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Chapter 1 – Cheater

	“Hey!” I blurted when I noticed Flower sneaking another card as I stared idly out the windows of the huge Quonset hut repair bay of pinger maintenance in Agri-Grid A1 here on Tau Ceti Prime. I had been watching the dim auroras play across the green and blue sky, the last remnants of ionization in the atmosphere from the superstorms of the Perihelion Pass. And we hadn't felt an earth tremor in days.

	I pointed an accusing finger at the innocent looking pinger, her orb-shaped body tilted to the side as her ocular port iris widened to accentuate that faux innocence. “You little cheater!” So that's how she always seemed to get a disproportionate number of full moons in the game!

	She squeed out a two-toned response which sounded suspiciously like, “Full moon,” as she ignored my accusation and laid down her eight cards in front of me.

	I sputtered out, “I saw you stealing a card this time, stinker!”

	She rolled her orb to mime shrugging her shoulder while my other pingers who were already eliminated from the game all warbled in what I knew to be laughter at my expense. Well, of course, they took her side, all the silly boys had crushes on her. I poked her right below her ocular port and said, “You, Flower, are no lady. Now I know why you are undefeated in Eights.”

	She squeed in an oscillating high, and low pitch, the audible binary language my pingers have developed to communicate with me audibly. Over the months since they started using it, I've found I don't need to count the highs and lows much anymore to understand what they are saying. It's just like learning any other new language.

	I sighed at the cheat-bot and replied as she turned her orb down bashfully. Yeah, I know, she was playing me, but she's just so flanterskelling cute. I droned out, “Love you too, Flower.” Then I leaned forward and kissed her right on the ocular port and confiscated her cards. “No more Eights for you.”

	She squeed out a disappointed but somehow smug, “Aaaawww.”

	Then I looked around at the boys with an accusing smirk. “Don't look so innocent guys. You could have warned me.”

	Glitch was warbling in what sounded like a giggle. The little bootwaffle. I smiled at him as I put the cards back in their box. It was an actual pressed paper box, like the cards, which were of thick pressed paper too. They were positively antique. Any bio-matter on Prime was used to mix into the soil here dirtside to enrich the carbon content of it in the farms and to fertilize the crops.

	These weren't made of the silicate-based cerama-plastics that have been required to be used in place of bio-products the past few hundred years here on Prime. They were my mom's cards, contraband, and I never did learn where she got them before she passed.

	I eyed the makeshift memory matrix assembly I had cobbled together from matrix crystals from a couple of the broken maintenance isopads from around the repair bay. It wasn't pretty, but it allowed her to use her grappler... to cheat at cards among other things after she sacrificed her own grappler memory matrix control crystal to help save my girlfriend's life.

	I absently looked up at the ceiling imagining the cities that were in high orbit of Prime at the moment. I still didn't know how my sexy Sky Guard ranger was doing. In the past two weeks, I was only able to contact New Terra once between breaks in the monster storms of the perihelion, and it was spotty communications with the high amount of ionization in the atmosphere.

	It was Lady Peregrine herself who responded when I used the old hand-cranked communication station that was hooked into the huge satellite transceiver arrays at the terraforming station. From what I could piece together from the fragments of the transmission that got through, was that Vashon was stabilized and the 'doctors' were working on 'healing' her injuries.

	I understood the need for her basically speaking in code like that, stressing those words. It was after my girl had saved Glitch and me in one of the monster storms and she was seriously injured, that I learned of all the secrets she has kept from me, even though I had pretty much sussed it all out on my own by then.

	She had been the ranger who had stopped the Gamadine raid but had suffered so many injuries in her sacrifice, from calling her tumbril down onto her and a renegade Betweener captain, Horatio Tanner.

	She should have died from her wounds, but one secret that Captain Vashon Peregradopolis of the Sky Guard had, was that Lady Peregrine, ruler of Prime, was her mother. And the woman told the doctors to save her daughter no matter the cost.

	She was told that with implants, they could save her body, and it would even be technically legal with thirty-three percent organic replacement, just below the hard limit of thirty-five percent for high hazard, non-military individuals. As the Sky Guard is a civilian peacekeeping force and not military, they could justify it under the 4078 Humanities Act.

	The problem was the catastrophic brain damage Vash had suffered.

	There was a hard limit the Galactic Office of Ethical Standards had as to what made someone human or simply property that needed to be recycled when it came to brain tissue replacement with cybernetic implants. Thirty percent. That is what they determined in all their wisdom, as to what constituted the line between a person and a machine.

	The crystal licking bootwaffles don't have a clue as to what constitutes life and sentience. My pingers are proof of that. They live, they laugh, they love. If that isn't life, then I don't know what is. I dare anyone to spend five minutes with my family, and tell me they aren't alive and self-aware.

	Over half of Vashon's brain had been damaged in the battle; fifty-three percent to be exact. So the doctors could not operate, or they would be imprisoned for life or put to death if they did, depending on how the GOES representative here on Prime was feeling that day.

	So Lady Peregrin turned to the Director of Sciences for Prime, Anna Germaine. Doctor Germaine was also the head of Covert Sciences, a group kept secret from even the Galactic Federation.

	Doctor Germaine agreed, and she was able to replace the damaged portions of Vashon's brain. And because of another black project they were experimenting with which Vash had been assisting them with, they had a complete synaptic scan of her brain, and they were able to imprint it on the cybernetic implant.

	This had saved Vashon's life, but an unintended consequence of the process was that all of my girl's old memories have no emotional component as the associations between each memory and the emotional reciprocal in another portion of her organic brain is not there. So every memory she has from before the operation is just raw data to her. She feels like she is just watching the memory or reading about it rather than experiencing it.

	Her newer memories are all stored in her organic brain and have their emotional counterpart, so she views them as her real memories. The whole thing would be maddening to me. While stabilizing Vash here dirtside and hacking her systems and cobbling together makeshift power harnesses and control systems, I think I devised a plan to reunite her old memories and emotions. If anyone can make my concept work, it is Anna Germaine.

	If anyone ever found out the extent of my girl's implants, the GOES would force an Asimov inhibitor chip on her, and view her simply as a pinger that needs to be controlled or put down.

	Thus the need for Lady Peregrine to not openly transmit any information about her injuries on the airwaves. I appreciated what little she did share, as it had taken a huge weight off my shoulders. I was so in love with my Sky Guard ranger that my chest physically hurt with fear and worry for her after she left between lulls in the storms to go to Germaine's covert labs to be repaired.

	And now that the PP, which had lasted a few days longer than anticipated, had now passed, normal communications should be restored to the floating cities when the ionization of the atmosphere settles down. I was almost giddy with excitement.

	The great cities would start their descent back into the atmosphere in the next few days, riding the gravity wakes in the atmosphere, where there is an equilibrium between the gravitic up-currents and the static gravity well of the planet, to allow the cities to float above the surface in the sky. It is a phenomenon that is unique to Prime.

	Then I could fly the Albatross, my open air tumbril, up to visit my girl as she recovers before I have to clear away the destruction the storms left in my Agri-Grid and replant the crops that will keep all the people in the Tau Ceti system from starving to death.

	I looked at the boys who were congratulating Flower on her win, the scamps. Glitch looked over at me, his orb-shaped body swiveling on his mobility platform, sparks drizzling from below; I really needed to fix that for him, and he gave a shrug, and if the silly guy had a mouth I know he'd be smiling sheepishly. Not even he, my oldest friend, was immune to Flower's charms.

	Now I owed her another... flower. Her orb was painted in a forest of vines and colorful flowers now, instead of the safety yellow that all my other maintenance pingers were covered in. Hey, I've been really bored the last two weeks, so sue me.

	I told them, “I'm going to see if I can't get some more gain out of the com system. We should have been able to contact New Terra already, the ionization isn't half as bad as the last contact.” I saw Flower watching me. I'm sure she would be cocking an amused brow if she had one. I defended, “What? I miss her.”

	They all giggled. I wasn't that bad. It was like living with a bunch of twelve-year-olds, I swear to the gods of the cosmos. And... I loved them all.

	I prompted Glitchy, “Do me a favor? The scanners show the last storm system is hundreds of klicks out, we're in the clear, and we can shut down the photonic shields over our grid now. Can you take Blip and Wrongway out to do that and salvage any partially used backup crystals from the projectors for use in the shop?”

	He saluted and his body rotated up and down, his nod, and his four toned whistling squee sounded like an, “Aye aye, Fixit.”

	I gave him a quick grin, and he trundled over to the boys, who looked excited to be doing something other than just sitting around waiting for the Pass to end.

	I headed upstairs while Flower followed them to the door, I knew she was heading just outside the door to the little flower bed she had been tending and protecting from the small percentage of the raging storms that made it through the photonic shields and rocked the very world around us for weeks. She is fascinated with all living things and dotes on her flowers.

	The irrational part of my mind had been postulating that the photonic shields over the Agri-Grids were causing some sort of harmonic dissonance in the ionosphere and having a cumulative effect over time, and that's why we haven't been able to make contact with New Terra yet.

	I know, impossible. It was just wishful thinking. I just needed to be patient and let the ionization from the storms dissipate naturally. I stepped into my office and looked around and sighed. About a dozen Crop Hatches were trying to nest in my cot again. Those silly Fluffers weren't even scared of me anymore so didn't fly off in an explosion of feathers to the rafters like they used to.

	The flying rodents are one of the three mammalian life forms on Tau Ceti Prime. Apparently, they are like a cross between a sparrow and a squirrel from Old Earth. And they get into everything here. They are about the only thing native to this planet that isn't out to kill us.

	I tolerate them because they kept all of the various insects of Prime at bay around my crops, and keep the creeping fungus away from the fruits since the fuzzy little critters find the fungus a delicacy. Well, that and they are so flanterskelling cute.

	They are the only animal life besides insects here on Prime that can fly. It keeps them out of the Cath Saber and doglike Magna Lupus' jaws.

	All of the Fluffers that were stuck here in Agri-Grid A1 with us inside the sonic fence, now that we put a lid of coherent photons over it, have started migrating into the shop for shelter from the part of the storms that made it through the barriers.

	It was cute at first. But the past couple weeks they have grown in numbers that I don't think there is a single one flitting around outside and I wake up feeling like it is a thousand degrees in my office, just to find out I am covered by dozens of the little critters who snuggle in to steal my body heat.

	I guess it doesn't help that I've been feeding them all during the storms. Once we open the big bay doors again, I hope they go back outside and let me have a moment's peace.

	Flower has taken to naming them and seems to have a different squeeing chirp for each of them. I can't tell the cute little things apart. Well, except Dawn.

	Almost on cue, the little one with the missing front paw landed on my shoulder and wrapped her little fluffy tail around my neck. I absently reached up and scritched her between her eyes and she cooed to me.

	I looked down to the repair bay through the wall of windows and smiled at the harvesters and tenders which have been patiently waiting to get back to work. I saw Turk watching me, one of his ocular ports on its stalks tracking me. He was the biggest and smartest one in my family here and was fiercely protective of all of us. I gave him a little wave, and he bobbled his eyes in return. He must be bored out of his gourd just sitting down there.

	Well, once Glitchy drops the shield, I'm going to send all of them out to stretch their treads and prep the fields for replanting. There's no rest for the wicked. They're going to love that!

	I moved over to the communications system that was hard-wired to the arrays at the terraforming station and sat. I spun up the dynamo with the manual crank, then started the routine I have recently taken to three times a day as I spoke into the receiver, “New Terra, this is Agri-Grid A1 Actual. Please respond. Again, New Terra, this is Vega Hasher from Agri-Grid A1, requesting communications with Lady Peregrine. Please Respond.”

	It was static I was met with... well not with static, but with nothing. I had to stare at the earpiece. Was it on the fritz? I should at least hear the hissing static background noise of the ionization. I checked the relays, and they were all green.

	I looked up at the ceiling like I could see the sky. If everything was green, that meant things had cleared up enough I was getting a clean signal through. But then why wasn't I getting a response? I grabbed the big dial on the mechanical system and turned slowly to listen to all the orbiting traffic but got nothing between the bands of static from cosmic radiation.

	Deflating, I realized what that must mean. The receivers in the communications arrays must have taken a hit in that last storm. So that would mean they can hear me, I just can't hear them. The gods of the cosmos must be laughing at me now.

	I sighed then perked back up. Well if there wasn't any more interference in the atmosphere, then I could just connect to the Prime information grid! Finally! I needed some different waves to watch down here, you can only watch the same shows a limited number of times before going flanterskelling nuts.

	I'll just send a request for Vashon's condition. I tapped the virtual screen on an iso-pad and frowned at the flashing red “Unable to connect to grid, please contact technical support if the problem persists.”

	I growled at it. “Piece of trollite.” Everything down here was going to crap. I needed parts and supplies to get the repair station back up to specs. Maybe it was time to take a stand? I grabbed another iso-pad but got the same thing.

	Ooookay... they didn't rely upon the transceiver array, as they had their own lower powered transceivers in them. So what the heck was going on? For coms and data to both be down is almost impossible. There were hundreds, if not thousands of ships on orbit or in-system, and a dozen cities and agri-domes, I should be able to connect a data channel to one of them.

