, the lock winked from red to green, opening, allowing him out of the room - closing behind him, relocking. Having waited until the alarm klaxon had stopped to avoid interference with any crew members rushing to emergency stations, the passageway was void of personnel. 
 
    Fritz could smell no smoke, there was no confusion, the ship was rather quiet; the crew tending to their emergency duty stations. Making his way toward the bridge, he passed several hatchways to turret stations and could tell by their status panels they were manned and armed. But the guns were silent and the ship's engines were obviously at idle, their normal rumble almost non-existent. As his electronic security tag allowed him to pass through a set of secured blast doors sectioning off the corridor, a pair of armed, armored, Marine sentries trotted past him in the opposite direction, prompting him to quickly sidestep them to avoid being run over. It startled him but they took no notice, hurrying to their assignment without so much as an acknowledgment, their heavy boots clomping down the passage behind him. 
 
     Another pair of Marine sentries, similarly equipped, stood post outside the bridge entry. He looked up as he neared and got a simple nod, neither one of them offering any objection to him entering the bridge.  
 
    The bridge was crowded and busy, every station manned, every seat filled. Derrik Brighton stood between the Captain and First Mate, chatting with them both, looking over their shoulders and gesturing at a swarm of ships on the big screen headed toward the Perseus, a rust colored moon behind them, a green planet in the background. There seemed to be great concern over the approaching ships and the Shepherd wondered why the Perseus was simply sitting still. With one smooth jump he effortlessly landed atop the holochart table at the rear of the bridge for a better vantage point and sat quietly observing the crew, unnoticed, his butt blocking a substantial portion of the system's hologram. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “I'm telling you,” whispered Derrik, “those are Gogol gunships; the task force ran into a couple of them in Whisperfire, when we were headed to Terra.” 
 
    “What about the rest of those ships?” asked Reegan. 
 
    Derrik shook his head, “Not Gogol, I can tell you that - their fighters are very distinct. These don't even look like FreeRanger equipment, they look more like Vantage Raiders.” 
 
    “Never heard of a Vantage Raider...” commented Reegan. 
 
    “It's not a what, it's a who. Vantage Raiders are the throwbacks to what the FreeRangers were before they were the FreeRangers. They are the dirty, outlaw, pirate scum, that can't even bloody qualify as FreeRangers. They have no laws, no code of honor...” He wiped the perspiration off his forehead, “What the Gogols are doing with them is the big question...” 
 
    “Lieutenant Braskus to bridge; P-57s armed and ready for launch.” 
 
    “You can't let them go out there,” urged Derrik, leaning over Reegan's shoulder, “it's almost seven to one.” 
 
    “Only as a last resort,” Reegan assured him. He keyed his mic, “Stand by Lieutenant.” 
 
    “We're being targeted, Commander,” called tactical. 
 
    Light fighters slashed past on either side of the Perseus, close enough to see the figures in their cockpits. “Showing off,” commented Derrik. “Trying to unnerve you.” 
 
    Reegan nodded, stoic. “But if they destroy the ship they don't get the goods.” 
 
    “Incoming comm...” 
 
    “On screen,” ordered Reegan.  
 
    Arriving first, a line of four fighters abreast sat off the bow of the Perseus, the others circling around like buzzing mosquitoes, the Gogol gunships still cruising up from behind.  
 
    A video insert appeared on the big screen; a helmeted pilot, his face obscured by his reflective visor, stared at them. “I am O'Berk. You are trespassing in this system; you will surrender or be destroyed.” 
 
    Reegan did his best to remain stone faced. “As you can see, Mr. O'Berk...” 
 
    “Incoming comm...” someone whispered, another video insert appearing on the big screen alongside the first.  
 
    Another pilot, his reflective visor obscuring his face, addressed the bridge of the Perseus, “I am Mozoreth. You will surrender or we will destroy your ship.” 
 
    Reegan pursed his lips, “As I was explaining to Mr. O'Berk...” 
 
    “O'Berk?” The pilot's head turned away from the camera, “O'Berk, this is my capture!” 
 
    “Like hellion it is.” O'Berk turned away from his own camera, searching the darkness outside his cockpit, “I was here long before you, Mozoreth; you are late, as always, you worthless piece of shit.”   
 
    “I should kill you for that, you fat, spineless...” 
 
    O'Berk laughed, “You've tried before you ignorant babaloon, and as with everything, you failed. I will destroy this ship rather than let you take it...” 
 
    “Commander,” came a whisper, “his missile targeting just went live...” 
 
    With the ship's shields set at thirty percent of their full military-combat capacity to match their appearance of a civilian ship, the Perseus would not withstand more than one missile hit. Reegan's fingers hovered above the shield controls, “Mr. Ragnaar,” he hissed, “full military throttle on my mark...” The former pirate nodded a curt acknowledgment without speaking.  
 
    A slash of blue neon and a searing bloom of light quickly dissipated in a corona of debris and sparkling particles as O'Berk's fighter disappeared, his video square winking out simultaneously, leaving a gap in the line of fighters off the nose of the Perseus. 
 
    “Incoming comm...” came another whisper. 
 
    “On screen,” snapped Reegan, gripping his armrests. “What the hellion just happened?” 
 
    A video square winked in. “Captain, Nņeågŏlshierseotollém,” announced the Gogol, blinking translucent eyelids across his large glassy eyes, “Toberus Interstellar Investments. You'd better have something on that ship worth saving,” he pointed, “Or I will have to pay for that fighter... and that will not make me very happy.” Glancing to his side, it appeared he was looking at the video inset of Mozoreth when he drew a line with his finger across his throat. When the pilot's video inset disappeared, the Captain appeared satisfied and turned back to the screen. 
 
    Reegan cleared his throat, “Captain, may I call you Nagol?” 
 
    “That is acceptable,” replied the Gogol Captain, “I know you pales cannot manage our names.” The saurian had a greenish hue to his thin, smooth skin, veins visible beneath the surface. “So, tell me what you are doing out here in our little dead-end system...” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back. “And you might want to explain how you avoided our security.” 
 
    “Commander Reegan,” said Reegan touching his chest, indicating himself. “Completely accidental, I can assure you, Captain. We were in a transition between Edenlight and Madrassas when an SPE occurred. We were an hour short of the Madrassas Gate...” 
 
    The Gogol Captain looked off screen for a moment, prompting Reegan to pause, waiting for his full attention. “Please continue,” waved Nagol. 
 
    “As I was saying, we were an hour short of the gate when the tunnel began to dissolve and we dropped out of transition. This is where we ended up. We only knew we were in Xian Pi, from archive information gathered by an old probe that went through here several centuries ago...” 
 
    The Gogol Captain studied Reegan carefully, dubiously. “Interesting how you ended up here and not in null space...”  
 
    “I agree,” gestured Reegan, “and we were very relieved...” 
 
    “Especially,” interrupted the Gogol, suspicion in his voice, “since the gates you mentioned are some thirty jumps away.” The look he saw on the faces of the freighter's bridge crew registered true surprise and astonishment, which gave him some satisfaction. “The solar storm has been rather troublesome,” he confided, undecided whether he completely believed the tale or not. “So,” he leaned closer, “tell me what you're carrying. Make it interesting. Give me a reason not to take your ship and hold your crew for ransom.” 
 
    Reegan verbally reviewed a litany of items in the cargo, a range of medical supplies, food, parts, small arms, weapons, liquor... Captain Nagol nodded along, seemingly unimpressed by any single item on the list, but generally appreciative of the diversity of the cargo. “All useful things I'm sure we'd be interested in adding to our inventory,” agreed the Gogol, “however, nothing truly outstanding. I fail to see enough to compensate for our efforts... I suspect we may have to consider more drastic measures...” 
 
    “Dust,” said Ragnaar. 
 
    Captain Nagol, paused mid-sentence, his mouth open. He pointed at the helmsman of the Perseus, “Him... You. What did you just say?” 
 
    “Dust,” repeated Ragnaar. “Good quality.” 
 
    “Blizzard? You have Blizzard?! See!” clapped the Gogol. “That's what I meant by interesting!” He leaned in again, “How much? How much?” 
 
    “Ten kilos,” replied Ragnaar, calmly. “And we can, of course, get more. But that would require our ship and crew remain intact and operational.” 
 
    “Mmm... ten kilos.” The Gogol Captain wrung his hands in contemplation. “I think we should discuss this further. You will accompany us...” he waved to his bridge crew and within moments the fighters were dismissed, breaking formation, heading slowly back to the red moon, the two Gogol Gunships remaining. “We will escort you in...” 
 
    “We go in there, there's a bloody good chance we won't come out again,” whispered Derrik. 
 
    “We have no place to go,” breathed Reegan. “We don't know which way is out of this damned system...”  
 
    The Gogol ships moved into the flanks of the Perseus, Captain Nagol remaining on screen, “Just follow the fighters...” he pointed. “You may even meet Lord Toberus,” he smiled crookedly, “on rare occasions, he enjoys meeting out guests...”  
 
    “I think we can take them,” whispered Derrik. 
 
    “We need cartography updated or we're running blind,” hissed Reegan. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    There was something distasteful, something suspiciously sinister about the way the Gogol Captain said guests. Fritz wondered if anyone else picked up on it. It didn't sit well with him. And it didn't jibe with other Gogols they'd met, who seemed to have a strange code of ethics that bordered on altruistic and chivalrous. There seemed to be an odd infatuation and admiration for higher learning when it concerned the Ancient Architects, though he didn't fully understand it all. He jumped off the holochart table, reaching the railing overlooking the command pit, in one bound. He stood on his hind legs, hooking his front paws over the railing and barked, everyone jumping in their seats with a start. 
 
    “Not the time, dog,” waved Derrik. 
 
    Fritz gave him a narrow-eyed look and wrinkled his nose, showing his teeth, clacking them once for effect. 
 
    “Ho! What have we here?!” exclaimed the Gogol Captain. 
 
    Fritz turned to the screen and bobbed his head once, acknowledging the Gogol, annunciating slowly, laboriously, “Ģreirggådariopshé senvou mé, I uso té strument Ö té cōnstruktures, as markez Ö té antiqos arkuitekos...”  
 
    The Gogol Captain sat momentarily motionless, open-mouthed, the video square suddenly winking out.  
 