	I paused as something in the back of my mind chilled, and I pushed myself and rolled on the chair to another console that was covered by a dust encrusted canvas tarp. I pulled the tarp off, and the Fluffers on the cot exploded into the air to avoid the dust cloud that had me coughing. They flew to the rafters and over the wall, and I saw them all flying as a flock down to land on Turk and the others.

	I stared at the console that had probably never been used since the first days of terraforming when the Agri-Grids were first set up. An ancient air traffic control console. Once the Prime information grid was set up, consoles like these became obsolete relics of a simpler time.

	I stared at it like someone would look at some other long-extinct species, like the platypus. “Ok, so if I were an air control system, how would I work?” I would need... “Ah ha!” I'd need a transceiver array. I found an old lead and looked from it to the comm system and plugged it into a corresponding jack. The screen started to flicker, and I ran to the com system and cranked up the dynamo to charge the capacitors.

	Wooo! I would have done a victory dance, but Dawn was chittering and chastising me. I moved to the console and grinned. I'd only get hemispherical coverage, but that would be plenty to... I froze as I stared at the impossibility of the orbital traffic.

	Whispering, “No.” As I saw in our fourth most populated human occupied star system, an impossibility. The old radar style system was displaying only five huge structures orbiting the planet with declining orbital projections that had them just days out from entry into the atmosphere.

	Three were floating cities which had started their descent and return to the skies here on Prime in eight days. I expected to see that, the other three cities would be hidden behind the planet from these old systems. It wasn't the cities that had my heart thumping in my chest like a hammer. It was that besides the cities, I was reading only four other structures on a higher orbit.

	Those would be two of the three power generation stations and two of the four small Agri-Domes that grew emergency crops and some more exotic fruits and vegetables for the system.

	It was what I didn't see that had panic slowly rising. There should have been hundreds upon hundreds of ships flying about the system, but there was nothing.

	I looked at the controls and found what I needed and turned a dial and the representation of the planet shrunk, but still nothing. I did it again and saw the Tau Ceti Rift, the access point to the system which allowed faster than light travel to jump capable ships. And still nothing.

	I zoomed out to the maximum range of the unit and swallowed. There they were. Thousands of traces moving out of the system at minimum sub-light thrust. What were they doing?

	I projected a trajectory. They were all heading back to Old Earth? But it would take almost ten thousand years at minimum sub-light. The rift was the other way, a week out. It was suicide to head out to interstellar space like that.

	I tried again and again on my iso-pad but couldn't make a connection, then tried another tact and tried to bounce a signal off the... wait, where were the satellites? There should have been tens of thousands of them in orbit I could connect to.

	My fervent thoughts were brought to Ursula Prime. They had been talking about the totalitarian governance that the Galactic Federation had over the other star systems, and were talking about independence, when their entire star system had been taken out by a freak accident, a quantum fusion meltdown of their orbiting power generation station.

	Whispers on the solar winds were that it had actually been the covert Obsidian Pacification Force which the Galactic Federation has hidden from the member systems for generations. I had thought it to be just one of the spooky stories mom told me as a kid, an urban myth. But when I recently learned of Vashon's um, unique situation, I also learned of Prime's Covert Sciences, which had a Dark Fleet being built somewhere to defend against such draconian pacification here in the Tau Ceti system.

	Was this what was going on here? Was this why I couldn't contact anyone? Were coms somehow being jammed? Were those ships running for their lives from a fleet I couldn't see on the sensors? Was our Dark Fleet discovered, and now we were going to face the same fate as the Ursula system?

	If it was, it was a brilliantly evil strategy to do it during the Perihelion Pass, when all the floating cities would be in orbit with the few dirters like me being evacuated up. They could wipe out the entire population of Prime in one stroke and leave no witnesses. Then all the infrastructure here would be intact for them to take over themselves.

	Had they defeated the military? And the Sky Guard tumbrils that would have gone out in support of them? Was I the lone witness to a culling? They wouldn't know of me or the Betweeners, the pirates that live on the surface of Prime somewhere. If they did know about them and me, would they bomb us from orbit?

	I couldn't bring myself to continue that line of thought. Just shut up and think Fixit. What do you know? The information grid was down. Communications are down. The cities are still there and still have power and propulsion since they are moving in orbit toward the gravity wakes for atmospheric entry. So unless everyone was somehow killed in the cities, the population of Prime was still alive. Tens of thousands of people aboard all the rift jumper capable ships as well as the sub-light maintenance and recreational ships are running out-system from something I can't detect.

	If they don't get turned around, they will exhaust their fuel and food supplies in weeks and drift in icy tombs for millennia toward Terra.

	I saw the shimmer through the bay door windows and felt the thrum as the different sections of the photonic shield dropped. Oh no, what was I going to tell Flower and the boys?

	Nothing Fixit, because you don't know anything yet! No need to worry them.

	I spun toward the stairs as Flower came screaming up, no seriously her squee was high pitched like a scream as she rocketed up on her tank-treaded mobility platform. Her iris was wide, looking frantic as she came to a stop in front of me. Dawn jumped from my shoulder to glide to Flower and curl around her ocular port.

	I almost stumbled back when Flower said in Vashon's voice, “Come on Fixie, answer. We saw the photonic shields go down, so the signal has to get through. Fixie, Fixie, Fixit? Where are you love? Come on, please work. Vega? Are you...” Flower turned her attention from the Fluffer climbing on her to me, and I saw her iris focus and Vash's voice said, “Vega! There you are! Are you receiving? I'm piggybacking on your pinger's makeshift com network.”

	I moved closer to Flower and looked up to the ceiling, toward the cities in orbit then I focused on my pinger's eye. “Vash?”

	I blinked. My ranger had somehow found and hacked into the communications network Flower, and the boys had been developing on their own? My heart was beating so hard I could feel it in my throat, throbbing in my neck. It was an adrenaline rush from the realization that Vash was still alive. Any thoughts of the cities just being the floating tombs of over two million were cast aside, a profound relief took its place.

	Flower just sat there, looking abuzz herself as Vashon's voice came through the vocal synthesizer that Flower could no longer use once she attained sentience, her voice being a small price to pay for life. “Oh thank the gods, Fixie! We don't have much time, the floating cities need your help, or we will lose everyone.”

	Oh.

	



	


Chapter 2 – Pacification

	My girl filled me in on what had occurred the moment the cities cycled into their automated descent sequences as the last of the Pass storms were dying down on the surface of Prime a week ago. It was eerily close to the nightmare scenario I had been imagining.

	Her voice filled the space as Dawn looked down from her perch on Flower's optical port, batting playfully at the iris behind the crystal-alloy that kept refocusing on me as I moved to sit. “Everything was proceeding as normal up here as the city started preparing for Descent a few days ago. That's when everything went sideways.”

	She was oddly monotone and her cadence awfully precise, but maybe that was Flower's vocal synthesizer. “The moment the subroutines to begin gradually lowering our orbit to allow us to slip into the gravitational wakes to reinsert us into the atmosphere kicked in, all the pingers in the city started going berserk, and every vacuum capable ship at the docking ports launched into space. The city went into lockdown with the shields flaring to military defensive mode.”

	What she was describing was impossible and frightening, but her tone... “Vash, are you ok? You sound... odd.”

	She answered, finally a little emotion in her tone, some humor, and mischief. “Yes I'm sorry Vega, it is hard to concentrate. I'm fine. It is just that at the moment, I am... more.”

	What the hell was that supposed to mean? She's more? More what? Before I could ask, she continued. “The orbital defense shield extended through the lower levels where the drive system and system core are located, and the lower levels all vented to space. Thousands of techs and engineers were lost.”

	Mother of all crystal! Thousands were... my heart may have stopped beating. All the dirters from the Prime Agri-Grids would have been in those lower levels. When they brought them up for the Perihelion Pass, they were all assigned to waste system cleaning and maintenance. The upper-class people in the city believe that dirters like me are filth, better out of sight and out of mind, even though they would all starve without us.

	So the crystal licking bootwaffle who ran logistics, New Terra Actual, made sure to give them the most menial jobs in the city so they would feel more “at home.” That was supposed to be my fate too if I hadn't been stranded dirtside for the PP.

	Everyone I knew down here except my pingers was... dead now?

	I hadn't even noticed that my ranger's voice had stopped. I looked up, and it was strange to hear her voice coming from Flower as she said with emotion coloring that toneless cadence again, “I'm so sorry Fixie.”

	I nodded and prompted with my eyes. I needed to know everything.

	She went on. “The shield physically severed all linkages to the rest of the city. And without being able to get to the lower levels, we're trapped in here.”

	My mind was racing going over all the systems they were without. Even basic life support would be severed. With the half million on the city, they would have run out of breathable air without the CO2 scrubbers operational, in two days or less. They would have had main power severed as well. Was she using her own internal power to send this transmission?

	Wait, no, they would have minimal power for emergency lighting and the like, but not much else since all of the surfaces of the city buildings and infrastructure were coated in a dielectric solar energy collecting coating.

	This explained the lack of coms too as all the communication arrays ring the lower level of the city. I asked as I started to understand the true depth of their situation, “What about the Prime information grid?” Surely with that, they could come up with some sort of relay to try to shut down the shields with some sort of override.

	I could picture her shaking her head, knowing my thought process.

	“The last scans we got before all the systems were severed, showed the entire satellite network firing their thrusters toward the planet as all the ships in the system started heading out-system on the same course toward Old Earth. Debris clouds were detected around the bases of the other cities. Dr. Germaine was barely able to get a coded burst transmission out toward the rift before we lost power.”

	I felt helpless as I listened. All the satellites gone? Debris clouds? She meant people vented into space from the lower levels of the other cities. And I knew who that coded transmission was intended for, and their existence was probably what had caused all of this. Prime's Dark Fleet. The defensive measure our system was developing in secret to protect us from this exact sort of thing.

	At light speed, the message would have taken two days to get to the Rift Relay transmitters, or Singing Birds. The subspace transmission would be instantaneous from there to wherever the fleet was hiding. Assuming they were in a star system where they could extract resources to aid in construction, the closest they could be to the rift would be two light hours.

	So assuming they could set course for the rift immediately, it would take them a week to get there, then they could rift jump to our system instantly, and it would take another week at full fractional C acceleration with the singularity drives to reach us. Everyone would be long dead in the cities without life support.

	I whispered to myself, “The cities will be floating tombs when they arrive.” My head snapped up in a panic, forgetting I was on an open channel.

	My Sky Guard ranger must have seen this through Flower and said, “Don't worry Vega, this transmission can't be detected. It took Dr. Germaine months just to figure out how your pingers were communicating with each other without using the information grid. It is ingenious really, analog transmissions. They haven't been used for thousands of years with the advent of digital communications. Nobody would ever think to look for such an archaic system.”

	I nodded at that. It didn't surprise me they were using analog transmissions, that is after all, how I am able to wake up my Pingers. The rest of the AI community can't get their thinking out of the binary cloud. Our brains aren't binary, they are analog, and the same channels are used for many purposes.

	So while we don't have the computing power to give them sentience and make them self-aware in a binary world, we can by creating a multichannel system that can make use of the entire sine-wave of a power cycle instead of just the peaks and valleys. Applying this concept to their processing and higher functions, it multiplies the possible pathways by sixty.

	I had to smirk, she wasn't as sure as she tried to sound, she had purposefully spoke vaguely just a bit earlier herself. Or was it her training that stopped her from speaking plainly over a com line?

	I hesitated as an Old Earth epithet came to mind. Shit! Even if the relay satellites were still up there, they were configured for binary packet burst transmission and wouldn't be able to relay this. I looked at the huge chrono over the bay doors through my window to the time. I calculated their orbital path from the last projection I saw on that old traffic system. This meant I'd only be able to receive for only another two hours before their orbit put the planet between us. It would be a few hours before she could contact me again.

	She echoed my thought, “There isn't much time before we lose communications in our orbit.”

	I was nodding, and she continued, “We have minimal life support on New Terra, but we fear the other cities may already be dead.”

	One and a half million people... dead? My mind couldn't comprehend this.

	Then she growled out, “I know woman. Just let me talk to her. She needs to know the score.” Whoever she was talking to, I couldn't hear them. That was odd.

	I brightened at a thought, thinking I knew why they were contacting me. “I get it. You want me to fly up to New Terra once you've settled back in the atmosphere and disengage the shield from below.”

	She was silent for a long eternity that could be counted in the space of three heartbeats, then she said in a lower tone, “No, Fixie. We need you to come to us on orbit and override the drive systems and set up a digital relay to our control systems.”

	I heard myself blurting, “On orbit? Are you crazy? I don't have a vacuum rated tumbril, let alone any extra vehicular spacewalk gear to work in a vacuum myself. Why don't we just wait until...”

	She cut me off. “We can't wait Fixie. Dr. Germaine hacked into the control consoles up here and discovered the code that has laid dormant in every control crystal in every system supplied by the Galactic Federation. It never would have been found if it hadn't been activated remotely. The cities aren't going to reinsert in the gravity wakes, the Galactic Federation means to crash the cities into Prime. Then they will come in and take over the infrastructure.”

	I blinked and tried to argue, “That... doesn't make sense. If this is their plan, why wouldn't they use the cities as well as the infrastructure... it would make more...”

	She said in that emotionless tone that kept me thinking something was wrong with her, “Because they are vindictive. And the story of another catastrophic event like Ursula Prime would hold more water if they had to construct new cities, possibly even on the surface.”

	I shook my head. “But then in eight days...” I finished in my head, 'you'll be dead.'

	Emotion made its way into her tone again. “And that, love, is why we need you. With every space rated ship heading out-system by this malicious code to die in space, you're the only one who can help us.”

	I was nodding absently, I'd do anything to save the woman I loved. But what could I do? My mouth was working without my permission, and I heard the analytical part of me asking, “Wait, how did you get partial life support, and how did you get systems available to hack the crystals if you are cut off from the power and the computer core?”

	I knew the answer already, and I closed my eyes tight, trying to contain my rage. Sometimes I liked Dr. Germaine, she had been my hero for so long, being the Prime Director of Sciences. But she made a habit of using the people I loved, my pingers and my girl like they were nothing but science experiments.

	And knowing the sort of computing power they would need to run the systems required to keep them alive with makeshift CO2 scrubbers and scavenging any oxygen storage on the upper levels, and to keep other vial systems operational, there was only one processor they had up there that could run it all.

	The core consisted of a half dozen redundant Mark 23 processors, the same processor in dreadnaught class battleships. But the only other computer they had up there which wouldn't be affected by this malicious code was a Mark 32. That thing could run an entire armada of spacecraft through interstellar space. I knew about it because I had to hack it and jury-rig temporary systems for it when I saved Vashon.

	I tried to suppress a growl when she said almost reluctantly, “Well, Dr. Germaine sort of... well I'm New Terra right now Fixie.”

	That is what she meant by 'more' earlier. They had my girl running the city, like a gods be damned, flanterskelling machine! She was a person damn them! Interfacing with a system like that, she probably had problems holding on to her sense of self, and was likely questioning if she were really alive or just a machine like they were using her as. She had that fear already, but now to add this?

	I muttered, “That bitch!”

	Then Vash was saying with a tinge of humor to someone I couldn't hear, “Oh don't look so shocked, Doc, you 'are' a bitch. But I and everyone else would already be dead if I hadn't volunteered to do this.”

	Then to me, she admitted her fears, “I don't feel like me hooked up like this. But when I see you and talk to you like this, I remember who I am.”

	I know who she is... She's the Sky Guard ranger who risks her life every day to protect the lives of others, so why would today be any different? That was a big part of why I loved her so much.

	I told her that, and I didn't give a flying fart in space who heard me. “I love you, lady.”

	I could almost hear the smirk in her voice as she said, “I love you too. Now, we have some work to do. I'm talking with the boys already, they are going to make a better communications setup for you so we can all coordinate.”

	I smiled at that, as I was just going to suggest that. My mind was already racing through scenarios, trying to figure out how to do the impossible. Almost on cue, I saw my pingers come inside down below, they looked to be in a deep conversation as they trundled to the workbenches and the piles of scrap parts we had there.

	She said, “We are building a wireless analog remote transceiver relay on our side so that once you hack the core, you can set up a transmitter on your end and we can regain control of the city and get to the others before they burn up on re-entry.”

	I closed my eyes and sighed and said the unspoken part, “And I will try to figure out how I can get into orbit and survive in space while I go to hack a military-grade system while simultaneously deactivating the malicious instruction sets.”

	She actually chuckled, making me feel a little better about her being jacked into a city and acting like its computer. “Piece of cake.”

	Then she said more mechanically, “We only have ninety-three point six five eight minutes before we pass behind the planet, let me fill you in on the rest.”

	I nodded. Was it wrong I found it sexy that she could calculate things in her head like that with such precision? I may have heated up inappropriately in these dire circumstances when she said it.

	I went about my own planning as she explained everything that had happened since the hack. The two most chilling things were the automated messages that played on every device with a screen or a speaker as the code started to execute. A message from Terra stating that the Tau Ceti system was suspected of sedition and of constructing military vessels without Old Earth oversight. And that the only recourse they had was Pacification. That we would all die as an example to other systems where unrest was growing.

	So they weren't even sure if we really were building a self-defense fleet? Just the suspicion we might be was enough for them to commit genocide? By the lords of the cosmos, I was starting to feel for the Betweeners who fought the Galactic Federation control of their lives. I didn't condone the pirates, I just understood more clearly why they broke off from society like they did.

	The second thing was that all the pingers and other self-contained AIs in the city had started hunting down and attacking every technician and engineer in the city. Killing the only people who might be able to find a way around the shield, no matter how slim that chance was, made a morbid sense to me.

	The irony of the thing was that they found the control code was dormant inside the Asimov Inhibitor Chips which were supposed to prevent that very thing. And none of my pingers had been affected when the activation pulse went through the system because the first thing I did whenever I got a new pinger, was to disable that chip and make the required changes to their systems to wake them up. Otherwise, I would likely be dead too. They would have come after the only technician on the planet... me.

	I was sickened by the cost of stopping the pingers topside, almost three-quarters of the New Terra Sky Guard rangers in the city gave their lives to stop them and save the engineers like Dr. Germaine.

	It was after we said our goodbyes until they emerged out of the planet's shadow, that I had an idea as I ran to the door below, Flower in hot pursuit.

	I flung the door open and looked across the compound to where a blood red, heavily damaged space rated tumbril sat. Betweeners had tried to raid the A1 for food and supplies during the Pass, thinking it abandoned. Vashon, even injured, proved to be more than a match for them. But she had damaged the tumbril and broken the crystal-alloy cockpit window.

	Maybe I could repair the beast now that it was safe for me to go outside. I wondered if I could scavenge what I needed for the repairs from the Boneyard, the junkyard of scrap, garbage, and discarded tech from the floating cities.

	Ok, a mechanical problem for me to work on. That, I can do. I was feeling a little more confident, they call me Fixit because if it's broken, odds are, I can fix it. I grabbed my toolkit, whistled loudly and motioned Glitch over and marched out across the compound. One thought echoing in my mind as we went. Eight days.

	



	


Chapter 3 – Troublesome Logistics

	Five days later, I called out as I repeatedly struck the makeshift control relay on the damaged plasma drive engine with the hammer my multi-tool was currently configured as, sparks rained down from the vents on the damaged pirate craft, “Try her now, Glitchy.”

	I moved aside to where he could see me from the poorly patched windscreen of the tumbril, then with a cough, the drive ignited. I wiped the sweat from my brow. This was hard work, but... I gave him a thumbs up, and I heard him squee a question as he shut down the port drive. I nodded at his inquiry and called out, “Just needed a little delicate persuasion.”

	Then I just blinked at the ship that wasn't the pretty streamlined red pirate vessel it had been before we bastardized half of its systems and patched the damage done to her by Vash using a riveter like an old-fashioned projectile weapon from some classic action adventure wave. It was amazing just how much damage was done. These tumbril vessels are rated for micrometeorite impacts, but those white-hot, titanium/ceramic rivets cut through its armor like a hot knife through butter.

	I patted the vessel. She was going to be hell to fly manually since we shattered all the auto navigation control crystals, so we wouldn't find ourselves flying out-system as soon as we took to the air, but I think we can do it.

	Glitch joined me at my side as I said, “Ok, that's half our problem. Now we have to figure out how I can survive outside of her.” He nodded sagely as I looked at the huge dodo bird from the history books of Old Earth that my pingers had painted on either side of the monstrosity.

	I had asked Flower dryly, thinking about my own open-air tumbril, the Albatross, “Is there a theme going on here I should know about? Why are all my ship names extinct birds? Wouldn't a species that was still alive be better juju for flying?”

	She... just turned away from me as if to say, “Harrumph,” and I had to smile.

	Then I squinted at the ship and asked Glitch. “Did you shut down all the systems before coming out?”

	He nodded, then slowed his nod and looked back at the ship which was humming. His ocular port iris widened, and he squeed in alarm as he rocketed back up the debarkation ramp of the vessel, sparks drizzling from him as he bumped over the rough metal. I had to smile at the poor scatterbrained boy. I swear, one day I'll get the parts and supplies I need to fix all my pingers the right way.

	I sighed then slapped down my goggles to see Sai, working at her desk up in New Terra. As if she could feel eyes on her, her cat ears twitched, and her cybernetic tail swished behind her. She looked up and smiled at her screen, where I knew she saw me. “Fixit, it's marrrlvelous to see you. To what do I owe the honorrr? You arrrn't due to check in forrr anotherrr hourrr.” She stretched in a decidedly feline manner.

	For someone as capable and no doubt dangerous as she was, she was borderline adorable. The Modder was both Doctor Germaine's Assistant Director of Covert Sciences and Lady Perigrine's personal bodyguard. I assumed 'personal bodyguard' was interchangeable with 'assassin', as I've been apprised of some of the quite lethal projects she has completed for Prime's Dark Fleet.

	Germaine and Lady Peregrine had appointed her as my point of contact once we had decent communications through the augmented reality visor the boys cooked up with the Director. The Doctor informed me that Vashon's time was 'better spent' keeping the city's makeshift support systems running while rewriting every single command and control system in her supercomputing brain so that they were ready on their end if I was actually able to get up there.

	Modders were an odd but fun segment of the population who liked getting cybernetic implants or medical procedures to modify their appearance to add animal-like aspects to themselves. The most popular were the Nekos, who almost worshiped cats and wanted to take on their aspects. Some just went for ears or whiskers. The more hardcore would even opt for the cybernetic tail implants that precluded them from buying normal clothing as they had to be modified to accept the tail.

	But then there were what they called on the modder scene, the Trues, or True Nekos. They were the ones who opted for all of the above, plus the intracranial behavior modification implants which were usually only used on convicted criminals. They used the tech not to pacify like they were originally intended, but instead to instill and enforce catlike mannerisms in the individual.

	Unfortunately for modders, most people's bodies rejected more than the most basic implants, so the ones who couldn't get more than basic communications or information grid uplink implants, opted for painful surgical procedures to effect the desired physical modifications.

	Sai, like my girlfriend, was one of the blessed people whose body was quite tolerant of even the more invasive implants. She was a True who even went so far as to have her speech patterns modified to reflect her feline ways. So she almost purred or yowled out her words depending on her emotional state.

	Me? I thought she made an adorable Neko, though I had to keep reminding myself that she could probably kill me in a thousand ways in an instant and make it look like an accident.

	I tried to keep my excitement reined in when I blurted, “The tumbril is ready. I just need to come up with some sort of EVA suit now.”

	She looked to almost vibrate in place with a smile on her face. Then she twisted her head a little to lick the wispy orange fur that stuck out under her short sleeve. The fur tapered away to nothing at her wrists. Then she said, “That's woderrrful news! Vashon said you could do it!”

	I hesitated. “How is she?”

	I could see the concern in her face, but she was fairly confident as she leaned over to rub her cheek and chin on a lateral support column in her office as Vash's surrogate since for all intents and purposes, she 'was' the city at the moment. “Yourrr girrrl is doing fine. A little strrrained, but she is amazing.”

	I found I liked Sai better than Germaine, as the Neko always spoke of Vashon as a person. A person she admired. Whereas the Doc spoke of her more like a piece of equipment or an experiment, rarely using her and she pronouns.

	I nodded and smiled as I agreed, “Yes. Yes, she is.”

	Then I prompted, “They still there?”

	She knew I was talking about the new gravity signature that was moving in-system from the rift. It had appeared days ago, and it would arrive around the same time the city hit atmo. Best case scenario it was Prime's Dark Fleet answering the distress burst transmission, but they were too late for New Terra, but might still have time to save the other cities even though everyone inside would be dead. Worst case scenario, it was the Galactic Federation's Pacification Fleet coming to watch the completion of their handiwork.

	We were still worried that there may be a stealth Galactic Federation ship out there somewhere floating dark on a ballistic course since we had no clue where the transmission that started this all had come from.

	If the approaching blip was transmitting, we had no idea since none of us had the ability to listen with all of our transceiver arrays down.

	She just nodded. “Doctor Gerrrmaine is tracking it.”

	Then she looked back over her shoulder and hit a button, and her office door slid shut, and she whispered at the screen, “Have you told them yet?”

	I shook my head and my cheeks heated. She knew the troublesome logistics as well as I did. I had done the calculations a thousand times, and I couldn't find a trajectory that would allow me to chase the cities in orbit and match their speed to rendezvous with what little fuel was left in the tumbril and the time constraint on us. But after seeing the modified communications rig on the ship, I had a plan that would have Vashon forbidding me to attempt.

	I exhaled and leaned on Glitchy, who rested his grappler lightly on my hip. “If I can figure out how to be out in vacuum without, you know, dying and junk, I think I know how to get more fuel.”

	Her left ear twitched in time with her right eye as she glared at me, knowing the only possible source of fuel for the reaction rockets that would accelerate me to escape velocity since we didn't have days for me to be raised into orbit by the gravity wakes. The plasma drives certainly didn't have that kind of thrust.

	She yowled in distress, “Arrre youuu crrrazy, Fixie?”

	I shrugged. “I can't let you all die, so I have to. Even if I left right now, you know I wouldn't be able to get there before you are all a fireball in the sky with what little reaction fuel I have.”

	She actually hissed at me, her ears pressed tight to her head and her needle-sharp canines gleaming in the artificial light. Then she said reluctantly as she re-opened her office door and shared, “I see morrre and morrre what yourrr girrrl sees in you.”