    “What the hellion just happened?” asked Reegan, spinning in his seat to stare at the German Shephard. “What did you say?!” 
 
    Derrik was wide-eyed, “He spoke Gogol to him,” he mumbled slowly, stunned. “He said, Greg sent me, I wear the tools of the builders, marks of the ancient architects.” 
 
    “You speak Gogol?” 
 
     “No. No, Steele, er, Mercury did it when we ran into those Gogol ships I was telling you about...” 
 
    “Incoming comm...” 
 
    Reegan turned back and pinched the bridge of his nose between his eyes, “On screen.” 
 
    The Gogol Captain reappeared in a video inset, obviously transmitting from somewhere off the bridge, somewhere private. “I have heard of this animal. The one who speaks... and the man that owns him.” He looked around suspiciously, “The Imperial Gogol Senate has issued an edict...” he waved his hand, “never mind,” he hissed. “Dump your cargo. All of it. Quickly. I am sending you a feed of the star cartography for the entire region. Get to TriGate as fast as you can and jump. Do not attempt to return unless you have at least one-hundred kilos of Blizzard.” He looked around nervously, “Ģreirggådariopshé has learned much with the pale, Professor Walt Edgars - the Senate is thankful for the time he tutored.” He leaned in, “Now GO. Quickly.” The square winked out. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Emergency dump complete, Skipper. We’re closing up now.”  
 
    Reegan glanced at the hull status on his right screen, while eyeing the star chart on his left screen. “Copy that,” he replied into his comm. His eyes shot up to the big screen, watching the two Gogol gunships rotate around to recover the drifting cargo. “Navigation?” 
 
    “Course laid in to the TriGate. It’s an obtuse angle from the moon base.” 
 
    “Thank the Gods for that,” commented Reegan, “I don’t want to go near that thing…” The hull schematic on his right command screen flashed green, indicating the hull was sealed, the graphs showing the shields automatically restoring themselves to full coverage across the ship’s belly. “Helm, get us out of here, now! I want a slow increase to full standard power, let’s not attract any attention from those fighters. 
 
    “Skipper, we still have our pilots and gun crews at stations…” 
 
    “Well aware of that, tactical. I want some distance behind us. Ten or fifteen minutes will tell us if we’re clear…” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it, have you?” asked Reegan, sitting on the edge of his desk in the Captain’s ready room. Ragnaar and Derrik Brighton huddled around the holo-chart table with the Chief Engineer and the ship’s two fighter pilots, examining the gate that was centered in the vacant, navigable space between three separate star systems.  
 
    “No. And it’s easily a two or three-day standard run from any one of these systems just to get to this gate,” pointed Ragnaar. 
 
    “Why would it get placed way out here?” asked Derrik. 
 
    “It is relatively centered between the three,” observed Ragnaar. 
 
    “The only thing I can think of,” offered Lieutenant Loech Braskus, his P-57 wingman at his elbow, “is all three of these systems have habitable planets and the Architects expected them all to need it.” He indicated Xian Pi, “The planet here is still pretty primitive but it probably has resources… we don’t know about the other two yet, do we?” 
 
    “We do,” confirmed Ragnaar. “One is space faring, one has not quite entered that phase just yet.” 
 
    The other pilot nudged into the conversation, “Are we going to go take a look at them?” 
 
    “No,” replied Reegan, quickly. “That’s way off task. And our presence out this far is precarious at best, I don’t want to push our luck.”  
 
    “It may take us a month or more for us to get back to a sector we’re familiar with,” added Ragnaar. 
 
    “And we don’t dare send any long distance comms from out here,” said Derrik, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “We’re going to have to maintain dark protocol for security.” 
 
    Reegan eyed Derrik with mistrust, his brow furrowed, “So, we’re not going to have any more problems, you and I?” he motioned between them.  
 
    Derrik withdrew his hands, raising them in casual surrender, “Sorry, mate. We had a mission. I did what I thought was necessary to accomplish that mission.” He dropped his hands and leaned on the holo-chart table, hunched-over, staring at the star chart. “But we have a new mission, and it’s all you. Get us back in one bloody piece.” 
 
    “Hm,” grunted Reegan. “I guess I just don’t remember that being such a big concern of yours when you got us into this mess.” 
 
    Derrik stiffened, “Well, maybe I should have…” 
 
    Ragnaar stepped forward defiantly, straightening to his full six-foot-six-inch height, folding his arms across his chest, his physical size imposing, “Am I going to have to separate you two?” he growled. “Because if I do,” he turned his gaze towards Derrik, “you know who’s going out the door head-first.”  
 
    No matter how hard he bit the inside of his cheek, Reegan couldn’t stop the smirk. “Thank you Lieutenant.” He checked his MOBIUS, “We GOD jumped two hours out from the moonbase, well out of their sensor range. We will drop out of GOD two hours from the TriGate…” 
 
    “Why not just jump to the gate, Skipper?” 
 
    “As a precaution Mr. Braskus. We want to be out of sensor range if there’s anyone patrolling the gate. No need to give away a secret we’ve managed to keep so far. We’ll send a probe towards the gate, if it’s clear, a short jump and we dive through the gate.” 
 
    “If it’s not?” 
 
    “We will assess the situation as it arises. We have about seven hours, if anyone needs some down time, take it now.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    “Sir, the probe isn’t picking up anything at, or near the gate.” 
 
    Quickly reviewing the probe’s sensor readout, Reegan looked up from his screens, “Excellent. Helm, prepare to jump to the gate. Tactical, send the probe all the way to the gate, we’ll scoop it up before we jump through to Zostinar.” 
 
    “Aye, GOD drive spooling up, bubble forming…” 
 
    “Jump time to the Zostinar gate?” 
 
    “Less than ten minutes, Skipper.” 
 
    “Good… good.”  Reegan rubbed the stubble on his chin absentmindedly. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Reegan?” asked Derrik suspiciously. 
 
    The Commander waved casually, “Just thinking…” 
 
    “That it’s been too easy?” 
 
    Reegan found himself nodding, “Maybe, I don’t know, I can’t define it… But something feels off. Something isn’t right.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like Steele.” 
 
    Reegan pursed his lips, “I don’t see that as a bad thing.” He tapped the alarm on his command console, the yellow alert tone sounding, warning lights flashing throughout the ship. “Yellow alert, all gun crews to stations, pilots to their fighters…” 
 
    “Jumping…” announced the helmsman. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Five minutes from the gate to Zostinar, the Perseus dropped out of GOD, exactly as planned, shedding its multi-colored bubble of energy, the neon tendrils slipping from the hull as she lined up to recover the garbage-can sized probe back into the hold.  
 
    Reegan was still on edge but relieved to be so close to the gate and so close to leaving the dead-end Xian Pi System behind them. He hated to admit it, but maybe he was being paranoid for nothing. “Shields to full standard,” he ordered. “Mr. Ragnaar, how do you suppose our friend, the Gogol Captain, will explain letting us go?” 
 
    “I do believe Captain Nagol will capitalize on our ability to supply more Blizzard Dust, Commander. In many regions, it is far more useful than gold; harder to get and of higher value, due to demand outstripping supply. It was a calculated risk on his part but he is probably highly respected by his employer - Lord Toberus. I expect he will have a persuasive argument for his decision.” 
 
    “Gate event!” shouted tactical. “We have a ship coming through the gate from Zostinar.” 
 
    Reegan tapped the red alert button, the klaxon sounding twice, emergency lights switching from yellow to red. “Gunners stand by to deploy and engage,” he announced on comms. 
 
    Swirls of color across the gate burst outward, the corona splitting open as the bow of a ship punched through, electric plasma dragging back across the hull. “She’s big, Commander…” 
 
    “Ident ping?”   
 
    “No, sir. And nothing in the database on her design… She’s definitely not UFW.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t expect UFW to be this deep in Dark Territory,” remarked Reegan. “Man, she looks rough…”  
 
    “A light cruiser,” offered Ragnaar, examining her lines on the big screen. “I don’t see any affiliation marks on her,” he pointed. “But you’re right, she’s definitely seen action.” 
 
    “She emerged with weapons online; shields are powering up, Skipper.”  
 
    “Comm coming in.” 
 
    “Full military shields and jam all frequencies on my mark,” ordered Reegan. “Comm on screen,” he motioned.  
 
    A video square winked in on the big screen, a rough looking man with wild, curly, blue-black hair and a full beard streaked with gray, filling the frame. “Nice little ship,” he gruffed, his voice like rough gravel. “What are you doing here?” His right eye squinted. 
 
    Reegan chose not to acknowledge the insult disguised as a compliment. “We are in route to pick up more supplies for Xian Pi, since they are so needed here.” 
 
    With a look of extreme irritation, the man glared at Reegan, “Don’t play stupid with me, I am not in the mood. What are you doing here, at the gate?” 
 
    A chill raced up Reegan’s back, the hair standing up on the back of his neck. A whisper from his tactical officer called his attention to a notation on his center command screen; Two minutes - pass port-to-port. Broadside? He offered a curt nod in response to the inquiry as he answered the captain of the cruiser, “I thought I was pretty clear, Sir, we are preparing to exit Xian Pi and…” 
 
    “Listen to me,” interrupted the man, wild-eyed, “I can tell what you’re doing, I want to know how you got here from Toberus so quickly…” 
 
    “Toberus?” 
 
    The man looked nearly insane, forcing calm, “Toberus Interstellar Investments,” he said slowly and deliberately. “Now, how did you get to the gate from TII in eleven-hours? That’s a fifty-seven-hour run, at best!”  He did a double take as someone off the screen made comments, diverting his attention. “What?!” He turned back to the screen, an intense look on his face, his eyes narrowing, “Do you have one of those drives? A gate drive?” His mouth cracked into an evil grin showing off uneven gold-capped teeth, “You do! That’s the only way you could have done it…” He shook his head, “That Gogol puke has done it this time… Toberus will gut him,” he sneered. “If I bring you back in one piece, he may let me do it.”  
 
    Reegan eyed the countdown on his command screen; twenty seconds until the ships were side by side, another sixty seconds to get the Perseus into the gate. 
 