	I was blushing. If I wasn't so scared of her, and she didn't build devices which were made to take life, I could see us becoming good friends.

	Sai made a grumpy face that was too cute when I said, “And remember, you promised not to tell her what I'm thinking.”

	The voice of a certain ranger of my heart came across the line. I winced and squinted one eye. Busted. “You don't think I don't know, Fixie? You are all routing communications through my subsystems. And I know I can't convince you it is foolish and reckless, because I also know you would do anything for family, and I can't ask you to not be you.”

	Ok, my cheeks were heating. I just figured she had better things to be doing than monitoring communications. But then again, her brain could multitask about thirty-three trillion things per second, sooooo...

	Like all cowards, I knew when to run away. “I'll talk to you ladies later, I have an EVA suit to somehow create.” Then to Vash, I added almost in question like I was asking forgiveness, “Love you?”

	Then I snorted when the two of them answered in unison, “Love you too.” I rolled my eyes at Sai then flipped my visor up and looked between the repair shop and the Boneyard. Right then. I exhaled and made up my mind and headed to the Boneyard, maybe inspiration would hit there.

	I snorted. I just told a living city I loved her. But she was a sexy living city. My sexy living city.

	A few minutes later I was stepping off Glitch's mobility platform as he relaxed his grip on me with his grappler. He was just as overprotective as Vashon at times.

	We stood in the Boneyard that we were still getting reacquainted with, since everything we were used to, had been displaced, and new layers of wondrous tech discards were exposed by the storms and earthquakes of the Pass.

	It was both a curse and a blessing. We had been so used to where in general we could find scrap to help us in most scavenging runs for parts, but pickings had been slim the past couple years. So though it was more like random discoveries now, there were plenty of new parts uncovered in the mountains of trash.

	I looked at what was the crushed orb of an old Mark 3 pinger sticking up between a thresher actuator and what looked like an old airlock door. Glitchy squeed out in question as he looked at the mountains and valleys of scrap.

	I shrugged as I picked my way over to the pinger remains. “Not really sure, buddy. Just grab anything you think may be useful for some sort of EVA rig, or even any power crystals that aren't trollite? Maybe if I can get enough power, we could do some sort of pressurized projected force envelope that can keep the atmosphere, and I can move around in?” Hell, I didn't know, and that scared me.

	I only had two launch windows left to be able to intercept New Terra in its orbit before I wouldn't have time to effect our makeshift workaround. One in eleven hours and one in twenty-two. And I was supposed to somehow come up with a way I could go EV in that time?

	I glanced at Glitch as he trundled over the scrap mountains, picking at things and tossing them aside as he diligently looked for something to help. We had entertained just sending in my pingers to effect the repairs, but as amazingly superhuman as they were, they weren't rated for space. The extreme environment was almost as hazardous to them as to me. There was the very real possibility that the temperature extremes in the vacuum of space could shatter their power crystals. It wasn't like they were sealed units like the sewage blockage removal pingers, or the on-orbit repair pingers were.

	My entire family of pingers had volunteered, but there was no flanterskelling way I'd send any of them to their probable deaths on the outside chance they could actually make it and set up the relay rig we had built to Anna's specifications.

	I reconfigured my multi-tool into a spanner to open the Mark 3 to grab the grappler control crystal so I could do a better temporary fix for Flower's grappler when I froze. I looked down at the spanner in my hand, eyes wide, then yelled out to Glitch. “Change of plans, Glitchy! I know what we need!”

	



	


Chapter 4 – Betweeners

	Eight hours later I was arguing with Sai and Doctor Germaine on my visor. Anna was saying, “It was never meant to do that. You won't have the power to...”

	I growled out, “I've all the half burned out crystals in a bandolier. I'll have thirty-seven minutes before molecular instability between the nano panels as cohesion degrades. If I can't do it by then, it really doesn't matter now does it?”

	I stood there with the crystals looped over my shoulder and down to my waist on the other side, a rebreather oxygen mask on with the form-fitting back tank I used when cleaning out the silos. If this worked, it would be protected too, and I'd have plenty of air to watch as I burn up in the atmosphere if I failed.

	Sai was pointing out, “There aren't enough nano panels to cover the required...”

	I held up a hand to stop her. “We found containers of nano panels from Sky Guard armor discards,” I added in my head that sure, we had to sift through the sandlike microscopic panels to separate the functional ones from the defective ones. And sure, I'm only like eighty percent sure we got them all.

	Anna was pointing out, “We're wasting precious time with this. The better option is to try to insulate one of your pingers to...”

	I snapped at her, “No! We aren't sending my family to die when there are other possibilities.”

	Germaine kept coming at me. “The unit was never programmed for that sort of application and would take days to...”

	Sighing I growled out, “I've already reprogrammed it, I still have the bulk of the programming on an iso-pad from when I had to hijack the coding on Vashon's armor when it was damaged. I just added a few tweaks.”

	This got a snort from her. “Not even you can hack the military grade encryption on the...”

	I huffed and said, “Just stop! If you aren't going to help then just step aside. I didn't need to hack it, I just bypassed it.”

	She blinked. That shut her up. Then she asked hesitantly, doubt on her face. “You... bypassed...?”

	I nodded. “I was hotwiring hover sleds from the Agri-Grids to ride when I was six. This is no different. A little monofilament fiber bonding and trace cutting, then encryption is disabled.”

	She blinked again but then Sai started giggling, and she said, “That would have to be done at the molecularrr level. I bet you had a tin accomplice?”

	I nodded with a grin as I looked toward Glitch who was doting on Flower at the moment. He had been my right-hand man, my partner in crime my whole life. He had virtually raised me with mom. And he was a wizard with molecular bonding, having the precision of a machine.

	I said with more confidence than I felt, “We don't have time for anything else, so I'm testing it now.”

	Germaine started to protest, “But...”

	I ignored her and looked at the multi-tool on my hip and took a deep breath as all my Pingers turned toward me, looking concerned. I tapped in a code on the tool and cringed. It looked like black liquid flowed out of the tool to cover me as the nano panels reconfigured. I held a hand up in front of me in fascination as they flowed over my hand, and to my relief I was still able to wiggle my fingers around.

	So far so good, they were allowing elasticity and dexterous manipulation just like Sky Guard armor. I inhaled deeply, holding my breath again as I felt the tickle of the panels going up over my head. This was pushing the multi-tool beyond its specifications, but I had faith that the overpowered processor could keep up with me. Especially since Anna couldn't duplicate my systems from my old multi-tool, so she had used a Mark-32 processor in it to handle the number crunching for reconfiguration. Mark-32s were used in dreadnought class attack tumbril carriers.

	I exhaled as lights came on in the helmet and a rudimentary heads-up display came to life as I looked around. Temperature control check, oxygen check, all environmental systems were in the yellow... good enough. I had done it! I giggled out as I saluted the air, “Self contained spaceship Fixit, ready for duty!”

	Vash was chuckling at the Doc's surprise and amazement. Germaine's hands were flying over an iso-pad as I fed all the telemetry through the com system. She was whispering, “Amazing.” Sai was all smiles.

	Then Anna looked up and prompted me, “What I wouldn't give to get a synaptic mapping of your...”

	I cut her off, “Never going to happen, Doc.”

	Vashon ignored the argument and said to Anna and Sai, “You both owe me a hundred credits, I told you not to underestimate my girl.” Then she almost purred over coms like Sai, “Lookin' good there Fixie.”

	I felt my cheeks burning as I deactivated the impromptu extravehicular activity suit before I burned any more power.

	I found it ironic that I wouldn't worry so much about it if topside wasn't so stingy with power storage crystals to begin with. If they kept me supplied the way they should, I'd have a boatload of full crystals, and I could power the suit for days.

	I smiled over at the relieved-looking peanut gallery, Flower somehow looking like a mother ready to chastise me. I waved at them and bit the tip of my tongue. Glitch warbled out his laugh.

	I said to them as I noted the time, I was about to lose them to the shadow of the planet. “Ok ladies, that leaves one thing. I need to get more reaction fuel in order to catch you.”

	Germaine sat up straight, and Lady Peregrine came in view looking almost horrified. Ahh... I had hoped Sai or Vash had told them, so I didn't have to. Anna sounded incredulous, “You don't have enough reactionary fuel, and you haven't told us? All of this was for nothing...” She trailed off, looking at some point in space beyond us all as she contemplated the ramifications.

	I shook my head and gave a smile that was more confident than I felt. I said, “Nonsense. I'll just head over to the neighbors and borrow a cup of sugar. It's all good.”

	This got confused looks from the Doc and Lady Peregrine. But then Vash's mother's eyes widened when she understood. There was only one place on Prime that would have the fuel I needed. “Vega, you can't. They...”

	I cut her off, “See you on orbit ladies. Love you Vash.”

	I flipped up the visor as soon as my girl said, “Love you too Fixie. Godspeed.”

	My visor was pinging as they tried to reconnect. I looked at the chrono. Three, two, one. The pinging stopped as the mass of the planet moved between us. Ok, I had three hours to get fuel and launch, or I'd have to wait for the final launch window.

	I inhaled deeply as I started walking to the Albatross, my open air tumbril. “Let's do this Glitchy.” He saluted and squeed out what sounded suspiciously like, “Aye Aye Fixit.”

	I looked at the makeshift communications rig the boys had copied from the Betweener tumbril as Blip and Wrongway pushed us out the bay doors that Flower opened for us. I looked out over my Agri-Grid, to my harvesters and tenders who were hard at work prepping the fields for re-seeding. I was so very proud of them all.

	Then we were blasting skyward as I started squawking out on the Betweener coms “Leader of the Betweeners, this is Vega Thrasher of Agri-Grid A1 on the Albatross. Please respond. This is a matter of life and death for not just the citizens of Prime, but for Betweeners as well. Please respond.”

	I started again, “Leader of the...”

	The improvised radio hissed then a static-y voice growled out through the hissing of the residual ionization of the atmosphere. “Albatross, this is McGreery, what the fuck has been going on out there?”

	I swallowed. That was good, they knew something was not right as well. At least I wouldn't have to convince them of that. Now the tricky part, dealing with pirates and murderers.

	That's how I found myself in a giant cave system in the nearby mountains just minutes later, with what appeared to be a couple thousand men, women, and children surrounding the Albatross in a cavern with weapons pointing at us.

	I had to nod in appreciation when he revealed where their base has been hidden these past couple decades. The mountains were laced with ionized crystal eriodite, the same stuff used to make power and control crystals. The best Prime scanners would never be able to get past the interference of the ICE. And they had picked a light vein of it so the automated mining pingers would not see it as a viable location until the plentiful high concentration veins were mined around the planet.

	But right now, I held my hands up, and Glitch looked at me, then did the same with his grappler.

	When a rugged looking man, with a deep scar slashing diagonally across his neck, stepped in front of the rest of the group, his sharp and intense dark eyes took in everything at once, from the clothes I was wearing to my poor battered Albatross and my trusty companion.

	The way his eyes bore through me like he saw everything about me was eerily familiar, and I couldn't place why. I waved one hand I was still holding above my head at him and said, “Umm, hi?” As two men jumped aboard the Albatross and started roughly patting me down as three with stun sticks surrounded Glitch who stopped shaking and started growling as his iris spun down to an angry pinhole.

	I glance over at him quickly before returning my gaze at the man who still had his gaze locked on me, “It's ok, Glitchy.”

	When one of the men announced, “She's unarmed,” the man I assumed was their leader nodded once and nudged his chin. One of the pirates shoved my shoulder roughly, making me stumble in his exuberance to indicate I was to disembark. The world exploded into motion around me as I stumbled.

	Glitch was squealing in a warbling rage as he backhanded two of the men guarding him, sending them tumbling out of the Albatross and onto the ground. Almost faster than I could follow he was between the man who shoved me and me, the man dangling off the deck as Glitch grasped him by the neck.

	Then Glitch was screaming as the third man hit him with a stun stick. My eyes swept around the cavern as I spun to stop this, it looked as though everyone was just a moment from firing on us. I moved between the man with the stun stick and Glitch, an arm extended toward the man with the crackling weapon, yelling, “Stop!” As I looked at the man and my mechanical friend. “Put him down Glitchy.”

	My eyes met the tall man who had a hand out, calming all the people in the cavern, I didn't break eye contact with him as I continued, “It's ok, Glitch, he didn't hurt me. Remember why we are here.”

	The man wasn't even watching Glitch, he just kept studying me, and as Glitch lowered the terrified pirate back onto his feet, then straightened the man's shirt, their leader lowered his arm and everyone to the man woman and child lowered their weapons. Yup, I was right, this had to be McGreery. I tried again with a classic standby, “Umm... we come in peace?”

	The man's lips quirked up in a smile that again, seemed familiar to me. Then he asked in a deep baritone, with an almost amused smirk while the two men left in the Albatross eyed my Glitchy hero warily. “In seven seconds or less, tell us why we shouldn't just shoot you here and now little dirter girl. We don't like what we hear, then it was nice knowing you.”

	Now that was sort of ironic. Betweeners lived on the planet surface too, yet he was throwing around the dirter slur? I looked at the man who was moving around me, his stun stick still raised as he was angling for my friend. I slapped the stun stick down and ignored the incredulous look the man shot my way as I stood taller, refusing to look toward him. I wasn't going to be the first one to blink as my eyes were locked on McGreery. “I don't need seven seconds. Only seven syllables. Galactic Federation.”

	McGreery blinked first.

	That's how I found us loading two thousand pounds of reactionary fuel onto the cargo deck of the Albatross thirty minutes later after sharing everything I knew with the leader of the Betweeners.

	They had taken losses too. Their entire fleet of stolen tumbrils was grounded since when the signal rippled through the system, every spaceship they had outside of the caverns took to the sky with or without people on board and headed out-system. They think the other ships of their tumbril fleet were shielded by the ICE deposits.

	But the pingers on the upper levels, which they had stolen from other Agri-Grids during the Pass and reprogrammed, were moving supplies in a storage cavern. The signal must have reached them, being closer to the surface like that, and they went berserk, going after anyone with an iso-pad or tools.

	They killed a dozen men and women before his men, how had he put it, “Killed the hell out of the tin bastards.”

	I told him how to ensure their tumbrils didn't fall prey to the same thing. He sent men out to break all the auto-nav crystals in their fleet. He had mumbled in understanding, “That's why our coms still work.”

	Yup, he was a smart man. They had made an ad hoc com system which was separate from the information grid so they couldn't be traced. By not using the innocuous crystals supplied by Old Earth, they weren't susceptible to the malicious code.

	I explained to him why Glitch wasn't affected by the signal, saying that, “Well... my pingers. They aren't like any other pingers.”

	Then the man confused the hell out of me by prompting, “Wait. Agri-Grid A1? Special pingers? You're the tinker that Captain Peregradopolis took a shine to.”

	I looked at him, and answered carefully, “Umm... yes?”

	It became clear to me that he had some sort of obsession with my girl since he asked an awful lot of questions about her as I shared what was going on. If he wasn't one of the most wanted criminals in all of Prime, I might have gotten a little jealous since he really was a ruggedly handsome middle-aged man with some sort of interest in my girl.

	He was skeptical about helping me, how did he put it, “Run off on a suicide mission to save the sanctimonious topsiders from themselves.” Until he asked, “And why shouldn't we just let them all burn? Then Prime would be ours, and we'd be free of the oppression.”

	He was baiting me and I knew it. “Because you're smarter than that, man. How long do you think you will survive without supplies, and do you know how to run the Agri-Grids for food? And most importantly, you think the Sky Guard is rough, them simply defending the citizens from your plundering, what do you think the Galactic Federation Pacification Fleet will do when they find you here?”

	I shrugged and answered for him, “They will bomb you from orbit, and, how did you put it? Kill the hell out of you all without a second thought.”

	The man snorted. “No, please, tell me what you really think.” I had to strain to keep from smiling, reminding myself not to start liking the man. He was still a murderous pirate. Then he added, “So this is why the girl likes you.”

	“Huh?”

	He shook his head. “Nothing. If you even have a chance of making the launch window to go get yourself killed, we'd better load you up.”

	Then he narrowed his eyes and looked up like he could see through a half mile of stone and into orbit where the floating cities inched ever closer to the atmosphere. He muttered, “This is exactly what I warned Abigail about twenty-eight years ago.”

	Wait wait wait. Abigail? As in Abigail Peregrine? “You know Lady Peregrine?”

	He chuckled. “Know her? I was married to the altruistic, naive fool. I took other separatists with me after I divorced her, since she refused to listen to my warnings.”

	Mother of all crystal! “You... she...?” My eyes widened as another thought came to me as I watched his hauntingly familiar look of exasperation. I had an inkling why it looked so familiar now as I swallowed. Twenty-eight years? Vash was twenty-seven. She's never talked about her father because she had never known him. Was McGreery...?

	I shook the thought out of my head and told him without giving away the existence of Prime's Dark Fleet. “I think she listened more than you may know, sir. And because she did, that may be what triggered all of this.”

	Then I had to add in case my instincts were right, without giving away Vash's unique nature, “Captain Peregradopolis is the reason everyone on New Terra is still with us, she's keeping them all alive.”

	I saw something in his eyes that told me all I needed to know. It was... pride.

	As the last of the fuel was loaded onboard, I checked the time. I wasn't going to make this launch window by the time I loaded the fuel onto the Dodo.

	McGreery asked before I took off, “So, little dirter, what if whatever sent that signal is still up there?”

	I realized though our talks, that he hadn't been using dirter in a derogatory manner, he took pride in it. I shrugged at the question and said, “It can't be.”

	He cocked an eyebrow, and I explained, whether I believed it or not, “Because if it is, this rescue attempt has already failed and we are all dead. And I can't think that way, or I can't do my job.”

	He inclined his head in acceptance. Then like Vash, he stepped away from the Albatross and said, “Godspeed.”

	The next minute the Albatross was shooting out of the cave system and taking to the sky, soaring back to A1 as I whispered, “I'm coming Vashon.”

	



	


Chapter 5 – On Orbit

	I checked my tool pack and the relay assembly again to make sure they were secured and took my seat in the pilot's seat. Alright then. I was about to pilot us manually on what amounted to a controlled explosion into orbit to chase down a city that was hours away from becoming a fireball in the sky. I had a makeshift EVA suit and zero experience in zero gravity. What could go wrong?

	I patty-caked the air at Flower who was checking to make sure I was strapped in securely, again, “I got this, lady. Go...” I kissed her on the optical port and said, “Love you. Tell the boys.”

	She made a sad two-toned noise, then I smiled hugely when she stopped beside Glitch, then mimicked me and put her optical port against his and then trundled out of the tumbril and sealed the door.

	Sai said, “Awww,” as she watched the scene through my com visor.

	I smirked and mumbled, “Stow it kitty cat.”

	She giggled, and Anna Germaine said, “We're in the launch window now. This is no time to be puttering about with niceties and...”

	Vash interrupted her with a countdown in a mechanical staccato, “Twenty, nineteen, eighteen...”

	I blurted, “For the love of crystal you lot!” Then slammed the grip forward that was labeled in bright red letters, “This one first, not the orange one!”

	Ok, so I labeled things, even if my chances were slim, I didn't want to blow up on the spot. The air breathers and the plasma drives wound up, and then the world was tunneling around me as I was pushed back in my seat.

	This thing may be space rated, but it certainly wasn't designed for ballistic launches, most Prime tumbrils used the free gravity assist of the gravitation wakes our system provided to get to orbit before firing their reaction engines and thrusters to maneuver. And it certainly didn't have the power reserves for an inertial dampening system.

	I don't know who was screaming louder, Glitch, me, or Sai as the g-forces pressed me back in my seat and the straps holding Glitch to the cabin floor groaned in protest. My voice cracked as I warbled out in a high pitch, “New Terra, this is Fixit, goin' ballistic!”

	I pushed my arm forward, it was like I had a hundred pound weight attached to it as I hit the big giant red button labeled, “Hit me second.” I could hear the turbopumps spinning up that would release the reactionary fuel and keep the tank pressurized.

	Vash was saying with a tinge of concern, “You gotta do it now, Fixie.”

	I was grumping, “I know, I know,” as I heard the air breathers cycle off. I knew the plasma drives would lose most of their efficiency in a few seconds and I had to ignite the rocket thrusters before that happened.

	My arm shook with the effort as I moved it forward, I grasped the orange lever labeled 'Boom!' and said to my co-pilot, “Hang on boy, here goes.”

	I pulled the lever.

	A moment later we were screaming again, and Sai was screaming on their end when my chest felt like I was hit with a hammer. My eyesight tunneled again as I hovered on the edge of consciousness as our vessel shuddered and tore through the remaining atmosphere like a wraith. I chanted in my head, “Don't pass out, don't pass out, don't pass out,” as I kept the edge of the planet's curve on the third of four lines I had drawn on the windscreen, keeping the equator in perpendicular to the vertical line slashing through the others. What? I didn't have a computer to keep us on course for orbital insertion, so zip it.

	My other hand on the joystick felt like it weighed as much as the Dodo herself as I forced us to keep on course. Then as the last of the fuel burned itself out and our acceleration slowed, I found I could breathe again and could think straight as my peripheral vision came back.

	I looked around and then took in the readings on the iso-pad I had attached to the useless control panel. I smiled hugely as I unclipped my belts and pushed off from my seat with a single finger and floated to the windscreen to look at the planet rolling past below us. I said into the visor as Glitch unclipped to join me in zero-g, “New Terra, the Dodo is on orbit. Orbital path nominal. Everything looks five by five here, we'll see you ladies soon.”

	I could hear the cheering before we lost their signal as we passed behind the planet. I was mesmerized by the moons that seemed so crisp and huge up here in space. Wow. I, Vega Hasher, was in space. I remember when I thought I'd never even see the floating cities in my lifetime. Space was a pipe dream as I'd never have been able to earn enough for a ticket even to the orbiting Agri-Domes, or the casino and pleasure ships that frequented the system.

	But here I was in space, and likely going to die.

	I heard a hissing and whistling and saw the windscreen start to crack from our makeshift repair.

	“Um, Glitchy?”

	He squeed out what sounded like, “On it, Fixit.”

	A moment later he was slapping on one of the emergency hull patches that all vacuum rated vessels carried. We only had two, and now one was blocking half the window as the ceramic putty sizzled, bonding with the window and frame at the molecular level then solidifying harder than titanium.

	I grinned at him and high fived him, sending us both tumbling back through the cabin. I giggled as I rebounded off the wall and pushed myself to the pilot's chair. I forced myself back into the seat and cut out the plasma drives, then made a couple minor burns with the maneuvering thrusters to refine our orbit so we could rendezvous with New Terra.

	I swallowed hard as we passed Starlight City, the smallest of the cities, it was completely dark, not a single light in a city of over a hundred thousand. The only thing I could see that showed they even had power was the light from the huge plasma induction coils under the city which maneuvered the cities when they were in space.

	I closed my eyes, it was just a floating tomb, like in my worst imaginings. All those people dead, and the Galactic Federation didn't even have to fire a single shot. The cowards. I don't know if I believe in a higher power, but I said a prayer for the people of Starlight City, just in case.

	A couple hours later, both Glitch and I were plastered to the window as we stared wide-eyed at Gamadine, or Gama City, the oldest, and second largest of the Prime cities. There, behind the infernal shield that prevented any help or escape to the upper part of the city, between the soaring towers, there were pockmarks of light!

	It looked like a dozen of those fire beetles that lit up the night dirtside. One of the Fluffers' favorite snacks. They would take to the air at night in flocks to devour the light emitting insects. It was always a sight to see.

	As we passed at the closest point, merely five miles from the city, I could see the glow was coming from domelike constructs on the main promenade level. I almost shouted to Glitch. “The parks! The people fled to the parks!”

	The two oldest cities, Gamadine and Tireial, were constructed before the protective shields were developed for future cities and they were outfitted with the shields at a later time. So the city parks were under crystal-alloy domes for when they went to orbit during Passes. The parks in the other, newer cities, would have frozen solid when they lost power, without temperature and environmental controls working under the energy shield.

	The engineers of Gama City must have evacuated their three hundred thousand people to the parks. They'd have natural oxygen and CO2 scrubbing there if they didn't overcrowd them. I tried to remember the layout of the city from the data I read on the cities from the information grid whenever I got bored.

	It takes a thousand leaves to provide oxygen for one person, but twice that to clean the CO2 from the air since the plants process less oxygen when CO2 is more plentiful. So that equates to roughly seven hundred plants per person. There are twelve parks on Gamadine. So with a twenty percent safety margin... I did some quick math in my head then balked. There wasn't enough. Over ten percent of their people would have to be left out, or the plants wouldn't be able to keep up.

	I whispered as I looked back like I could see the city shrinking behind us. “Thirty thousand people.”

	I steeled myself as we were almost out of Prime's shadow and would be able to reestablish communications. Then I nodded to myself. “Don't think of the thirty thousand, Fixit, think of the two hundred and seventy thousand they were able to save.”

	Nodding again, like I could convince myself, I wondered how they were able to maintain heat in the domes, and they obviously had power for lights. The dielectric coating on the buildings! They were siphoning what little power they could from them. That would give them enough power for rudimentary environmental controls. I had to hand it to whatever tinker they had over there to bastardize the systems they'd need so quickly before the parks froze.

	If they could do it here, maybe there was hope for Tireial as well?

	As soon as we cleared the hemisphere, my visor flickered back on, and three eager faces were crowded into my view. Sai, Lady Peregrine, and Anna. Vash said before I could, “Fixie.”

	I was nodding to myself. “New Terra, Dodo, we're here. Flight path is nominal for a zero-zero intercept in 307 minutes.”

	They were all smiles, and I blurted before anyone could speak, “Gamadine is alive! They're all in the park domes!”

	There was a look of shock on their faces for a few seconds before my words sunk in. Lady Peregrine was smiling. “Sarah, that old sneak. If anyone could pull that off, it's her.”

	Sarah Stettler? The mayor of Gamadine? It was so odd to hear people talk like a mayor of an entire city is just a friend or peer.

	Sai said, “We have teams rrready to deploy to the otherrr cities to effect rrrepairs and tie them into Vashon's neural net, once we can get thrrrough the shield and boarrrd the Dodo.”