    The captain of the cruiser circled his finger in the air, “So turn your little ship around and we’ll escort you back to Toberus.” He grinned wickedly, “I mean, I could shoot it full of holes but then it wouldn’t be worth as much. Or,” he waved dismissively, “I could send a boarding team over and just kill you all…” He squinted with one eye again, “But it would be best for all concerned if you were cooperative…”  
 
    Reegan watched the countdown on his command screen out of the corner of his eye; Three… two… one… “MARK!” The tactical officer maxed the shields at full-military, the systems responding instantly as he simultaneously engaged the ship’s photo-reactive skin, rendering the Perseus nearly invisible to the naked eye. The communications officer employed an electronics jamming suite and the video comm square turned to static snow. 
 
    Reegan tapped DEPLOY on his controls, the gun turrets swinging out all along the sides of the hull, a main turret rising out of the top and another extending out of the bottom. They began firing immediately at the point blank range of about ten miles, creating a cacophony of sound; the Zawunk-Zawunk of the main guns thumping the deck, the rapid hammering of the smaller turrets vibrating through the hull. “Torpedo solution!” he ordered. 
 
    The Perseus shuddered as return fire blasted her shields. 
 
    “Port shields, fifty percent!” 
 
    “Combat roll!” ordered the Commander, “Present starboard gun batteries. 
 
     “Torpedo solution entered!” 
 
    On Reegan’s command, the torpedo rack swung from the hull, swiveling to bear, firing two spreads of two, MK*25V, high-speed torpedoes each, two sets of fireballs streaking away in an arc toward the cruiser. “Torpedoes away…” 
 
    “Tracking… tracking… One destroyed… Two destroyed…” Searing flashes of light midway between the ships marked the early demise of the two torpedoes, quickly followed by two more against the cruiser’s hull. “Two solid hits! Her hull is breached!” 
 
    The Perseus shook violently, the cruiser continuing to return fire, the Perseus mere seconds from the gate, wiggling tendrils of neon color reaching out for its hull, rejected by the ship’s shields. “Sir, we have to drop shields or we won’t jump…” 
 
    Selecting all the remaining torpedoes left in the starboard rack, Reegan launched them all, six MK*25Vs streaking out in pairs toward the cruiser. “Let them deal with those…” He keyed comms, “All guns keep firing.” Glancing up at the main screen, the nose of the Perseus neared the corona of the gate, her hull surrounded by a bubble of plasma, held away by the shields. He couldn’t wait any longer, “Drop shields.”  
 
    The multicolored plasma silently splashed down around the hull like a falling tidal wave, swallowing the ship whole, a hard impact jolting its frame, warning alarms ringing, lights flickering, several systems dropping offline. The satiny walls of the transition tunnel to Zostinar was a welcome sight and Reegan slumped back in his seat, “Damage report.” 
 
     “Working on it, Skipper.” 
 
    “Sitrep; any chance that cruiser will turn around and follow us to Zostinar?” 
 
    Rotating his seat, the tactical officer nodded towards Reegan, “I sent the full damage assessment to you; I highly doubt it. She may not even make it back to Toberus Interstellar. She was holed amidships on her port side, several turrets damaged or destroyed, shields down… and our last look before we jumped was before that final flight of torpedoes finished their run. That was quite a spread - set from bow to stern, if they didn’t kill at least half of them, she may not even exist anymore. Our initial engagement took them by surprise and she wasn’t in the best of shape to begin with.” 
 
    Reegan keyed his comm mic, “Stand down all gun crews and pilots. Well done, people,” he added, clearing the red alert. 
 
    “Damage report coming in; we lost a turret on the starboard side, another two damaged. Starboard engine is damaged but operating at fifty percent. There was a minor fire but it was contained with minimal damage. The GOD drive is currently offline - more details to follow. The photo-reactive skin shows extensive damage all along the starboard side. Overall though, I’d have to say we were pretty lucky.” 
 
    “Hm,” grunted Reegan. “Pretty lucky would have been passing them in here” he indicated the big screen, “where they couldn’t fire on us…” He scratched his head, “We should be able to send a couple magnetic crawlers out on the hull for a survey, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Good, let’s do that - see if we can get a handle on our needs before we reach Zostinar; no telling what we’re going to encounter next. And have any of the free hands help the repair crews…” 
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 CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 
      
 
    THE HOUSE OF TILLDAWN : AWAKENING 
 
    Completely relaxed, he at first, felt nothing. The world was without sound. It was without pain. It was without cold, or heat. It was without fear. There was only peace. A deep, penetrating contentment. He slowly became aware of a light breeze and a feeling of dampness on the exposed skin of his face and hands. To him though, it was a new sensation, it meant nothing - his world was without form or meaning. He drew sweet air into his lungs and could feel his heart beat for what seemed to be the first time. He was without memory. He was without identity. But I think, therefore I am. He was pleased in the knowledge that he was, he is.  
 
    It required some effort to open his eyes, like it was the first time for this as well. They resisted at first, like his eyelids were magnetized. His successful effort was rewarded with only darkness. This, for some reason, disappointed him. He did not know what to expect, except he expected more than nothing. But it came slowly, gradually as his eyes took in the splendor that surrounded him, an unbroken spread of sparkling points of light. An uninterrupted canopy of stars. It pleased him that he knew what they were. As his vision cleared he was able to discern stars of color, albeit subtle. He could not hold his eyes open for long, his eyelids heavy, feeling as if he could rest there, undisturbed, for an eternity; the peace he felt, so complete. As his eyes closed again he realized he knew the names of the stars... each and every one of them; his mind's eye tagging each one with an invisible label. Curious. 
 
    He drew in a deep breath, a wave of sensations flowing over him, aware of his body without movement, feeling every molecule of his being, awaken from its slumber. The thought of time crossed his mind without meaning, having no definition for the concept. It concerned him that there were things he could not define or identify, while seeming to know the names and locations of everything he saw above him. Patience. Something told him patience was the key; all manner of knowledge, reason and explanation would eventually be revealed to him. There would be no more questions, only answers. Answers, the last thought to pass through him as he drifted away, back to the nothingness from which he had come. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    It had a name; warmth. It radiated across his body with gentle caresses and the sensation that penetrated his body reached his muscles, energizing them, waking them. A red glow filtering through his eyelids filled his mind, blotting out all thought except curiosity. He fought with his eyelids, succeeding in forcing them open, his will stronger than the magnets holding them closed. The canopy of stars had been replaced with a cloudless sky of intense blue, a fiery ball of light creeping up from behind a line of trees about a thousand feet away. One-thousand-twenty-two-feet to be exact. How or why he knew that, wasn't clear. There was a tall brick wall just beyond the tree line that cut the following forest away from what was inside it.  
 
    Laying, in a semi-upright position, he managed to roll his head to the left and right, the wall continuing around on both sides, unbroken, the area filled with all manner of plants and trees arranged in manicured and explosively colorful gardens. His mind felt assaulted by the organized chaos of colors and shapes, suddenly filled with the names of each and every species his eyes crossed. He looked back up at the sky again to clear the debris from his head, wondering if he could learn to control that. Birds flitted overhead and he knew instantly what they were and their specific genus.  
 
    His eyelids were no longer heavy, he closed them because he wanted to, not because he had to and envisioned the field of stars he'd seen previously. Unsure why, several stood out as familiar. He chose one and his mind focused on it, producing images and sensations. He chose another. And another, discovering he could produce images of anything he chose, even simultaneously. But that quickly became an uncontrollable mess of overwhelming imagery and sensation. He focused on only one, the others falling away, and he mentally stepped into the picture... he was there.  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Whether mentally exhausted or frustrated with the lack of results he could produce, he opened his eyes again, the sun having cleared the treetops. The gardens begged to be walked, the brick pathway winding away from cobblestone patio. Sitting in a contoured recliner, the long, dark robe he found himself in was loose enough for most movement, but not enough so to allow him to straddle the recliner as he would have felt inclined to do. He flexed his hands and arms before pushing himself into an upright sitting position, swinging his bare feet off one side. The cobblestone was smooth and worn, still cool from the evening temperatures. It required less effort than he expected to rise to his feet, feeling neither weightless nor heavy. It was an odd sensation he couldn't define as he had no reference for comparison. Strolling off the patio to the brick garden path, he looked back, realizing he hadn't been alone, several other people on recliners not far from where he'd been, lay motionless. He wasn't sure what to make of this strange place, or the massive building the patio was attached to. The House of Tilldawn. He wasn't sure how he knew that.  
 
    The stone building looked like it had been there a thousand years, a cross between a castle and a cathedral, it's size stretching well over a thousand feet to the left and another thousand feet to the right. Exact numbers appeared in his head and he pushed them out, not concerned with that particular detail. Hmm, he could control it. He stopped at the edge of a reflection pool, a fountain above and behind it, a small waterfall pouring into it. He dropped to a knee to put his hand into the pool to test the water and the hooded face in the reflection was familiar yet unfamiliar. Pulling the hood back to reveal more didn't improve the recognition and he ran his fingers through the unruly hair that topped his head. 
 
    “Jack...” 
 
    He almost fell face-first in the water, turning to meet the deep, mellow voice. The man was shorter, much older, bearded and wore the same long, hooded robe. “Is that me?” he asked, touching his own chest. Other than the sound of the breeze through the trees and distant twitter of birds, they were the first real sounds he'd experienced - and they seemed exceedingly loud. Like he needed to adjust the volume.  
 
    “Jack Steele,” replied the man. “Yes, that's you.” Reading the blank stare, he realized the man's transition was, as yet, incomplete. He laid his hand on the man's shoulder, and squeezed gently, “Here, let me help you...” 
 
    With the flood of information, Jack Steele's eyes popped wide and he took a step back, his hands up in a defensive posture, “Wh... whe... where... what...” his head snapped left and right, eyes searching the area around him scanning for threats, his mind racing forward, an avalanche of information crashing inward like a tidal wave, his heart racing, breathing heavily, suddenly stressed into a fight or flight position.  
 
    The cloaked and hooded man opposite him, stood at ease, his hands out in a suppliant gesture, “Easy Jack.” He pulled his hood back, revealing a lined, aged face and gray beard. “You're safe here.” 
 
    Jack snapped from fight mode to upright and focused, recognition locking in. “Voorlak? What the hell are you doing here?” He looked around, “And where is here?” He looked down at his arms, the robe hanging loosely off him, draped nearly to the ground, “And why the hell am I dressed like Obi-Wan Kenobi?” 
 
    “Who...?” 
 
    Jack waved it off, “Forget it. I mean it's comfortable and all, but I don't really go for the whole Friar Tuck look...” He scanned his surroundings with a scrutinizing eye. “What the hell is this place?” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Friar Tuck...?” 
 
    Steele took a deep cleansing breath and shook his head, “Never mind. Just point me to my gear and let me get back to the Perseus. I'm MIA and I need to get back, we have a job to...” 
 
    Voorlak's voice was measured, calm, “You ship is gone Jack. It has been for some time.” 
 
    Jack's head bobbed back like he'd been slapped, “Gone?! When? How long?” He pulled up his left sleeve looking for his MOBIUS. “I have to call them... Where's my... my thing?” he tapped his arm, the name momentarily escaping him.  
 
    “You no longer need devices, Jack. You mind is...” 
 
    “Wait, stop,” commanded Steele, his hand out in a stalling gesture. “No more talk. I thank you for your hospitality, but I need my gear. I'm out of here,” he backed away, “I have a job to do...”  
 
    “Wait, Jack... you can't go...” waved Voorlak. 
 
    “Really? Watch me...” 
 
    “Jack,” urged the old man, his voice uncharacteristically intense, “we have much to discuss.” 
 
    “That's funny,” countered Jack continuing to back away, “considering I haven't gotten a straight answer out of you yet. Like how long my ship has been gone - or how long I've been here...” He backed into something solid and spun away as a reflex, two hooded figures standing behind him. 
 
    “Is there a problem, my Brother?” 
 
    “He was not long enough in Chrysalis,” responded Voorlak. “He awoke early.” 
 
    Steele spun himself toward Voorlak for an explanation, seeing two more hooded figures standing alongside the old man. He glanced back over his shoulder, the first two to have arrived, still behind him. “Bad idea,” he growled through clenched teeth. “Gear. Now.”  
 
    Voorlak recognized a caged animal when he saw one, nodding once, “Brother, his belongings - if you please.” 
 
    “Brother, your belongings,” offered the hooded figure behind him, holding out a bundle of clothes, boots and assorted other things.  
 
    Steele turned to accept them, eyeing the man suspiciously, knowing he didn't have them a moment before. “I'm not going to ask how you did that... frankly I don't give a damn.'' He backed away with his things, the five men converging to face him, Voorlak in the center, standing shoulder to shoulder, watching him with curiosity. “Not a lick of privacy, huh?” Jack stripped the robe from his body, dropping it to the turf, exposing his muscular body, “Whatever.” Pulling his clothes on, item by item, they watched and waited patiently. He slid the MOBIUS on his arm before donning his leather jacket. “Which way out?” he asked politely, adjusting his collar. The five of them stood there looking blankly at him, motionless. “Uh, yeah,” he waved non-nonchalantly, “that's alright, I'll see myself out...” He turned and strode toward the garden wall that he estimated was the wall at the front of the building, a thousand feet distant. He had no concrete basis for that decision, just a gut feeling. An urgency prompted him to trot. Then run. Pushing himself, he ran harder, leaning into a life-and-death sprint that should exhaust him, but produced no ill-effects. He was not tired or winded as he pushed harder yet, the wall approaching at a speed he should not humanly be capable of. The wall was taller than it looked, maybe seven feet; seven feet ten inches, his mind informed him. He slowed, planning to leap and catch the lip and pull himself over the top. 
 
    He leapt and nearly went over the wall without using his hands, landing on his feet, at the top, balancing. Standing atop the wall he looked back, the five men near the patio, facing him, watching.  On the other side of the wall was an entry drive, bracketed by two massive lion statues facing the road that bordered what appeared to be the edge of the property; traffic moving swiftly along on the ground and in the air. With a brief wave, he dropped effortlessly down over the wall to the turf below. He marveled at the lack of effort the eight foot drop required; it was nothing more than jumping off a single stair. 
 
    He strode off, looking up the drive toward the road... That wasn't there. Nothing he expected to be there, was there. Full stop. Inside the back wall, the garden lay spread out in front of him, the five men in robes waiting for him where he'd left them. He looked back over his shoulder at the wall behind him. He turned back and leapt, no hands, landing atop the back wall... sprawling fields, rolling hills and trees lay beyond the wall and the back of the cathedral. He jumped off without looking to the garden this time, dropping back into the garden on the other side of the front wall. Once more he turned back and leapt to the top of the wall; the drive, the lions and the road lay beyond him. He pulled up the sleeve of his leather jacket and attempted to activate the MOBIUS on his arm - to no effect. The dark, lifeless screen stared back at him. Experiencing a toxic mix of confusion, fear, panic and desperation, he fought the urge to jump off the wall toward the road again. He resigned himself to the knowledge that he couldn't leave. That it wasn't just Voorlak's wish for him not to leave, he wasn't physically capable of leaving. What the hell was this damn place? 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Sitting alone together in the shade on two loungers facing one another, Voorlak laid the folded robe on Jack's lap. “However you're most comfortable, my boy. It may take some time for you to adjust... it's normal. Especially since you awoke from Chrysalis early...” 
 
    A hooded figure appeared causing Jack to start and Voorlak stalled the man with his hand. “I'm sorry for interrupting, your Worshipful, there is an Inspector Brooker from the G'Naroth Sarat Security Service here to see a Jax Mercury...” 
 
    “Thank you Brother,” waved Voorlak, dismissing him, “I'll handle it.” 
 
    The way the monk had addressed Voorlak hadn't been lost on Jack. Worshipful. Jack rose and dropped the robe onto the lounger, “It's alright, I'll handle it... Worshipful.” 
 
    Voorlak looked up at him, “We are Brothers, Jack. He is not. At least not yet.” He nodded toward the interior door, “You have a visitor to attend to... do try not to frighten the locals...” Jack nodded and turned for the door, “Four weeks, Jack. You've been here and your ship's been gone for four weeks...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Three men sat on the wooden benches in the foyer of the Temple; a bald man in a suit on one side and two uniformed officers on the other side. A Temple sentry in a dark, floor-length, hooded robe, stood at attention beside each bench, gold-adorned staffs in their right hands. They remained unmoved as Steele passed them, entering the foyer. 
 
    “You must be Inspector Brooker,” Steele extended his hand, “Jax Mercury, what can I do for you?” 
 
    The man rose and shook Jack's hand, not letting go, “I can't believe it's actually you, Mr. Mercury. I have quite a few questions for you.” He locked an electronic handcuff around his wrist. “Now if you'd turn around please...” The sentries jumped into action, their staffs clacking together to block the uniformed officers from interfering. 
 
    “Brothers, stand down,” ordered Jack. He turned around, offering his other wrist to the Inspector as the sentries returned to their posts, watching intently, the uniformed officers moving to take him by the elbows. “See, Brooker, this is going to pose a problem...” 
 
    “How so, Mr. Mercury?” 
 
    “Well, I cannot leave here. You will have to ask your questions here...” 
 
    “That's not how this is going to work, Mr. Mercury. I am not bound by the superstitions of this... well, whatever this place is,” he waved dismissively. “I have a triple homicide to solve and somehow you're in the middle of it.” He nodded in the direction of the sentries, “And if they interfere again, I can take them with us for obstructing an investigation.” 
 
    Steele shrugged lightly, “Brooker, what you don't seem to understand is, the laws you're so fond of out there, don't apply here. Least of all, the rules of physicality.” 
 
    “Yeah, you're boring me, Mercury.” He nodded towards the door, “Let's go boys.” He swung the door open, leading the way. 
 
    Two steps behind him, Jack followed him out, an officer on each elbow. They stepped toward the sunshine and entered the foyer at the opposite end of the building, a set of Temple sentries in dark, floor-length, hooded robes, moving from their stations to block the corridor; gold-adorned staffs clacking together in a X between them. Jack rather enjoyed the stunned look of the officer on either side of him. “Oh,” he mused, “we have to go back, we forgot the Inspector.” They rotated around and walked through the doorway, entering the foyer in the front of the building, a bewildered Inspector wondering where his officers and prisoner had disappeared to.  
 
    “What manner of trickery is this?” Brooker demanded, forcefully grabbing Steele away from the officers. Steele shrugged and scratched his forehead with a free hand, “I did tell you...” Brooker's eyes widened in disbelief as Jack handed him his high-tech handcuffs. “Oh, you might want these back - they look expensive.” He grabbed the Inspector and spun him towards the door, “Let me show you how this works...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Returning to the front foyer, Steele sat down on the bench and crossed his legs. “Since I cannot leave, maybe you would like me to answer your questions here?” he indicated the bench next to him.  
 
    It took a moment for the open-mouthed Inspector to gather himself and respond, “How...” 
 
    Steele shrugged, “I'm new here. Don't really know myself. You can leave, I cannot. That's all I know.” The stunned Brooker waved the uniformed officers outside before dropping himself onto the bench. “Now you were saying something about our superstitious laws?” prompted Jack. 
 
    Brooker shook his head blankly and waved it off, “I never believed...” He blinked hard, looking at the sentries before leaning forward peering down the ornately arched corridor toward the other end of the temple. “My detainers,” he mimed opening cuffs, “how did you...” 
 
    Steele shook his head, “Honestly, I don't know. I just didn't want them on and they fell off.” 
 
    The inspector nodded his head loosely, “I've never seen anyone defeat them before - I... I didn't know it was possible.” 
 
    “So you mentioned having some questions about a triple homicide?” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele sat back down on the lounger across from Voorlak, “How many of my people got stranded here?” 
 
    “Three,” replied the old man. “They've settled in Sandorra. It's across the desert, about four-hundred miles from Amanpoor. Mr. Brooker has no idea where they are and Sandorra is outside of his jurisdiction. It's a frontier type of town and it's a little rough, but my sources tell me your people are very capable and have access to substantial funds to maintain themselves, until either your ship returns, or another can be contacted to pick them up. Sandorra has their own landing port so there will be no need for them ever to return to Amanpoor.” Voorlak could see the discomfort of the man he had come to know and produced the one thing they had a history of sharing. Something familiar. “Ditarian Brandy?” He handed Jack a brandy snifter, setting one on the cobblestone at his feet, pouring for the pilot before his own. “What's on your mind?” 
 