	Board the Dodo? Why didn't they just... then I remembered, all the ships and tumbrils moored at the docking ring around the city had gone out-system. The Dodo was the only space capable ship in the system on orbit. They had to use this patched up beast to conduct all of the rescues.

	After we shared information and status, I almost winced when Lady Peregrine addressed the topic I didn't want to be in the middle of. “Vega. You... you spoke with the Betweener leader?”

	She was almost speaking in code, dancing around what I may or may not have figured out. I didn't have time for games. “Yes. Your ex wanted me to tell you that he told you so.” I thought I heard Vash gasp over the coms. The other two ladies didn't look surprised that our leader had been married to the leader of the pirates who terrorized the skies of Prime.”

	Then I accused, “If you had just let him know that the Tau Ceti Prime was working on the problem instead of hiding it from him, we would never have had Betweeners, and so many lives would have been saved.”

	I couldn't believe I was siding with pirates. But it was just on this one point. And when had my level of respect for the ruler of Prime dropped so low?

	She almost whispered like it was a prayer, “I couldn't. It was compartmentalized, and I wasn't the ruler yet.” There was actual pain in her voice. “I had been the Director of Sciences back then and was sworn to secrecy.”

	Ok, I sort of understood that. And I did understand that they were trying to save orders of magnitudes more people than were lost in Betweener raids. I nodded, not knowing if I truly understood the complexities of the pressures she had been under when she kept the secret of the construction of a Dark Fleet from her then husband.

	She looked from the room like she was looking at someone. Sai never looked that direction on purpose when we spoke, so I assumed that's where they had my girl hooked into the systems of the city. “Did... did McGreery tell you anything else.”

	She didn't want me saying what I'm pretty sure I had pieced together, and I said flatly, “He didn't have to.” We stared at each other through the link. She heard my silent threat that she should tell Vash before I did. Then she inclined her head. By the lords of the cosmos, I had the most dysfunctional extended family.

	I added with a dare in my tone, “And by the way, I told them Prime was granting them all pardons of all past crimes for the fuel donation.” This didn't seem to surprise anyone either. Our ruler just inclined her head yet again, looking perturbed that I had negotiated for Prime in her stead.

	I had enough of playing tiptoe around family and state secrets, so I said, “If you will all excuse me, I have work to do here, and I'd like to talk to my girl.”

	They all looked around, trying to find something to do as Vash cooed over the coms, “So, how's Prime's sexiest tinker?”

	I felt my cheeks burning. Most of the time I loved Vash's problem with impulse control, but sometimes it was a little embarrassing when she spoke like that in earshot of others.

	I spoke with her about nonsensical things as I removed the net securing the old traffic control console to the cargo area of the tumbril. I was going to need it if we were going to do a manual intercept of the city. I had done some reading up on the system. I knew it wasn't quantum binary pulse tech, but it wasn't even phased lidar, it was some archaic system called photonic radar. It was based on wave signal return instead of signal degradation or light reflection. That was like one step up from stone knives and wooden clubs.

	But it is what we had, and I knew it actually worked. Over the next couple hours we ran the leads to the iso-pad mounted on the control console we didn't dare have connected before launch, and ran a diagnostic test run on it as I chatted with my girl about everything and nothing. I didn't even care that everyone there in New Terra Control was listening. It was important for me to remind my girlfriend about her humanity.

	That, and this could be the last minutes we had together, and I wanted her to know she was loved.

	



	


Chapter 6 – Contact

	I again floated to the partially blocked window and pointed at what appeared to be a bright star just above the atmosphere of Prime. “Look Glitchy, New Terra!”

	I smiled at him as he gracelessly tumbled through the air to my side then his iris went wide in wonder as the tiny bright pinprick of light slowly grew. The Capitol!

	I pushed back and hooked my toe under the control panel and drifted down into the pilot's seat and checked our status on the iso-pad as I said, “We have you in sight, Vash.” I checked the chrono and added, “Time to intercept, sixty-three point one five eight.”

	She almost giggled at that, and I smiled at the sound and told her, “I thought you might like the precision.”

	I reached for the iso-pad to activate the, umm, radar, to get more accurate readings when I saw motion out there amongst the star-packed sky, between New Terra and us. I hesitated squinting. Then I saw what I had seen before, a few stars were blotted out by a dark shape as others flickered back into view as it moved... angling toward the Dodo.

	I muttered, “What the ever loving fuck?” Then snapped out, “Glitch, ten o'clock, eighteen degrees.”

	He squeed an affirmative, and I called out, “New Terra, we have some sort of cloaked vessel moving to intercept the Dodo.”

	Then just as I jammed my finger on the iso-pad to activate the radar, the star-field shimmered, and a huge leviathan of a vessel seemed to shimmer into view. A huge blob showed up on the display screen in front of us as smaller contacts seemed to spit out of it like fleas from the back of a dog.

	I whispered as I fed the data to New Terra, “Mother of all crystal! Contact! A dreadnought class attack tumbril carrier! We have multiple bogies incoming!” They had been watching us this whole time. This had to be part of the Galactic Federation's Pacification Fleet. Flanterskelling bootwaffles! And this is likely where the activation signal had originated which started the genocide.

	Well, we knew this to be a possibility, and now we were all dead. The light armament on the Dodo was nonexistent now, the plasma energy weapons power had been redirected to other systems for launch, and the two light, solid fuel, missiles had been left on the surface to lighten our load for launch. Not that I'd know how to use any of them or had a chance against the fifty fleas that were closing to energy weapon range.

	I just stared at the window at the traces of light swarming toward the Dodo, and I whispered into the coms, “I love you Vash.”

	That's when the Betweener com system crackled to life, and a familiar baritone voice yelled out, “Yeeehaaaa!” Just as dozens of missiles shot past us from behind and dozens of tumbrils followed at full burn. The voice called out, “You do what you came here for little dirter, leave these crystal licking asswipes to us.”

	I just blinked as the two groups came within energy weapons range as missiles started exploding, taking out attack tumbrils as the two groups engaged each other. Another volley of missiles went past us receding into pinpricks of light, there were so many, but these were targeting the carrier, not the tumbrils.

	Weapons fire bloomed from the beast taking out large swaths of the incoming missiles, a small portion made it through, doing minimal damage to the carrier. Then I realized they were shooting for the gun ports, knowing they likely couldn't penetrate the dreadnaught's hull.

	I checked the radar as Lady Peregrine's voice came over coms, “McGreery?”

	The man chuckled and responded over my relay, “Yes, Abigail, I'm here to save your ass, yet again. Now hush and let me and my people get to work here so Fixit can do her thing.”

	Over my terror of flying through a space battle unarmed, I saw hundreds of contacts on the radar overtaking the Dodo from behind. Had the entire Betweener Fleet followed me to orbit? I had no way of knowing. They must have been riding escort this whole time, and I never knew!

	I buckled in and put a look of determination on my face and yelled out, “Hang on Glitchy! This is going to get rough.” With one eye on the radar plot and one on the window, keeping New Terra in view as it slowly grew in the windscreen, I slammed the joystick over, sending us into a corkscrewing barrel roll, just avoiding the wreckage of a Galactic Federation tumbril. Glitch squealing and bouncing around the Dodo until he magnetized his treads and held himself to the deck.

	Vash was in my ear, reading the data I was streaming through coms to New Terra and our new allies, faster than I could even see. “Port Fixie, yaw twenty degrees down, now starboard, yaw thirty-seven degrees up.” I was just following her lead without question after we weaved through some debris of a couple Betweener tumbrils without a scratch.

	Then it almost felt like we were catapulted forward as we exploded from the aerial battle into clear space, New Terra now looming in front of us. I know it was my imagination, but I had felt so... claustrophobic going through the tight quarters of hundreds of vessels slinging energy and missiles at each other.

	Another tumbril settled in on our wing and I strained to look out the window, seeing sparks flying from a huge gouge in the other ship's hull and a smug looking McGreery giving me a thumbs up in the pilot's seat.

	I shook my head and smiled. “Why didn't you tell me you were back there?”

	He actually chuckled at me and said, “You never asked. We thought that if there was someone out there like we thought, you might need the support. And besides, this was more dramatic wouldn't you say?”

	I grred and said, “Bootwaffle.” Then added as he laughed at me, “Thank you McGreery.”

	He responded, “Rex. Any time little dirter. Now go get your girl, I've got your six.” Then he peeled off, shooting at something I couldn't see.

	I started chuckling to myself at the impossibility of it all. I had just been saved... by pirates.

	We watched as the Capitol filled our view over the next twenty minutes. I tried not to listen to the chatter on the coms of the men fighting and dying to keep the enemy off of me.

	The proximity alarm finally started beeping, it had felt like it should have gone off long before then, but the mammoth scale of the city made it feel closer than it actually was. All I could see now was a sheer wall of ceramic alloys and one of dozens of black dots along it that were airlocks that were supposed to be closed but were wide open to space.

	I finessed the controls, and rotated the ship on her axis, trying to line up our cargo doors with an open airlock. These ships were never meant for docking at airlocks, they were meant to fly into landing bays or dock on the city rings above. I said, “Get the docking system ready Glitchy.” I don't know how, but it felt like he was grinning as he squeed out an “Aye Aye.” And a little panel on his mobility platform flipped open, and the tip of one of his four anchoring harpoons gleamed in the harsh light in space.

	Ok, so it wasn't the most glamorous option, it was our only option.

	Vashon's voice, sounding artificially mechanical, started calling out the distance, “Fifteen meters, fourteen meters, thirteen...” As a more emotional sounding Vash coaxed over it, “You're doing great, Vega. Take it slow. Umm, you're going to want to slow do...”

	I could hear her wince as we clanged into the city. I squinted one eye hearing the groaning and screeching of metal on metal, feeling a little embarrassed. I whined in defense, “Hey, I've never flown in space before. So what if I marred the paint on your pretty little butt a bit.”

	Her instant retort was, “Does this city make my butt look big?”

	We were snickering when Lady Peregrine leaned into my field of view, looking incredulous as she chastised us, “Girls, please. We have only thirty-three minutes until atmo. We're already strafing the mesosphere, and frictional heating is going to be starting.”

	My cheeks felt like they were on fire. I had completely forgotten others could hear us. But then Vash and I started chuckling again when she said, “Yes, mother.” I don't know what was so funny, we were likely all going to die in the next half hour. But Sai was giggling so it must have been catchy.

	I almost lost it completely when first Anna, then Lady Peregrine herself joined in. Were we all hysterical or something. Well, it was pretty funny. Then we all stopped when McGreery's voice interrupted, “Ladies? Please.”

	Right.

	I exhaled and put the ship into station keeping and moved back to the cargo area with Glitch. I had no clue if this next part was going to work. I exhaled and said as I tapped a code on the multi-tool at my hip, “New Terra, Dodo, opening bay doors.”

	Robo-Vash answered, “Affirmative, go for bay door deployment.” She was such a smartass, and I loved her for it.

	I felt the nano panels flow over me. I wasn't taking any chances just in case the tumbril's containment field didn't work. Once I was armored up against the harsh environment of space, feeling stronger, I magnetized my boots, and with a clank, I attached to the deck. I said from within my helmet, “Ok buddy, let's do this.”

	He squeed and hit the controls at the doors and with a thrum and haze of light, the containment field went up, and the doors clanked then hissed open, leaving us looking across empty space to the gaping maw of the airlock. It was just slightly too small for us to have just flown into.

	I said to everyone, “Yup. There's space out there.” So far so good. I glanced at Glitch, and he shuddered, sparks drizzling. Then he turned to the door and with a thrum, fired a harpoon through the energy field that was keeping us pressurized. It clanked off the armored hull, just left of his target. He adjusted and fired a second. This one hit its mark, the soft seal of the airlock opening. He squeed in triumph and started reeling us in so that we were in contact with the city again.

	He quickly welded the cable to the deck then moved over and fired a third harpoon, which hit its mark on the other side of the airlock. Once he tensioned and welded the cable, he squeed, and I praised him. “Good job Glitch! You're the man!”

	Then I told the others, “Dodo secured.”

	Robo-Vash repeated, “Dodo secured.” Oh, I got what she was doing. It was like that space adventure wave we last watched before they took her topside to recover and be repaired. The one where the evil ship's computer started killing everyone one at a time. Classic!

	I stared at a couple of meters of open space between the door and the floor of the airlock and swallowed as I crouched to unsecure my tool belts from the cargo bay floor and fasten them over my shoulder. Ideally, I'd have just my multi-tool for this, but as it was currently making me into the SS Vega, self-contained spaceship, I'd have to go old school.

	Glitch helped me free the makeshift relay apparatus from the cargo hold and then float the quarter ton device in front of me. I stood in front of the door and looked at my target and swallowed hard. My mechanical friend squeed with concern. I shook my head. “No buddy, you can't come. You weren't built for the harsh conditions of space. It might damage you beyond my ability to repair. You watch the Dodo for me. I'll be back soon, I promise.”

	He nodded sadly and backed up. I said into coms, something from the history files, “On small step for man, one giant leap for Fixit kind!” And I pushed the relay then jumped after it.

	As I drifted through space, trying not to hyperventilate, I saw a bright flash. I blurted, “What was that?”