    Steele took a swallow, the familiar warmth sliding down his throat, the flavor waking his taste buds. He realized the snifter was nervously shaking in his hand. “Why can't I leave here...?” His stomach rolled, “Am I... dead?” 
 
    A weak smile crept into Voorlak's face, “No, Jack, you're not dead. But you're not alive anymore either. At least, not in the respect that you think of as alive.” He watched Steele's eyes well with tears. “You are in some ways, less, but in many ways, you are more. Much more. You are neither living, nor dead, you are something... new.” 
 
    Jack sipped his Brandy, steadying the glass with both hands, “Like what... like an angel or something?” 
 
    The old man made an accepting face, “Or something...” 
 
    Steele took a breath to steady himself and try to digest what was not making any sense as of yet. “I remember dreaming. Of friends and  family, of my sister, of Alité and Colton...” 
 
    “You weren't dreaming Jack, you were visiting. It often happens during Chrysalis.” 
 
    Jack frowned, “Are we talking teleportation?” 
 
    “Psychokinetic projection,” corrected Voorlak. “We can do more than just visit, as astral projection would suggest. We can become solid and interact with our surroundings, physically and with our minds. Which is the psychokinetic portion of the equation.” 
 
    I don't remember being able to do anything,” commented Jack. 
 
    “Because you never finished Chrysalis...” 
 
    “You keep saying that word, what the hell does it mean?” 
 
    “Transformation,” replied Voorlak. “You only finished about half of Chrysalis.” 
 
    “But didn't you say I've been here a month?” 
 
    “Well yes. But it takes time to absorb all the knowledge there is. And was...” 
 
    “I will know everything?” interrupted Jack. “Everything everything?” He waved his arms wide. 
 
    “An oversimplification of course,” agreed the old man, “but suitable for this conversation.” He took a sip of his brandy. “Just as you are different from your fellow humans, and humans are different from other humanoid aliens across the universe, in some ways you are the same. What ultimately makes you unique is your life, your experiences. Your perceptions, your responses. And your history before you, were you,” he motioned at him. “That's all in there.” He made a circle in the air around Jack with his free hand, “That's all part of the mix that makes Jack Steele, Jack Steele.” 
 
    Jack looked surprised, “Reincarnation? Because I really don't know if I believe in reincarnation or not.” 
 
    Voorlak smirked, “Funny how the universe doesn't really care much about what you believe or not, eh? It just does what it does.” He shrugged his shoulders theatrically, waving one hand, “Because aliens, right? Who believes in aliens?” He pointed at Jack, “But you believed. Didn't you? Yes, you did... You somehow knew this was all out here... It was more than just a gut feeling. You never talked to anyone about it, but you knew... That wasn't by coincidence, or by accident, or premonition... that was memory. There was some small part of you,” he touched Jack's knee, “some small sliver of past life memory. You were so sure, yet your reasoning wouldn't let you believe it. But you'd been out here before - you'd lived out here. In fact, we had even met before.” 
 
    Jack sat up rigid. “Really? You remember me from a previous life?” 
 
    “No way for me to tell who you might have been, just that we have...” The old man upturned his snifter to drain the last of his brandy.  
 
    “Do I still have a soul, then?” 
 
    “Of course...” 
 
    Steele was beginning to see some understanding, “So when we are reincarnated it is with the same soul, then - yes? It is recycled with us?” 
 
    “Yes,” replied Voorlak. “When you are recycled, as you so interestingly put it, you retain your soul with the intention that as you age, travel through time, you learn from your mistakes and improve, becoming a better and better being, from one iteration to the next.” 
 
    “That's what you meant when you told me once, I was an old soul...” Steel pinched his lower lip, “I always thought you meant it figuratively...” Clarity was so close. He took another swallow of brandy.  
 
    “That was a slip of information I hadn't intended. I'm surprised you remembered it... but yes, that was what I meant.” 
 
    “So then if I have reached... what... the end of my,” he made a cycling motion with his free hand, “recycles; I move up the ladder to something new?” 
 
    “Something like that...” 
 
    “And I get to keep my soul...” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    Jacks eyes widened, “Where do the souls come from? Are they endless? I mean, will they run out eventually? What happens then?”   
 
    Voorlak stalled the sudden avalanche of questions with a hand, “As much as I'd love to explain it all to you, my Brother, in your present condition, you do not have the capacity to understand the complexities of the birth of all there is. And that is where we have to start.” 
 
    Like a flash of lightning, a massive segment of knowledge exploded in his mind, jolting Jack to his feet, “Mars... Mars!” The old man just watched him, wide-eyed. “Mars was where humanity was born... Our humanity,” he corrected himself, “not everyone else's.” 
 
    “Yes. What else do you see?” 
 
    “Mars was colonized... no... or was Mars the Garden of Eden? I can't tell,” he rubbed his forehead, “ it's not clear.” 
 
    “Your humanity has started over more than once, Jack,” clarified Voorlak. “You started on Mars, outgrew it, moved to the stars and didn't look back. By the time Humanity finally returned to your solar system, Mars was a dead planet, used up. But Earth had come into maturity and Humanity started over there.” 
 
    “But we've found no signs of civilization on Mars. And that doesn't make sense, what about what I was taught about the Bible and God...? It would mean the scientists were right, God doesn't exist...”  
 
    “Easy Jack, easy...” motioned Voorlak, rising from his seat. “They are both right, they actually mesh together in a way they haven't discovered yet. You will understand all of this better when you finish Chrysalis. There is much to learn, much to absorb...” 
 
     “I don't think I'm supposed to know all this yet... No...” Jack was pacing around the lounger with nervous energy, his mind racing; “What if I didn't? What if I don't finish this Chrys-whatever it is. What if I don't want to? You said I'm not dead, what if I go back? I don't think I'm ready for this. It doesn't feel right. No. No, it doesn't feel right at all. It feels wrong. There is so much I haven't finished. This can't be the way it's supposed to be. I, I can't.” He remembered the look on his wife's face, the anguish she attempted to hide from their son. There was so much left undone; Earth, Veloria, the fleet, his family... There was abrupt clarity and calm. He stopped pacing, locking eyes with Voorlak, taking a calming breath, letting it out slowly, “I can't do this, I'm not ready and it's not time for me. I have to go back. You have to send me back. You know I'm right...”  
 
    “You don't know what you're asking, Jack,” said Voorlak, his eyes pleading. 
 
    One after another, hooded figures appeared around him, each one materializing like a ghost emerging from a fog, until there were twelve, Steele himself, being the thirteenth. The shadow of the hoods hiding their faces made it impossible to see who was speaking except for Voorlak, whose hood was still back over his shoulders. 
 
    “The initiate has a point, Brothers, he did come to us earlier than expected.” 
 
    “But he has already completed half of the Chrysalis,” Voorlak reminded them. 
 
    “Exactly. Half. Exceedingly rare for someone whose time is at hand. It proves he came to us too early.” 
 
    “But should he not stay once he has begun, Brothers? He certainly cannot return to his previous self with what he has gained here...” 
 
    “Agreed. He could not be allowed to exist in the same plane as the Normals as an Elevated. Even if his experience is incomplete.” 
 
    “Brothers, what is the procedure for a Reversion?” 
 
    “He would lose what he has gained,” offered Voorlak. “He would return healthy and whole, but without knowledge or memory of his experience. By chance, he may retain some recollection of having visited the Temple, but nothing more.” 
 
    “The Brethren find this procedure as acceptable?” There was a unified aye in response. “Does the initiate have anything to say on his own behalf?” 
 
    “You may speak Jack,” coached Voorlak. 
 
    Steele cleared his throat, “I can't pretend to know the full ramifications of what is happening here. What I can say is, that I am honored to be here and I hope, in the future, when the time is right, I will get the opportunity to return. I truly appreciate what you have done for me and your compassion in this matter. Thank you...”  
 
    “It is more a matter of pragmatism than compassion, my Brother. It is rare, but early arrivals have occurred before. Even more rare, is for an initiate to awaken early. Even rarer yet, is the knowledge or feeling of ill-timing and will or desire to go back. Arriving here should not be taken lightly. However, harmony being the key to all societies, especially ours, we could not in good conscience force you to stay. The solemn and binding oath you take upon yourself, must be taken of your own free will and accord. There are no guarantees of course, but perhaps we will see you again at a more appropriate time.”  
 
    Steele looked to Voorlak, “What happens now?” 
 
    “We will take a ballot.” 
 
    Jack ran his fingers through his hair, “I'm confused, I thought you all agreed...” 
 
    “On the procedure, not the outcome...”  
 
    His heartbeat quickened; something had changed and he couldn't put his finger on it, “I don't understand, what other outcome is there?” 
 
    “You do not feel you are ready to be here,” said a barrel-chested figure, a heavy white beard hanging out of the hooded shadow. “We must decide to send you back in good form, or let you pass.” 
 
    “Pass?” That word sent a spike of adrenalin up his back, “Pass to where...?” 
 
    “Pass to that house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens... Die.” 
 
    “Oh - wait, wait, wait...” Steele waved. 
 
    “The initiate will retire from the chamber while the Brethren ballot. Senior and Junior Stewards, escort Mr. Steele.” 
 
    Chambers? But we're outside... Jack might've run if he felt it might do any good; he knew better. “How will I know...” in mid-sentence, he found himself in the Temple's front foyer, facing the outer doors, “what you have decided...” It took a moment for recognition and comprehension. He spun around, the two sentries were blocking his way, their staffs crossed in an X barring him from the Temple. “Oh, man, oh man, oh man...” he mumbled, pacing, rubbing his arms, his body suddenly covered with creepy-crawly, pins and needles. “Crap, crap, crap... This isn't good, oh man, this isn't good... Oh my God, what am I gonna' do... Alité, if you can hear me, I love you...”   
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 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    VALHALLA OR PURGATORY : THORNE AT MY SIDE 
 
    He waited for his eyes to register shapes or light in the darkness but nothing happened, the blackness was absolute. Were his eyes even open? He made a physical effort to open his eyes and blink - he could feel them... He took a deep breath. He knew he was breathing but there was nothing of note... except... leather. He could smell leather. He moved his body and could hear the familiar creak. It took him a moment to realize he was clothed in his flight jacket and when he searched his other senses, taking a physical inventory, he could feel his pants and flight boots. Where the hell am I?  
 