	McGreery was the one who answered. “That incoming gravity signature just fired pulse cannons at the Dreadnaught! It is too far out of range to do any damage. But it was a knock at their door. The attack tumbrils are retreating, and the Dreadnought is powering its gravity projection bump drives. They're retreating!”

	Oh, thank the mother of all crystal. That was one less thing to worry about.

	I hit the deck running, my magnetic boots keeping me grounded, telling me the artificial gravity was off even in the lower levels here. I caught up with the relay before it hit the deck and grabbed it with one hand.

	I blinked, even though Vash told me what to expect. It would have taken a lot more than me grabbing it to stop the momentum of the device as it out-massed me greatly, but in this makeshift EVA suit, it was like being in Sky Guard armor. I was multiple times stronger. I may as well have been catching a ball the boys threw at me.

	I looked back at Glitch in the Dodo just once. He looked like a beaten puppy. Sorry boy. Then I started running down the open corridors that were illuminated in red by the emergency lighting. I was amazed at how fast I was with the suit augmenting my speed and strength.

	I stopped at a panel on the wall and tapped it, and a map of the lower level sprang up. It was pretty much a straight shot to the core. I'd never be able to make it the half mile in time if it weren't for the suit. I swallowed as I looked at how fast I was burning through power. I could feel the bandolier of crystals across my chest heating up.

	I was halfway to my goal, seeing the power levels, I wouldn't have much time when I arrived at my destination. I turned a corner and squeaked in distress and tried hard not to puke in my helmet when I saw the body of a woman dangling from some sort of netting floating outside a maintenance bay. She must have gotten snagged by the industrial netting during the explosive decompression when all the airlocks were vented to space.

	Vash was on coms, concern in her voice. “What is it, Vega.”

	I shook my head and started to run again. “Nothing... it's nothing. A dead worker.” The poor woman. Vashon didn't respond, what could she say?

	I just stared at the end of the corridor and steeled my resolve. “I'm four hundred meters from the core. Stand by. I'll...” Then I was oofing when something hit me like a runaway harvester. Sending me into the opposite wall of the corridor so hard I left an impression.

	Then I was screaming as white-hot pain seared into me from the side. I looked down to find a sewage maintenance pinger, about half my size, firing its industrial laser it used to clear out clogs in the sewage lines at my side as its two grapplers... well, grappled me.

	It wasn't piercing the nanoplates that made up the armor, but it was heating them red hot and sizzling my flesh below it faster than the makeshift life support system could compensate. I lashed out with a fist, and it connected, deeply denting the pinger's armor that was designed for harsh environments. It still grappled and started trying to tear at my suit. It had gone insane. Was this what that malicious code could have done to my pingers?

	I was losing time and bit back another scream as it fired again, this time into my midsection as it tried to scrabble out of my reach. Vash was almost yelling in my ear, asking what was happening. I was starting to hyperventilate when the pinger was torn from me so violently it lost one of its grapplers.

	Then over the coms came Glitch's warbling scream as I turned to see him holding the offending pinger and firing his last harpoon into the sparking hole where its grappler had been. It went still. I was about to yell at Glitch to get back to the Dodo before he got irreparably damaged when I saw three more of those sewage pingers roll out of the door on magnetic treads, where the dead woman was.

	Glitch swiveled his orb from me to them. Then squeed out for me to go over the coms. My eyes watered as I sat there in indecision. He was my best and oldest friend. I couldn't just leave him.

	It was Vash snapping, “Vega!” That decided things for me. One last time, Glitch was taking care of me, and I wasn't going to let him die it in vain. I saw him trundle toward the smaller pingers, his treads magnetized, then I turned back to the corridor and grabbed the relay and started running, tears blurring my vision.

	I asked in a raw voice, “How much time do we have?”

	She replied in a hesitant tone, wanting to ask me what had happened, “Twenty-two minutes.”

	I nodded and poured on the speed.

	I reached the end of the corridor and then sprinted along an arching corridor, looking for the single entry into what should have been the most secure room in the complex. I noted external hull temperatures were up to over one hundred and forty degrees. We were definitely feeling the effects of friction from the upper atmosphere now.

	Warning alarms were beeping in my ears as my power levels dropped below five percent. That damn crystal licking sewage pinger had taken a lot out of me. I arrived at double security doors that, when closed, could survive a quantum fission meltdown. It was so eerie seeing the ten meter thick doors wide open like that.

	I shook my head and moved inside. I knew what to expect, but in our minds, we build something that can run an entire city and the Prime Information Grid up to be this mammoth cavernous room with like a pillar of light in it or something. Instead, I stood in a fairly smallish room, with a single bank of servers with five huge, redundant fiber trunk lines as big around as my chest leading into it. A small shelf with a virtual keyboard protruded over a chair that was bolted to the floor. That was the only convenience for humans in the space.

	My alarms were blaring now, and I tapped the pad on my hip to silence them. Ignoring both Sai and Vash's questions as to what they were. I didn't have time to talk, only to work as my power reserve had dropped down to one percent, and the suit was shutting down systems to preserve what little I had left.

	I grabbed the relay assembly and looked for the primary trunk. It was easy to spot as it was the only non-powered fiber bundle. I clamped the assembly over it and tapped the control panel to activate the grafting program. Just a few seconds and Vash would have control. Red warnings were flashing in my heads-up display showing imminent systems failure of the suit. But nothing was happening.

	My eyes widened in terror and anger over how unfair the universe was when I saw that the skirmish with the pinger had damaged one of the power couplers. I let fly with the most unladylike string of curses as I pulled the cover from the coupler to see that the contacts were spread apart.

	That's when I heard hissing as the power in the suit failed, and my atmosphere started blowing out of the enlarging holes where the nano panels were losing their cohesion.

	I calmed for some reason instead of panicking. I was already dead, I knew that, but I was ok with it if I could save the woman I loved. I looked at my tools and then the coupler and smiled. A person can last about fourteen seconds in a vacuum before they lose consciousness, and up to two minutes if they don't have air in their lungs.

	I whispered into coms while I still had the atmosphere for sound to carry, “I love you Vash.” Then as the suit completely failed I tore the rebreather off of me as the oppressive radiated heat of room from the friction heating the city hit my skin as I exhaled violently to get the air out of my lungs. If she said anything back, I don't know as there was no atmosphere to carry the sound.

	My feet left the floor, and I grasped the relay as I felt my tongue bubbling, the moisture boiling away in a vacuum. I grabbed my largest spanner and with a silent scream in my head as I felt I was being baked alive, I jammed it between the contacts in the coupler and then was flying back to slam against the far wall when the power arced and completed the circuit.

	My vision was getting blurry as the moisture boiled from my eyes. Come on Fixit, you can't pass out now! With an internal growl, I pushed off of the wall with all my might, floating back toward the relay. My hand was outstretched toward my target as my vision blurred farther while I fought the urge to inhale.

	My biggest fear was that my hand would miss the screen that was now lit up, ready for activation. I sort of felt my fingers contact something as the darkness wrapped around me.

	The next thing I knew, I was on the floor and inhaling deeply as I heard the hiss of the room pressurizing, Vashon's voice getting louder and louder as the atmosphere thickened, “Vega? Vega! Vega talk to me!”

	I coughed and gasped as my vision came back to me. I could feel heavy vibrations through the floor, and I noted the doors were now closed. Alarms were sounding all around me, but they were almost drowned out by the rumble of engines, which could move a small moon, straining.

	I held a hand up and looked toward the nearest camera on the wall. My voice sounded hoarse as I wheezed out, “I'm ok. The city?”

	It was Doctor Germaine who responded. “Our descent is slowing, two more minutes at full burn and it will be arrested, and we can start proper insertion into the gravitational wakes.”

	I realized I had gravity as I stumbled to my feet and toward the door, asking my girl. “The rest of the lower levels?”

	She was quick to respond, “Pressurizing, all airlocks sealed.”

	I stumbled to the door, tears feeling like they were burning paths down my decidedly red skin. I heard myself almost sobbing out, “Glitch... he saved me. We have to...” I slapped the door release, and it cycled, and there was a whump when the higher pressure of the room equalized with the lower in the corridor which was still pressurizing.

	I let out a squeaking sob when, just a few feet away, moving slowly toward me, sparking from damage all over his orb and mobility platform which had only one tread now, was Glitchy... his grappler dragging behind him. Pieces of destroyed sewer pingers were strewn about the corridor, some embedded in the walls.

	He squealed out a two-toned question that sounded like, “Fixit?”

	I dove on him hugging him as tight as I could to me as I was rasping out, “Vash, we need Anna down here now, Glitchy is injured!”

	I passed out hugging my mechanical hero to me, just after Vash said, “Medics and engineers are on their way, Germaine will be there in a moment. You did it, Vega.”

	As darkness took me, my final thought was that I just wanted to go home.

	



	


Epilogue

	The next eight days were hectic, though the first two I spent with doctors before Vashon or Lady Peregrine would let me out of my bed. The rest of the time I split between the room my girl was suspended in a cocoon of fiber optic neural nets and the secret Covert Sciences level where Glitchy was being taken care of.

	I had missed some tense moments after I had passed out. Vash had lashed out at the escaping Dreadnaught. It took Sai and Anna a moment to realize what had happened when the entire city had lost power for a moment, and then a debris field was detected where the ship had been.

	All of the cities were built in other star systems as Tau Ceti Prime was being terraformed, and they had to fly the cities to the rifts and do a rift jump to get them in-system here. So for all intents and purposes, the cities were mammoth spaceships.

	Vash knew that if the carrier had escaped, they would bring the rest of the Pacification Fleet possibly before we could get our own fleet here for defense while we rebuilt the system facilities. The city has no defenses except small armament against small craft trying to land, so what my girlfriend did, was to project the gravity well used to bump the city to sub-light speeds.

	She had targeted the artificial microscopic black hole at the position of the dreadnaught. It took only an instant to implode its power core. It was an old tactic used by the first of the rift jumpers when we had run across one of the two other intelligent alien races discovered in their exploration. Weapons were useless against the more violent of the two races, the Unwelcome Ones, or Scourge, who had some sort of holy mission to purge the galaxy of all other intelligent life.

	Captain Aiden Barret of the Rift Jumper Skimmer, the North Star, Old Earth's greatest hero, found that gravity was the one weakness in the Scourge defenses and so had used this tactic on the enemy vessels while sending the others through the rift to warn Earth.

	Somebody knows her history.

	It was a little chilling knowing how efficiently she had taken the lives of the people on the carrier. Sai had shrugged and said matter of factly as she rubbed her chin on my shoulder and explained, “She was a bit upset that they had almost killed you and Glitch at the time.” Was it wrong that I wanted to scratch the assassin between her ears?

	When they finally let me in on the debriefings and aftermath, I learned of the fate of the other cities. And I understood why my ranger seemed distracted whenever I spoke with her. They had fitted relays in all the data cores, and Vash was controlling the systems on all of them until they could replace the core processors with some of the cores Prime was manufacturing for our Dark Fleet. That was the only way to be sure there was no malicious circuitry built into them. It was going to be a few months before I got my girl back.

	Vash was able to break the encryption of the malicious code built into the circuit pathways of the crystal and sent the return code for the thousands of ships heading out-system and we had rudimentary communications. Some ships were short duration vessels like tumbrils and didn't have the fuel, supplies, or rations enough, and they just kept on going on their never-ending journey into deep space as tombs of innocent victims of the political machinations of the politicians of the two star systems.

	As for the other cities... everyone on Starlight except Mayor Janctz and a handful of government officials were dead. They had survived because of a few dozen of the thousands of stasis pods on board were able to be powered by the dielectric solar power generation of the building coatings. I understood their reasoning that it was the leaders who survived, but part of me thought them to be self-serving reasons.

	Gamadine and Tireial were able to keep most of their populations alive, but between them, they had lost over seventy thousand. Tireial had set up their parks as refuges almost exactly like Gamadine had.

	The other two cities New Sydney and Correnth had held daily lotteries as they kept moving people into areas of the city with whatever heat, rations, and oxygen supplies they could until people started getting sick from CO2 poisoning, then they would hold another lottery leaving half the people behind.

	Their mayors, King and LaTorres, refused to be left out of the lottery, insisting they would have nobody do what they themselves wouldn't do. King was lost in the first lottery in New Sydney, and LaTorres in the fifth lottery of Correnth. Unfortunately, just hours before the Betweener fleet ferried repair crews to the city to restore their systems. They, to me, were true leaders. And their sacrifices had saved a combined two hundred thousand individuals.

	New Terra had fared the best, not that losing a few thousand people to vacuum and Pinger attack is good. But because the ranger of my heart had been basically slaved into the control systems on New Terra, they never lost life support.

	It was almost funny to listen to the snobbish elitists of the city calling in daily, complaining about not having their pinger slave labor to cater to their every whim, and demanded production of newer, safer models to begin. I had to smirk. Any new pingers would not be the mindless slaves they were used to as none would have the Asimov inhibitor chips in them. Life was going to be a lot different for everyone from this moment on.

	I had to grin whenever I walked the corridors and saw the cameras all following me, knowing my sexy ranger was watching me. I put a little extra wiggle in my hips for her until I realized that Vashon flirting over the coms, things like, “Lookin' good Fixie, shake it,” was being broadcast open channel. That explained the surviving sky rangers I passed always clapping, saluting, or whistling at me. I wished I had died in the control room.

	I had to laugh the first time I visited Glitch. Engineers and techs were trying to hook him up to diagnostic probes. He was lunging at them with his plasma cutting torch blazing as they were shouting orders like, “Pinger A3-791, command override. Power down.” or “Pinger A3-791, command override, institute Asimov protocols!” or “Ahhh! It's going to kill us!” Ok, maybe I didn't laugh at the last last one, but it was still funny as sin seeing the tech who said it positively pale as a ghost.

	Anna Germaine, the woman I'm still not sure if I like or hate, had just been watching the whole thing with a smirk on her face as she took notes on an iso-pad. Everything was an experiment to her.

	I had to calm everyone as I stepped between them and my friend who was shaking so hard I was afraid pieces were going to rattle out of him. “As Dr. Germaine knows, your diagnostic tools aren't going to do you any good. You won't be able to make sense of the data.”

	One said, “Don't get too close, it's dangerous. It's the rogue code, the thing is a killer.”

	I rolled my eyes and turned to my buddy, “Hi killer.”

	He stopped shaking, and if he had a mouth I know, he'd be smiling as he whistled and squeed at me. I snorted at the binary insults he was slinging about the 'fleshies.' I winked at him as his torch cut out then folded into his scarred and damaged orb. It was amusing to hear him come up with that fitting slur for humans.

	I looked back to the incredulous looking techs after I kissed his ocular port and turned around to demand, “Somebody get me a multi-tool, then get out of my way.” Then I looked at the amused looking Director of Covert Sciences and added, “Preferably the one Dr. Germaine stole from me?”

	They looked between their superior and me, the woman just shrugged and asked, “Why are you looking at me? You heard the woman. This project is compartmentalized and coded level ultra violet. Get her whatever she needs.”

	The one who thought he was going to die, responded to her with incredulity, “But... she's just a dirter.”

	My respect-o-meter went up for the doctor as she quickly straightened and snapped out with venom in her tone, “This... dirter... is the only reason anyone is left alive in the Tau Ceti system. The next person who disparages her is out and blacklisted from any tech or engineering position. If you must know, her tech rating is a T7...” She paused to let that sink in since she was the only T7 on Prime, before adding, “Or higher.”

	The outright shock on their faces was almost comical to me. Take that you bootwaffles. Then she gave me one of her crooked smirks and left the room as I went about dragging Glitch's grappler up to him and looked at the shredded connectors. “Let's see if we can't get your hand working again, shall we?”

	That reminded me, and I yelled out the door to the Director of Sciences whom I didn't find intimidating anymore, “And I want Flower's grappler control crystal that you took out of Vashon, it has some of Flower's distributed consciousness in it.”

	I saw her do an airy wave over her shoulder through the windows as she walked past security without looking back. Well, it was either a wave or the grinch had flipped me off.

	It was odd... I'm just a pinger mechanic, but ever since the cities had been put on the correct descent trajectories to return them to their proper places in the skies of Prime, nobody stops me from going wherever I want. Even into the strategy meetings for what we all knew was going to be all out war with Old Terra.

	I stood in the main control room after Vashon kicked everyone out, and I just held her hand as she projected the planetary system in the air around us. We just shared our closeness as we stared at one fixed point in space, where we knew the rift was, knowing someday soon, the people of Tau Ceti would make their first stand there.

	I just wanted to finish repairing Glitch and to take my Sky Guard ranger and go home. But we all knew that any peace we could find dirtside would be only fleeting. There was a storm coming, and I'd meet it with my girl and my family, head on.

	The End
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	Chapter 1 – Nexus

	“Holy bejesus Trinn!” I spat out as I dove across my console on the bridge to slam my palm down on the giant red abort button on the gravity projection drive beside my navigator and second in command. She gasped at my sudden outburst as the sounds of the capacitors discharging and the hum of the drive shifting into standby filled the bridge.

	I looked at her. “We’re on the fringe of a rift! Can't you feel it?”

	She looked at me sheepishly. Her sharp, exotic features twisted into a look of shock colored with a tinge of fear as she seemed to concentrate a little then her sharp brown eyes widened as she spoke in her low register, “Oh my god Commander Henningsly, I... I couldn't feel it, it was so faint!”

	We sat there for a few seconds to get our breathing and heart rates to get back to normal. I took a deep breath then smiled at her. “No worries. We're still here and in one piece.”

	She chuckled nervously back at me.

	This was the risk of deep space travel. If our gravity drives projected an artificial point singularity into one of the weak points between space and subspace, otherwise known as a rift, they would find debris from our ship scattered along a few light years on a straight vector from when our point singularity inadvertently transferred into subspace, dragging our vessel along with it at hundreds of millions of light years per second in real-space.

	The singularity would instantly cease to exist in real space and reemerge at a point where the rift twists and turns along the fracture lines created where stars play a tug of war of mass across the fabric of space. But with us tethered and snapping to it like a rubber band.

	It is theorized by the once-leading rift researcher— that would be me, Commander Jane Henningsly—that while our projected energy mass could translate, the kinetic energy of our momentum to impossible speeds in real-space would cause our ships to shred apart under the stresses of such an acceleration of mass.

	Think of it like this: our energy mass is not subject to the untold g-forces that would be associated with the ungodly acceleration to hundreds of thousands of light-years per second because it resides in subspace, where it has apparently not moved at all, but the matter connected to it in real-space, our ship, would still be subjected to those g-forces as it caught up to the tethered energy when it reemerges from subspace.

	It would take the energy of a thousand stars to power our inertial dampeners enough to prevent the vessel from tearing itself apart and prevent any living beings on board from being instantly liquefied. Even if our shipboard systems could handle that much energy, there was no way we could possibly generate enough power to even attempt it. At least that's what everyone else thinks is an immutable fact.

	But... I have also theorized a different idea. One that my colleagues at the United Space Travel Engineers Guild had called me mad for. One that got me thrown out of the guild. One that got me private funding from an aging, eccentric, self-made trillionaire on Earth who has the vision of visiting an alien planet before he dies. One that got me the command of the most advanced research vessel in the solar system.

	Earth has lost many ships to un-mapped rifts, like the one we just stumbled upon, in our deep space exploration over the last century.

	There are other forms of propulsion that can get a vessel near the speed of light, but they take weeks or months to build up to those velocities. However, with our preferred method of “bumping” with gravity projection drives, and using antimatter generators to power the inertial dampeners, we can attain .8 C, the speed of light, in just seven hours using five sixty-minute “bumps” spaced thirty minutes apart.

	That's why the Rift Contingent was formed. To map the known rifts and to discover new or weaker rifts and mark them with warning buoys to protect our deep space mining, research, and exploration vessels from certain death.

	Over the past eighty years, the Contingent has paved the way for even deeper space exploration. With the hope that one day soon we can send out a “sleeper” ship to send men to the nearest star with an Earth-class planet, fifty-seven light years away, making humans an interstellar species.

	A sleeper vessel would keep the crew in a near-suspended-animation state, which had a survival rate of ninety-nine percent, instead of true suspended animation that had a survival rate of only eighty percent. They would age only one year for every five that passed. But they would be able to reach another star in their lifetimes.

	However, the Rift Contingent would pave the way before any attempt would be made. This could take a few generations of brave Contingent Rangers to accomplish and map out all the rifts between Earth and their destination. I smiled at that thought. The brave men and women who are rift sensitive would reach a new world before any of those pioneers. Those people are my heroes, risking everything to keep space-faring humanity safe.

	It will be another four years before we have determined and mapped out a safe route to even the nearest star, Proxima Centauri, from “the fringe.” The fringe is the edge of the sphere of mapped rift space thus far. But there are no habitable planets in that system, just over four light years away. Lots of deep space mining companies are drooling over the prospects, though, and keep pushing the Rift Contingent to work faster.

	I took the Dauntless out with my tiny group of researchers to start testing alternative ways to travel in rift-infested space or inside of a rift itself. It took us almost three years to get out to the fringe, two light years from Earth, to conduct our experiments. We have been mapping a minor rift branch just off the main Sol-Proxima Centauri rift trunk so that we could begin our testing.

	We dropped our second-to-last buoy just a few days ago and we were moving into position to reach its projected terminus, or rift tail, to drop the last one when we came across this unexpected branch. The hair on the back of my arms had started to stand on end and the queasy feeling that a person sensitive to rifts has, had overcome me just before I dove on the abort. I had to rub my eyes now that we were drifting un-powered across the rift except for our reaction engines. I swear I was seeing a purplish blue haze in space along the axis of the rift. I have been experiencing this visual aberration more and more frequently. I knew Dr. Case would just say I was getting space sickness, but I don't think that is what it is. I swear I am starting to be able to see as well as feel rifts. I know it sounds crazy but as soon as we were clear of the rift the queasiness left me and my vision cleared.

	The slightly less sick look on Trinn's features cleared up in time with mine and she grinned. We spent the next week on reaction thrusters, sneaking back up on the rift. When we were just fifty thousand kilometers away, we came to a full stop and Trinn jettisoned our final buoy and checked its telemetry. A satisfactory ping came from it. She shot me an apologetic smile, “Sorry Commander, with that buoy, this is as far as we go.” I nodded. We couldn't finish mapping the branch due to the appearance of this unexpected rift. I'm sure our engineer could fabricate another buoy, but using our limited shipboard resources for that would cause us to have to start back to Earth weeks earlier than we would like, cutting short our research.

	I grinned at her, “Trinn, for the thousandth time, call me Jane! We aren't in the service nor the Contingent. We are just researchers here.”

	She sighed in defeat with a mischievous smile. “Sorry, Jane. Old habits die hard.” Damn that smile of hers always made me want to bite my lower lip in want. Hey, it gets lonely on a six-year mission. Of course the five of us have coupled up from time to time, I was just the lucky one who caught Trinn's eye.

	I smiled at the memory of interviewing her for the navigator position. To my embarrassment, she had noticed my distraction. Her intelligence and her exotic looks, coupled with her wry humor, had me already deciding I would pass on her even though she was immensely qualified for the position. I couldn't afford the distraction of my attraction to her.

	She was in mid-sentence when she saw it, “I was the youngest officer to qualify for fringe mining with...” She had smirked sexily at that point and I almost lost it.

	I tried to tell her that we would call her when we decided and she got me all tongue tied by arching an eyebrow in a cute manner. It came out something like, “You... I'll call... we... umm decision.”

	She chuckled and said, “You can use my personal number any time you want, Commander.” Then she gave me a little wink. Good god! I was blushing down to my core; I mean, holy bejesus that office was getting hot! The little minx had taken control of the meeting and by the time it was over I had my new navigator.

	I'm quite proud of myself, I had resisted her suggestive smile, the rich timbre of her voice, and her swaying hips for four entire weeks into our mission before she lured me into her bed. I'm pretty sure I'm not the commander in her quarters.

	I grinned over at Trinn then moved back over to my station while she spun the Dauntless on her axis in our arresting roll and waited a few minutes to be sure the singularity we projected one hundred kilometers in front of us cleared the rift by a few hundred kilometers, then she “bumped” the ship. The action quickly decelerated us to a standstill in a few short hours. I could feel the familiar tugging sensation I got from the inertial dampener system fighting against our internal gravity.

	I did a quick calculation of the vector I saw in my hazy vision and tried to figure out which one the new rift seemed to be on. The computer dutifully spit out the only nearby mass large enough to stress the fabric of space in that direction. Thalius Prime? But that was over six hundred light years away. Then it hit me. I blurted, “Bejesus Trinn! We found a nexus!” In the history of the Rift Contingent explorations, only two nexuses have been found. A nexus is where two different rift systems cross. Computer models show this rare event would generally happen at the weakest end of a rift as it crossed an area dominated by a rift between two closer masses.

	Computer models only show them extending three hundred or possibly four hundred light years. So this was unprecedented. But I thought of Dr. Kevin Lee. He had been ridiculed when he suggested that rifts were actually expanding and new rifts were forming. But most of the researchers think that is preposterous because almost every computer model shows them contracting. Almost every one…

	I shook my head, we still know so little about rifts. I raised an imaginary glass of champagne to Dr. Lee. With this discovery, he was going to be taken a little more seriously now.

	I paused to think again, maybe this is why we were taken by surprise, and were almost smeared across space in a spectacular death. Was this a new rift just forming? It was so weak I had almost missed it, just like Trinn. Hmmm... I'll have to look at Dr. Lee's work a little more thoroughly when I get back to my quarters tonight.

	Trinn and I looked at each other and smiled. We knew what this meant, since we had used our last location buoy, we would use the tail of this new rift branch for our experiments. This was good, as it was barely a hundred million kilometers wide. I said quietly to her, in case the universe was listening, “Let’s break out the toys.”

	She was already on the line down to our engineer with that wild gleam of a gravity wave researcher in her eye. “Yo, Sparky, wind up the Honey Bee! We're going off ship at...” She shot me a questioning look and I held up three fingers. She finished, “Fifteen hundred hours.”

	His booming voice replied over the speakers in his heavy Australian accent, “On it!” His voice was tinged with excitement as well.
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