    Extending his arms to either side, his knuckles struck hard, smooth, cool surfaces about twelve inches away, causing a spike of panic. He reached out in front of him, touching another surface almost at arm's length, the stress deepening. His mind foggy, he couldn't remember anything, least of all where he could possibly be. Am I dead? Dear God I'm in a coffin...Wait... what if I'm alive? I'm breathing, right? Holy fuck, I've been buried alive! 
 
    “HEY!” he shouted, slapping the surface above him. “Let me the fuck out of here!” He pounded with his hands, alternately kicking, his boots thumping loudly on the metal surface. Terror gripped his guts like a vice, a hundred B horror movies running through his head... 
 
    “Jack Steele, I am detecting extremely high levels of dopamine and adrenaline. Your heart and respiratory rates are far above normal. Are you in distress?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I'm in distress, I've been buried alive!” 
 
    “You are not. You are in a pure oxygen sleep chamber.” 
 
    “What...” he said flatly. 
 
    “Please calm yourself.” 
 
    “Where the hell are we... am I?” he corrected himself. “And who are you?” 
 
    “I am assuming you mean other than being in a pure oxygen sleep chamber... Cartographically speaking, our location is unknown.” A holographic screen appeared above his wrist, “I am your MOBIUS, of course.” 
 
    The glow of her hologram washed across him and he squinted from its brightness even though it was dimmed for total darkness. He let his head drop back to the pillow and let his arms drop to his chest, breathing deep, trying to calm his nerves and his heart. 
 
    “That is much improved.” 
 
    “Why can't you tell where we are?” 
 
    “I have no outside signal to connect to, there is no available network.” 
 
    “Crap. How do I get out of this damn thing?” 
 
    “It is most likely voice activated with a manual control somewhere...” 
 
    “Think I found something,” muttered Jack. His fingers fumbled in a slot along his right side in the pad he was lying on, locating a small lever he could lift with his fingertips. The seal on the chamber released with a pssshhh like a soda can and the surface he was on moved out into the open, the side folding down, allowing him to swing his feet off the pad and sit upright. “Lights, ten percent...?” The small eight-foot by ten-foot room appeared around him in a dull, muted glow, a small desk and chair, the sleep chamber and a tall skinny locker the only things in the room besides him. “Oh man,” he sighed... “am I in prison?” 
 
    “I cannot answer that question.” 
 
    He stood up carefully, testing his legs, a little unsteady. “Feel like I haven't walked in a while...” 
 
    “I have no records of activity before...” 
 
    Steele swiped the screen closed, “If you can't add anything useful, shut up,” he quipped, annoyed. A small refrigerator built into the wall next to the desk, under the locker, had bottles of water and some sort of snack bars. Selecting a few items, he ambled towards the door which split in half on a diagonal, disappearing into the bulkhead without hesitation. Stepping over the hatch threshold sailors often referred to as knee-knockers, he found the passageway dimly lit, no brighter than the room he'd left. It stretched in both directions. Listening intently, he heard nothing other than the noise of absolute silence in his ears. It felt unnatural.   
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Steele walked the passageway, helping himself along with his hands on whichever side was closest, his legs seemingly weak. Wherever he was, it was certainly utilitarian. Clean but plain, and by all appearances, relatively new. The narrow corridor came to a T and he decided to go straight, hoping the hatchway in front of him would lead to something revealing. Like the one in his cubicle, it split in half on a diagonal, disappearing into the bulkhead and he stepped carefully over the knee-knocker... 
 
    A spread of stars reached across his field of view and around on either side, tears welling in his eyes as he surveyed the work stations on the ship's bridge. Not understanding his emotions, he moved from station to station, examining them closely, searching for anything familiar. The layout and darkened stations were totally foreign to him, though he felt comfortable within the space. Is this my ship? He ran his fingers through his hair, and stood at the front of the bridge staring at the vista displayed on the screen, several live video insets showing remote cameras at various angles. Camera Angle Three, showed landing gear and the belly of the ship; as well as anchor spikes holding the ship to the surface of a sizable asteroid drifting on the edge of a field. Scanning the inserts he spotted another, displaying a ship from an outside profile view. Was that this ship, or an additional ship? 
 
    Steele backed himself to the command chair, watching the screens, dropping into the seat. “Who's ship is this...?” he whispered aloud, surveying the unfamiliar bridge, digging through his memory and finding nothing. 
 
    “It's my ship...”  
 
    Steele spun the command seat to meet the voice at the back of the bridge, a figure about his own height standing inside the hatchway. “Lights, twenty-five percent...” He squinted as the lights came up, “And who are you?” 
 
    “Jack, it's me... Don't you recognize me?” 
 
    Steele's eyes narrowed, his brow furrowed, recognition slow, suddenly firing a flash of familiarity. “Michel Thorne?!”  
 
    “Sup, Brother.”  
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Michel Thorne; a wide-shouldered, sandy-haired Belgian with blue-gray eyes, a broad, ready smile, a wicked sense of humor, and an IQ that Jack always felt had no bounds. Plain and simple, the guy was one of the smartest people he'd ever known; genius category stuff. And a friend he'd known for over two decades. No slouch himself, easily considered gifted, Jack often felt like a dull rock trying to cut butter compared to Michel's intellect. But that never seemed to affect or interfere with the long, topic-driven discussions, or bar-b-que fueled joke fests around the pool on weekends.  
 
    Michel was a computer and math wiz that did a stint as an ethical hacker working security penetrations, exploiting vulnerabilities and weaknesses in hardware and software for anyone needing to test their systems, including government agencies. That was long before the position was widely recognized, or even required white hat certifications. He had several offers to work strictly government gigs, but the restrictions were so heavy, so security sensitive, he became concerned about his family and chose the public sector, never looking back. And the money in the public sector was much better - that never hurt either. 
 
    Michel slid the mug across the table in the ship's small, empty cafeteria, “You still do the tea thing, right?” 
 
    Steele nodded, pulling the mug towards him, sliding the creamer over towards his friend for his coffee. “What the hell are you doing out here, Mike?” 
 
    Michel never begrudged Jack the incorrect use of his name in any form or manner he chose to use it, but he was the only one allowed that luxury. “I could ask you the very same question, buddy. How is it you found yourself floating out here all alone in an emergency life pod?” 
 
    “I was? I don't remember anything.” 
 
    Michel nodded, “Yep. There you were, floating along, pretty as you please, right across in front of us. Almost ran your ass over.” 
 
    Steele snorted, a curl at the corners of his mouth, “Well, thanks for not doing that. And thanks for picking me up...” 
 
    Michel blew steam off his coffee, “Any idea how you ended up out there?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, “No freaking idea. I can't remember anything except my damn name...” He sipped his tea.  
 
    “Well you remembered me...” Michel smiled crookedly, “eventually. You always were a little slow...” 
 
    Steele almost snorted tea through his nose, “Screw you,” he smirked. “I love you too... Wait,” his eyes widened, “Pattiwillow!” 
 
    Michel's eyebrows lifted, “What's that now?” 
 
    “A name. I think... A woman.” 
 
    “Well, that's helpful,” commented Michel dryly. 
 
    “No it's not,” countered Jack. 
 
    “Yeah, you're right,” snarked, Michel. “It's not worth shit. Think of something better.” 
 
    “Something better...” muttered Jack shaking his head, “Y'know, I forgot what a pain in the ass you can be.” He watched Michel's expression jump to joke mode, cutting him off, waggling his finger, “No. No. Quit it. No ass jokes, no... ” He watched his friend pout in an exaggerated fashion and suddenly the years slid away and they were sitting around the pool again, the bar-b-que sizzling with burgers or steaks; he could almost smell them grilling. “Mikie, where's Rosa... Rosa and the girls?” 
 
    Michel snapped back to serious, “Safe. With my mom and dad. I moved them back to Kepplar about six months ago...” 
 
    “What do you mean, back to Kepplar?” 
 
    “Back. As in return...” smirked Michel. 
 
     “I know what back means, asshat,” chuckled Jack. 
 
    “Back, as in home,” replied Michel, more seriously. “I was born on Kepplar 22B. Mom and dad moved to earth when I was little. You remember, my dad was an engineer; he came for work. I guess they visited once, a few years before I was born, and decided to come back to live.” 
 
    'Well that explains a lot...” 
 
    Michel's head tilted to one side, “Like what?” 
 
    Steele tapped his skull behind his ear where the translator disk sat beneath his skin, “Why you could pick up languages just by listening to them. I remember sitting in a restaurant with you, listening to two guys speaking Greek in the next booth and all of a sudden you're in a conversation with them... speaking Greek.” 
 
    Michel dismissed it with a wave, “Dude, that was all me. I didn't get a disk until about four or five years ago when I started coming out here. You forget, I grew up in Belgium. You travel around Europe a bit and you pick up everything; German, French, Italian...” he ticked them off on his fingers. 
 
    “Yeah,” interrupted Jack, “I lived in Chicago - I never picked up any Spanish, Polish or Korean...” 
 
    Michel shrugged, “We're wired different. No sweat, man.” It was silent for awhile; there was much to talk about but he could tell Jack was struggling. “Look, dude, I think you're still under the influence of whatever is in your system. You were pretty heavily sedated in that lifepod. Why don't you sleep it off for a little while longer?” 
 
    Steele bobbed his head, his eyelids heavy, “If it's all the same to you, I'd rather not go back in that box, I'll stretch out on the bridge...” 
 
    Michel smiled, “I get it. The command chairs are pretty comfy. I'll come get you when our sleep cycle wakes...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Michel Thorne stood in the center of the bridge of the Marauder Class gunship his father had helped design. The Black Widow was the first prototype ever built by the new startup, Antwerp Shipworks, and it had been a three-month odyssey to track her down and liberate her from the disgruntled partner who had stolen her and disappeared. Fortunately, retrieving her was bloodless, Thorne being able to hack into the secured ship and rewrite her code and registry to reflect the proper ownership. The ship was restored, renamed, crewed and gone before the thief ever knew it was missing from his stable. Before leaving, the crew recorded all the ships in his collection, disabling a fair selection before departing. Those records were anonymously sent to the UFW Ship Registry Service, to deal with as they wished.  
 
    Back in rightful ownership, the prototype, Black Widow, would be used to build interest and sales for Antwerp Shipworks' first release - and what better way to prove her viability, than to actually put her into service making money. 
 
    Standing between the command seats, the monitors and keyboard of the Captain's station tilted in his direction, Michel Thorne turned to his First Officer. “Anything show on recordings during our sleep cycle, Tom?” 
 
    “Two passes about three hours apart, Skipper,” answered his First Mate. “Nothing to indicate they detected either of us.” 
 
    “Good,” he turned to his keyboard and called up several new camera views. “All gunners scan your sectors...” 
 
    “Aye, all gunners standing by.” 
 
    Thorne leaned in and checked his First Mate's screens, “Is the Palladium ready?” 
 
    “Awaiting your command, Skipper.” 
 
    Thorne sent a view of her to an inset on the big screen, “Tell her to cut loose.”  
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    The cargo hauler lifted off a neighboring asteroid, rising well above it, her gear retracting, before turning and moving off, away from the Black Widow, the blue glow of her main engines brightening. “Full scans, all spectrums,” ordered Thorne. “Helm, pull our anchors.” 
 
    The anchor spikes, forcefully fired into the asteroid's surface, were hydraulically ripped out, a metal against concrete squeal reverberating up into the deck as they were withdrawn into the landing gear before the gear retracted into the hull. The Black Widow floated free and Jack Steele, semi-reclined in the Captain's seat, opened his eyes, realizing he was no longer alone on the bridge. “Uh-oh...” he brought the seat upright, angling to slide out and relinquish his position. 
 
    Thorne patted his shoulder, “You're fine, Bro, stay put.” He watched the diminishing Palladium on the big screen, “Anything on those scans?”  
 
    “Nothing yet, Skipper.”  
 
    Michel Thorne straightened up and folded his arm across his chest, calm and collected. Watching. Waiting. “C'mon out and play, boys,” he breathed.  
 
    It suddenly occurred to Jack... the Palladium was bait.  
 
    “The Palladium is turning away from the field toward the gate...” 
 
    Thorne checked the command screen facing him, “Right on time. If they're out here it'll be any minute now.” 
 
    Jack's curiosity was piqued, “Who are...” 
 
    Thorne stalled his friend's inquiry with a raised index finger, his attention split between his command screens and the big screen, scan data scrolling on one side. 
 
    “Contact...” announced the Radar Officer. “One ship. A light Cutter, hanging on the edge of the field. No specs with the passive scans...” 
 
    “Wait it out,” cautioned Thorne. “She's not alone.” He nudged Jack with his elbow, “You're going to want to pay attention to this, because you're going to want one of these baby's after you see this...” 
 
    “Two more contacts, smaller, possibly heavy fighters, hanging on the edge of the field, Skipper.” 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” mused Michel, skewing his mouth in thought. “Helm, move in, slowly, keep us on the dark side of these rocks.” 
 
    “Aye.” The nose of the Black Widow swung towards the contacts and she skirted around the asteroid, weaving methodically through the edge of the field, asteroids passing on alternate sides of the ship like a skier on a slalom course.  
 
    “Skipper, we've got a total of three fighters now, leaving the field to pursue the Palladium. The Cutter is staying put.” 
 
    “Close on the Cutter,” commanded Thorne, “stay concealed.” He reached over and turned the monitors and keyboard to face Jack, “Keep an eye on these,” he clapped his shoulder, “you're going to like what you see...” With an ear-to-ear grin he stepped up behind the helmsman and slapped the back of his command chair, “I got this.” Michel slid in as the helmsman slid out, the controls never without a hand on them, a practiced swap that required precise timing to avoid a collision with any one of the thousands of city-block or larger, rocks around them. “Watch your right-hand screen, Jack.” 
 
    Steele's right-hand screen displayed live; overhead, profile and stern schematics, the systems in use, and deployed equipment, their stats and condition. 
 
    “EWO, you with me?” 
 
    “Aye Skipper.” 
 
    Michel Thorne was a talented pilot, sliding the Black Widow back and forth, up and down, asteroids flashing past on all sides in a blur. “Prepare to jam all frequencies. As soon as I hit her, link up and rip her data.” His hands danced across the controls in front of him between the stick and throttle, the systems coming to life on Jack's screen. “Main weapons systems live. Shields up and gunners weapons-free on engagement...” 
 
     Thorne swung the Black Widow clear of the edge of the asteroid field, surprised the Cutter had yet to recognize the threat as his gun pipper came to rest on her stern. With his thumb he flipped the cover up on his launch button, a deployed pod of Stryker rockets waiting. 
 
    “Her shields are coming up, Skipper, main engines engaged...” 
 
    Having selected all guns, Thorne squeezed his weapons trigger, “Too little, too late.” The amount of noise surprised Jack; twin seventy-five-millimeter auto-cannons roaring away, reverberating through the hull, accompanied by a set of pulse lasers screaming. And that didn't even account for the turrets that added to the cacophony, wacking away at the Cutter as they screamed past. The big screen switched to a rear view as the darkened hull of the Cutter shrunk behind them, her shredded stern glowing, one engine floating free, the other just debris and microdust strung out behind her as she coasted along, powerless. “Damn,” Michel retracted the rocket pods, I didn't even get a chance to use them...” He rolled the ship, pulling her in a tight arc to pursue the fighters that were set to intercept the Palladium. “Did we get our data?” 
 
    “Aye, Skipper, a full rip.” 
 
    “Good. She still jammed?” 
 
    “Permanently.” 
 
    “Nice job.” Let the Palladium know we're coming... on an open channel. These doorknobs can decide if they want to stay or go.” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Thorne dropped himself into the seat across the table from Jack, setting his food down, “Food's not too bad,” he smirked, “but we could probably do with a better chef,” he said a little too loudly. 
 
    “Hey, I heard that,” came a voice from behind them. 
 
    “I knew they would run,” continued Thorne. We essentially popped their base...” 
 
    “Base? That was a pretty small ship to be a base. That thing could never take in those fighters.” 
 
    “Doesn't have to,” countered Thorne, sipping his drink. “They do the same thing we did; set down on an asteroid. They can EVA back and forth between the fighters and mama. Pretty easy - they probably have permanent anchors sunk into the rock, a supply stash, maybe even a small pod building or two. They set up for two or three weeks and pick off a load or two and they head home to unload.” He took a bite of his sandwich, “They dogged us last time we went through here, so I decided to see if we could set them up.” 
 
    “Kind of a gamble...” 
 
    Michel shrugged, “Life is a gamble. You gotta play to win. I like my odds though.” He tapped on the table, “She's pretty sweet, isn't she? I can set you up with one, we could run together. I'm sure I could get dad to arrange a lease option to buy or something if you're strapped.” 
 
    “Before I do anything, I need to get home, Mike...” 
 
    “Your head clearer?” 
 
    “Steele nodded, “Yep. Remember most everything. Most. Still some gaps though.” 
 
    Michel put both elbows on the table, leaning closer, “I'm sure we could arrange something, but I'm not headed back to Earth anytime soon...” 
 
    “Not Earth,” countered Jack, “Veloria, it's in Velora Prime.” 
 
    “Velora Prime...” Michel slid back in his chair, “Hey isn't that where the UFW had a huge fight last year with the FreeRangers?” 
 
    “That's the one...” 
 
    “I remember seeing that on the GalNet News. Weren't there like 30 ships or something destroyed in that fight?” 
 
    “If you included fighters,” offered Jack. “Not capital ships.” 
 
    Michel leaned in again, speaking in hushed tones, “I heard that whole thing was over a ship the FreeRangers had offered a bounty on... I can't remember the name of the ship though...” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Jacked waved it off, unsure how much to reveal. “How much do you know about when I disappeared?” 
 
    “I remember it scared the crap out of Rosa when two guys in black suits came to the house to ask me about you. She freaked because I was away on business. Out here.” 
 
    “Mmm, sorry about that. How long have you been coming out here?” 
 
    “About two years before you disappeared,” replied Michel. 
 
    Steele shook his head, “So all those times, you were gone for business for like a month or two...” 
 
    “Yeah. Out here.” 
 
    Steele folded his arms and leaned back, “You prick, you lied to me. On-site work for a client... ass.” 
 
    Thorne laughed, “What the hell was I going to tell you? Like you would have believed me?” It was silent for a moment, “So how did you get out here?” 
 
    “If I told you I'd have to kill you,” joked Steele. Michel rolled his eyes and Jack leaned in, “Are you now, or have you ever, worked for the FreeRangers?” 
 
    Thorne recoiled like he'd been slapped, “What? Hell no! You know me better than that. I may not always play by the rules but I have ethics for God's sake. Whatever we say doesn't leave this table...” 
 
    “Fair enough,” nodded Jack approvingly. “I disappeared because I was accidentally abducted. Long story,” he waved. “The ship the FreeRangers had the bounty on, was the Freedom...” 
 
    “That's it!” snapped Michel, “The Freedom - yeah I...” 
 
    “That was my ship,” continued Jack, thumbing his chest. “We lost her in that fight. Along with some very good people...” his expression darkened, “That still bothers me...” 
 
    “Ass, you're full of shit,” argued Thorne with a dismissive gesture. When Steele remained stone-faced, he knew it was the truth. “Your ship? Like, as in, Captain? Wasn't that a cruiser?”  
 
    “Converted into a Jump Carrier,” countered Jack. “I had some remarkable people working on her - we were very blessed to have found them. Since we were freelancing for the UFW at the time, I was offered a choice; a replacement ship or a full commission...” 
 
    Michel tilted his head, waving a come on gesture, “Aaand?” 
 
    “Rear Admiral, Task Force Lancer; an Oijin, Squadron-Class Carrier, a Chimera-Class Battleship, two Freedom-Class Carriers, a Halceón Class Jump Frigate, a Missile Destroyer and some assorted support vessels.” 
 
     “Whaat?!” Michel stared questioningly, but Jack's expression never wavered, “Dear God, you're not kidding...” 
 
    Steele absentmindedly tapped his index finger on his lips in thought, “Still not sure if it was the right choice or not. I don't think life was any easier before...” He sighed, “But it sure was less complicated.” 
 
    Michel Thorne was not often at a loss for words, but his wheels were spinning, a million questions, and where to start? “So how... when...” He wiped his hand through the air like he was erasing an invisible chalkboard, “OK, you've got an entire task force, but you were out here, alone, in an emergency pod...” His hands went wide in a grand gesture, “What's up with that? How did that even happen?” 
 
    “That's where the blank is... I was on a special assignment. We were on G'Naroth Sarat in Bengaloo...”  
 
    “The whole task force?” 
 
    “No-no, single ship. We stopped in Amanpoor to pick up some... supplies.” 
 
    “I know Amanpoor,” confirmed Michel, “and I know you can pick up a lot more than... supplies. What did you get yourself into?” 
 
     Steele waved it off, “It wasn't supplies, it was just supplies. Forget the supplies, it had nothing to do with the supplies, it was just our excuse for going there.” 
 
    “OK,” said Michel, not totally convinced. 
 
    “Several of us went to a place called the Black Star... or something...” 
 
    “Black Hole Bar & Grill,” corrected Michel, “yeah I know it.” 
 
    Sighing heavily, Steele continued, “Anyway, the name I remembered earlier; Pattiwillow, she was the bartender. But that's where the blank starts.” 
 
    “Think she drugged you?” 
 
    Jack pondered that for a moment, “I hadn't considered that. But I am now.” 
 
    “Wait, so your last memory is from Amanpoor, on G'Naroth Sarat? Is that what you're telling me?” 
 
    Steele rubbed his forehead in consternation, “Yeah.” 
 
    “Jack, we're in Madrassas; two systems and a temperamental star from Bengaloo. The corridor just opened back up two weeks ago... How long is your memory gap?” 
 
    Steele pulled up his sleeve, indicating his MOBIUS, “I don't know, she had no connection earlier.” 
 
    “We go completely dark when we're in sleep cycle.” He pointed at Jack's wrist, “Try her now, she should be fine.” 
 
    Steele pulled up a holoscreen, MOBI connecting him instantly to the Black Widow's network, reaching GalNet, the news logo appearing in the upper corner next to the date. He stared at the date, willing it to be something else... sixty-three days? “Sixty-three days,” he said slowly, his voice deadpan. 
 
    Michel's eyes widened, “Two months? Man, this is bad...” 
 
    “I have almost two-hundred missed contacts and personal messages...” His eyes burned and a lump grew in his throat, “Oh, my God... They must all think I'm dead.” He rubbed his face with both hands, “Mike, I need to call my wife...” 
 
    Mike pointed to the crew's showers, “Go get cleaned up and pull yourself together, we'll set up a call from my office. 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    Space was at a premium in a ship like the Black Widow, so the Captain's office was small in comparison to what Jack had become used to. Off the main passageway instead of the bridge, Steele stepped over the knee-knocker into the office, the door closing quietly behind him. “You look better,” commented Thorne, sitting with his feet up on his desk. 
 
    “I feel better.” Jack sat across from him, “Any idea how long I was in the rescue pod?” 
 
    Thorne slid an e-Pad across the desk at his friend, “The guys ran through the computer before we dumped the pod, there was nothing but climate and life support settings. No manufacturer, origin, dates, recorded files... no anything. Like a generic unit. Never seen anything like that.” 
 
    Butterflies in his stomach, Jack sighed, not bothering to look at the report. “Hmm. OK, let's make this call...” 
 
    “I'm proud of you, Brother,” smirked Michel, “getting all married like an adult and stuff.”  
 
    “Oh, shut up...”  
 
    “Whaat,” gestured Michel, cracking a sarcastic smirk, “you've been single forever, it was time. I'm thinking if you waited this long, she's got to be something special, right?” He pulled his feet down and leaned forward, his elbows on the edge of the desk. “She's hot, isn't she... I know you, Jack, she's probably a looker... Is she sane though?”  
 
    “Mikie,” grunted Steele in an admonishment, rolling his eyes. His MOBIUS forwarded to the big screen on the wall, an animated holding image of a waving purple flag emblazoned with the Velorian Royal Crest in white, the same winged horse that was on Jack's ring, greeted them.  
 
    Michel Thorne caught the parallel instantly, “Is that a Royal Crest?” He pointed at the screen. 
 
    “Mmm, hmm.” 
 
    “Isn't that the same thing that's on your ring?” he indicated Jack's hand with a flip of his thumb. 
 
    “Mmm, hmm.” 
 
    “What did you do,” laughed, Thorne, “marry a Princess or something?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Out of the corner of Jack's eye, he caught Thorne's expression mix surprise and disbelief. 
 
    An unfamiliar woman's face appeared on the screen; she was middle-aged, not unattractive, but matronly, and again, out of the corner of his eye, Thorne's expression changed to disappointment. “I am sorry,” apologized the woman, “the Royal Family is not accepting any communications in this time of mourning. We appreciate your...” 
 
    “Excuse me,” interrupted Steele, “who are you? And why are you answering Alité's personal device?” 
 
    Her demeanor switched from pleasant and condescending to indignant in a flash. “And who are you...” she snapped. “I will thank you to keep a respectful tongue in your head, and address Her Majes...” 
 
    “Admiral Jack Steele,” he cut in, leaning closer to the screen, his voice measured. “And I'd really like to speak with my wife, Alité Galaýa Steele.” The woman's expression went momentarily slack, color draining from her face, frozen in place, her mouth open mid-sentence. “Now would be good,” he added. 
 
    There was a moment where Steele could swear she vibrated like a child doing the pee-pee dance. “I, I, I... my apologies,” she stammered, looking panicked, “please wait... please.” There was a high-pitched wail, cut off as the video feed dropped back to the holding screen, the flag waving at them again. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” blurted Thorne. 
 
    The seconds ticked away feeling like minutes, the screen winking back to a live picture, Alité Galaýa Steele, Queen of Veloria, staring back at her husband. Her eyes quickly changed from near black to brown to a vivid purple, her expression of irritation melting away, her eyes moist, her hands covering her mouth in surprise. “You're alive!” she gasped, tears running down her cheeks. “My King,” she breathed, her hands lowering. 
 
    “My Queen,” smiled Jack, fighting back his emotions lest they overtake him. 
 
    He heard a whisper to his left, “Please tell me those are pet names...” Steele reached across the desk and rapped his friend in the hand as discreetly as possible. 
 
    Alité's eyes shifted, “And who is this?” She wiped the tears away, awkwardly managing composure. 
 
    “Alité Galaýa Steele,” Jack nodded toward Michel, “my friend of more than twenty years; Mr. Michel Thorne, of Antwerp Shipworks, Captain of the Black Widow. Michel, my wife; Alité Galaýa Steele, Queen of Veloria. The only woman in the Universe with the key to my heart...”  
 
       Michel Thorne smiled his broad smile, warm and genuine, not missing a beat, “I am pleased to meet you, Your Highness... you are married to a remarkable man.” 
 
    “Thank you Mr. Thorne,” she smiled brightly, “I am well aware of that. And I am certain, to have remained friends for as long as you have, you must be equally remarkable.” She leaned closer, almost whispering, “May I ask a favor of you, Mr. Thorne...? Might I have a few moments of privacy with my husband?” 
 
    Michel's smile never faded as he rose from his chair, “Of course, you may have as many as you wish. I am sure you have quite a bit to talk about...” He patted Jack on the shoulder, leaning in, “You did good, buddy,” he whispered in his ear. He straightened up, clearing his throat, “I suddenly feel the need to call Rosa... tell her how much I miss her...” 
 
      
 
    ■ ■ ■ 
 
      
 
    There were a few moments of silence where they just stared at each other, smiles and tears mixed. “The Admiralty has you listed as lost or dead,” she said quietly. “They notified us about four weeks ago.” 
 
    “The reports of my demise have been greatly exaggerated,” he smiled weakly.  
 
    “Your ship is missing in action. It disappeared nearly eight weeks ago and there's been no contact or trace of it since.” 
 
    Steele's eyes clouded over with tears, and his voice choked, “Fritz,” he whispered. “Have they even searched?” 
 
    “The Admiral wouldn't tell me, something about protecting operational security. I am so sorry,” she told him, wanting to reach out and touch him. “Will you search for him?” 
 
    “I'm not really in a position to do that right now.” 
 
    “I miss you so much it hurts,” she squeaked, her voice cracking. “I didn't want to believe I'd lost you... but then when you visited us...” 
 
    “Visited...?” 
 
    She explained the ghostly apparition of him that had appeared in Colton's room, then again, at a later date, to her alone. “You said, 'If you can hear me, I love you'.” His face went blank; did he remember that? Is that even possible? Had he been dead at some point? 
 
    “Where are you, Jack?” 
 
    He shook it off, “We're in Madrassas headed to Nihlquist. Michel has a delivery to ArmaCore...” 
 
    “I'll send a ship for you...” 
 
    “No, no,” he waved emphatically, “we're in dark territory. I don't want you risking any assets out here. And I definitely don't want you out here.” He caught her change in expression, “Don't give me that look, Missy,” he scolded, “I know damn well you'd be on any ship you sent.” 
 
    “How long?” She put her hands together like she was praying, touching her lips with the tips of her fingers, “Before you're home?” 
 
    A number flashed in Jack's mind, followed by a star chart showing each and every system, gate and connection. “Twelve systems,” he blurted, not understanding how he knew. Calculations he didn't understand or control, rolled through his mind, “Thirty-three days, thirteen hours...” 
 
    “Did you just figure that out in your head?” she interrupted, looking at him with suspicion. 
 
    “I must have seen it somewhere,” he said slowly, not believing it himself. 
 
    “Because I know you, husband, calculus is not your one of your strengths...” 
 
    He dismissed it, “I don't know - It doesn't matter. God is bringing me home - to my Queen...” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “True Atheism: The belief that nothing existed. And nothing was happening. And while nothing existed and nothing was happening, for no reason and without intervention, nothing magically exploded, creating something. Which mysteriously became everything. After nothing exploded for no reason into everything, a bunch of something which was previously nothing, luckily contained all the necessary building blocks for everything, and magically rearranged itself for no reason whatsoever. Without guide or plan, this nothing became something special. Something so magical, so intelligently designed, that it can replicate itself, can reason, is self-aware, can dream, explore, invent, understand, interpret, create, reach into space, yet be stupid enough to reason that everything came from nothing.  Yep, makes perfect sense.” 
 
                                                                                                           ~ Vice Admiral Jack Steele 
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     THE END - FOR NOW... 
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